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spells & sorcery










Chapter One










You have magic.

One sentence, three words, four syllables. Enough to change my life forever. 

(And I'm not talking about the whole spells and sorcery thing.)

The day before my fifteenth birthday was so painfully normal, I probably wouldn't have noticed even if something were amiss. My kindergarten teacher used to say I was a little old woman in a little kid's body. Ten years later, I was still more Golden Girl than Party Girl. Between the Advanced Placement, dual enrollment, and honors courses jam-packed into my schedule, it was enough just to get through each day without adding more complications. 

"The northeastern colonies were settled less out of economic necessity and trade, and more for those seeking religious freedom. But as the population grew, more secular colonists began to settle amongst them, increasing the rift between the two communities. It should come to no surprise the majority of those accused during the Salem Witch Trials were the more wealthy, secular colonists."

I jotted down a note about the cause and effect. Mills had mentioned there would be an essay test soon, and I wanted to be ready. Plus, being the uber-nerd I was, I actually liked seeing the narrative unfold as each event directly impacted another. It was one of the reasons history was my favorite subject. 

Mills was one of those guys who'd been teaching the same subject the same way for thirty years, and enjoyed every day of it. Unlike the rest of the school, which had moved on to whiteboards and overhead projectors, Mills hand wrote a section of his bulleted history of the United States every morning on the chalkboard, which stretched over three of the classroom walls. 

"Many of the women accused of being witches were actually widows of means, meaning they had more economic power than the men." Mills paused to chuckle. "But most of the hysteria ended when someone accused the Massachusetts governor's wife of being a witch." 

I snorted, and glanced around to see if anyone else was laughing, but they all wore the same glazed-over expressions. As usual, I was the only one paying attention in our last-period history class. Our schedule rotated each day so as to give a different class the post-lunch doldrums. To boot, it was Monday, so the attentiveness was already in the toilet. 

Mills must've caught my snort, or he knew I was the only one actually awake, because he asked, "Lexie, can you explain about how the end of Puritanism resulted in the Salem Witch Trials?"

I looked down at my notes and flipped back a page to read what I'd written down. "Because of the rise of trade, and the shift of power from religious leaders to the merchant class, it created a power vacuum. The witch trials were a backlash of the change toward more secular holdings of power."

He praised me and I kept a smile to myself as he moved on, quizzing another student who was much less prepared than I was. But that student was saved from answering any more questions, as the bell rang. Groaning and rubbing their faces, my classmates woke from their stupor and began talking about their plans for the afternoon—jobs, sports, and whether the nearby Gulf of Mexico would be tame enough for some stand-up paddle boarding. 

My little high school fit the Florida beach town I'd grown up in. I'd known most of those in the sophomore class since kindergarten, though I wouldn't call any of them my good friends and we didn't really hang out. Then again, most of the school was nose-deep in trying to survive honors and college-level classes, while maintaining jobs, volunteer hours, and extracurricular activities in the hopes we could all get big fat scholarships at the colleges of our dreams. 

I stopped at my locker to grab my things, and crouched down to the bottom level to work the lock. In the eight weeks we'd already been in school, I still hadn't figured out how to get it open on the first try.

"C'mon you…son of a…" I mumbled, swirling the lock around. I'd nearly gotten it when someone bumped into my hand with their foot, knocking the dial out of alignment. 

I glared at the offending leg. Callista was one of those girls who exuded confidence. Smart, athletic, and usually always with friends, or her boyfriend, Joel. He was in some of my advanced classes, and he was on the football team in the fall, the soccer team in the winter, and the baseball team in the spring. They were all right, except that when they started making kissy-faces at each other, they forgot that other people needed to get into their lockers. 

"Can you please…?" I asked, shoving their feet as they bumped into me again.

I saw the eye roll from Callista and ignored it. I didn't have time to get into it with her. With a grunt, I pulled on my too-heavy backpack and hurried out the front doors of the school into the sweltering fall afternoon. My sister wasn't above leaving me if she got to her car before I did. But I spotted Marie's cherry red convertible and breathed a sigh of relief that I wouldn't have to walk home.

I had no earthly idea how Marie convinced our aunt to buy her something so absurd and unnecessary, especially since Marie and Jeanie fought like cats and dogs. Then again, Marie was so used to getting her way, I wouldn't have been surprised if she'd flashed her smile to a car salesman and he'd handed over the keys.

I didn't have to wait long before Marie walked out the front doors of the school, her best friend Charity by her side. Blonde, flawless skin, long tanned legs thanks to the nearby beach, together, they were a picture of teenaged beauty. But, I frowned, if Marie was giving Charity a ride, we'd spend an extra half an hour at Charity's house so Marie could flirt with Charity's brother. And that meant me stuck in the car until Marie decided to drive me home.

I tried not to look too upset when they approached the car. That would only give Marie cannon fodder. 

"And I swear, I don't remember anything about his mother," Marie said. "Do you?"

"Was she even in the play?" Charity asked. "God, Shakespeare is so boring."

"Right?" Marie gave me a once-over but said nothing to acknowledge my presence. That, at least, was preferable. I climbed into the backseat and pulled out my copy of To Kill a Mockingbird to start reading the assigned chapters, more to drown out their conversation than to get a head start on homework.

Our little town was small, so it only took Marie five minutes to reach our neighborhood, and another minute to swerve through it until we reached Charity's house. 

When Charity left the car, Marie finally turned around and said, "Walk home."

I glowered at her. "Marie, that's not fair."

"I'm sorry, I don't care."

Growling and muttering about how I was going to tell Jeanie about this, I stuffed my book back into my backpack and scooted out of the backseat, slamming the door shut behind me. 

"Watch it!" Marie said. 

"Maybe you can get your new boyfriend to fix it." I glanced at the car next to hers with a parking sticker of the local community college. "What, so you've worked your way through all the high school boys?"

Instead of retorting, a smug smile grew on her face. "You think you're so smart, don't you? Let's see how smart you are after tonight."

I was halfway to a comment about her latest test grade when I realized what she'd said. "What do you mean, after tonight?"

Marie feigned innocence. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe there's actually something I know that you don't. Maybe you aren't as smart as you think, little genius."

I glowered.

She looked over my head and flashed a thousand-watt smile at someone behind me. "Hey, you!" Then her gaze landed on me again, and it hardened. "Can't wait to chat later when you're losing your shit."

I wasn't sure I believed her, but it was rare for Marie to be so smug. The only thing I could think of was perhaps Jeanie had a surprise for my birthday. In any case, any questions I had were answered by the slamming of Charity's front door. 

~

By the time I heard my oldest sister's car pulling up in the driveway, I was putting the finishing touches on the discussion questions for English. Nicole was a student at the local university, and spent most of her days either in class or at her part-time job at the local pharmacy. Although she could've gotten a scholarship anywhere, she preferred to stay close and help Jeanie with me and Marie, as she'd done pretty much her whole life. And as much as I hated to think of Nicole putting aside her own aspirations for me, I was secretly glad of it. 

Her face, so similar to my own, lit up when she walked through the kitchen door and put her bag down next to mine. "Happy birthday."

"It's tomorrow," I said, quirking my eyebrow. Birthdays weren't that exciting around our house; then again, Jeanie never really celebrated anything with too much flair. 

"Yeah, but…happy early birthday." Nicole went to the fridge and poked around, before sighing loudly. "We don't have any food. Do you think Jeanie's going to the store?" She chewed her lip. "I should go to the store."

While she fretted over the state of our dinner, I dug in my bag for the last bit of homework that I'd been putting off. "Want to help me with chemistry?"

She glanced at me, then back in the fridge. "I could make a boxed dinner, I guess. But we don't have any chicken—"

"Nicole," I said, a bit more forcefully. "Chemistry? You promised me you'd help me with it when I signed up for the class, remember?"

"Chemistry is easy," she said, moving to the freezer. 

"For you."

She offered the ghost of a smile before whipping out her phone. "We've all got our talents, Lexie." 

As she texted our aunt, I flipped through my homework. After spending all day in class, and all afternoon doing more work, the chemistry fractions might as well have been written in French.

French! I still had French homework to do. Damn. I wasn't quite sure how I was going to survive high school if this was what it would be like for the next three years.

"Nicole," I whined. 

"Fine, fine." She put down her phone and looked over my shoulder. "Oh, Lexie, this is easy. It's just math. See? The book tells you what to do right here."

"I don't want the book. I want you to show me." 

She snorted and crossed the kitchen to check her buzzing phone. "That's a first."

"What?"

"You not wanting a book." Nicole sighed. "I'm going to get food. Want to come?"

I shook my head. "I need to finish this. Would you at least check my chemistry when you get back?" 

"That I can do."

The house went silent again, and I struggled through chemistry, cursing Nicole and her suggestion that I take it over an easier science. She'd said it was the easiest class she'd ever taken, and that she'd help me with it, but most of her help had been "Just read the book." Normally, that was more our aunt's teaching style, which probably explained my penchant for the local bookstore. 

I'd finished three questions before I heard a car in the driveway again. But instead of Nicole, Jeanie walked through the door. Thirty-something, with short, spiky brown hair, she'd been in her early twenties when she'd taken us in. She'd never been the nurturing type, but she kept us clothed, fed, and happy, so I supposed that was all I could ask for in a guardian. Although Marie could probably quibble with the "happy" part…

"Hey, hey," she said, spotting me at the kitchen counter. 

"Hey," I said, closing the chemistry book. "How was work?"

"Good. How was school?"

"Good." 

We stared at each other for a moment, which piqued my curiosity. Jeanie usually high-tailed it to her bedroom when she got home, returning just in time for dinner, and spent the evening on her computer or phone. 

"What's going on in the news lately?" she asked, taking a seat at the table. "What's happening in Washington?"

"Um…" I blinked at her. While I was an avid follower of the political news sites, Jeanie couldn't tell the difference between a Democrat and a Republican. "You hate politics." 

"Okay." She blew air out through her lips. "What are you studying in school?"

I glanced at my history notebook. "Salem witch trials?"

She snorted but didn't respond. 

We descended into silence, and again, Jeanie's behavior drew my curiosity. "So…what's up?"

"Birthday tomorrow, right? What do you want to do? Go out to dinner?"

"S-sure…" I said, slowly. "Is something going on? You're acting really weird."

"Where's Nicole?" 

"Getting dinner, like you asked."

"Hm." Jeanie ran a hand through her hair and glanced at the clock. 

Marie's foreboding words earlier came back to haunt me, and I gave them a little more weight. "Is everything all right?"

"Sure, sure. We just need to have a little family talk tonight."

Family talk—when had we ever had one of those? "I'm not in trouble, am I?"

"You? Hardly." Jeanie snorted. "Speaking of trouble, where's Marie?"

I shrugged. "She said she was going to work a few hours ago. Oh, and she made me walk home from Charity's today. Did you know she's trying to date—"

"Lexie, don't even start," Jeanie said, wearily. "There's a list of things Marie needs to answer for when she gets home tonight." 

You mean if, I said quietly. I'd heard them arguing the night before. Jeanie had said Marie had never come home. Marie didn't deny it, although she said she'd spent the night at a friend's house on the beach. The conversation had ended abruptly, and Jeanie had been in a stormy mood the rest of the evening. That was actually a nicer ending to most of their fights. Usually, Marie would end it with a hearty, "You aren't my mother" and Jeanie would ground her for three weeks.

Nicole chose that moment to walk in the front door, carrying three bags of takeout. Jeanie stood and helped her get everything out and on the table. There were more than a few furtive glances shared between them, and enough directed at me that I couldn't take it anymore.

"Okay, enough!" I barked, shocking both of them. "What the hell is going on? Did someone die?"

"Nobody died, Lexie," Jeanie said. "We just… We need to talk to you about something important. About the family. And about you."

I glanced between the two of them, random thoughts and worries spinning through my mind. Were we moving? Had we won the lottery? 

Nicole opened her mouth then closed it, looking at Jeanie, who wore an indecisive look on her face. 

"Well?" I said after a too-long silence.

"I think we should just come out with it," Nicole said, watching Jeanie. 

"I suppose. Lexie, you—"

"Well, hello, everyone!" 

Marie's voice echoed through the room, making me jump. I'd been too focused on Jeanie and Nicole and hadn't even heard her come home. 

She wore a devious smile on her face, which never boded well for anyone. "Did you tell her?"

"Getting to it, Marie," Nicole said. "Go back—"

In front of my eyes, a plate appeared on the counter, seemingly out of thin air—no strings, no hands, nothing actually placed it there. And then, a fully-formed ham sandwich with lettuce and tomato and, I assumed, mustard appeared on top of it.

Just. 

Appeared.

Then the sandwich was gone from the counter, and in the blink of an eye, was in Marie's hands. "Wanted to make myself a snack before I went back to work."

And with that, she winked at me and disappeared in a puff of smoke. 

My gaze, wide and unblinking, shifted over to Nicole and Jeanie, who didn't look the least bit surprised that sandwiches and sisters were appearing and disappearing all over the kitchen. 

I swallowed and cleared my throat. "What the actual hell was that?" 

"Damn her," Jeanie seethed. "I knew I should've charmed the house before Lexie got home—"

"I'm sorry, what the actual hell was that?" I repeated with more fervor. 

Nicole tutted, glancing between Jeanie and the space Marie had disappeared from. "She's Marie, and she's always going to—"

"Excuse me!" My panicked voice echoed in the kitchen. "Can someone explain to me how the hell that just happened?"

"Lexie, you have magic," Jeanie said with a heavy sigh. 

"M… What?"

"Magic, Lexie, like you see in the movies," Jeanie said. 

Nicole, at least, seemed to care that I was on the verge of fainting. "Take a deep breath, okay? It's not really that big a deal—"

"Not that big a deal? You're telling me…you're…I've… Wh…" I sank into the nearest chair, feeling lightheaded. This must've been a dream. I must've fallen asleep at the counter. Maybe I was hallucinating, and I'd start seeing chemistry problems floating across the kitchen, too. After all, sandwiches didn't just appear and disappear, and Jeanie and Nicole couldn't have been serious. 

"Let's start at the beginning," Jeanie said calmly. "Lexie, some people have magic—"

"Right, because that's believable." I pressed my head into my forearms and wondered when I was going to wake up. This had to be a dream. There was no way Jeanie would ever say something so completely ludicrous. 

"It's okay, Lexie," Nicole said, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

If I were dreaming, could I feel that? Could I also feel the dull thudding in my brain from a stress headache? 

"Maybe I should get the calming draught?" Nicole said. 

"Might be a good idea. I think she's about to pass out—"

"She is right here," I said, snapping my head up. "And she is…are you…you can't be serious?"

Jeanie looked at Nicole and shrugged. Then, with a flick of her wrist and a puff of yellow smoke, a cup appeared in her hand. 

"Drink this—"

But I wasn't having any of it. I'd now seen two physically impossible things in this kitchen, and I'd had enough. 

"I need some air!"







Chapter Two










I ran out of the house as fast as my legs could carry me. I couldn't believe it. I just couldn't…

Magic?

Was real?

Not only was it real, but I had it. So did that make me a witch or a wizard or…?

Or nothing. Magic didn't exist.

But it did, because I'd seen with my own two eyes. 

I slowed and looked behind me to see if Jeanie or Nicole were coming after me. I wanted them to rush out and say it was a giant joke and Marie was in on it and "Ha-ha. Happy birthday, idiot."

But as the fall night darkened around me, I heard no voices behind me. Nothing except the random car door slamming or the rumble of a truck passing on the highway nearby. 

Perhaps I'd just imagined the whole thing. Maybe I'd had a stroke. 

There was a small park in the distance, and I marched toward it, waiting to wake up from this strange dream. The lamplights snapped on, and I jumped nearly out of my skin, my heart thudding wildly. I stared at the orange glow for a moment, taking a few moments to convince myself that the streetlights were on a timer, and not turning on of their own volition. 

They couldn't have been turned on by magic, could they?

Could they?

"I'm losing it," I whispered, covering my face with my hands. 

I crossed the grassy park, headed for the swing set. I plopped down on the swing and leaned against the chain. After a moment, I began to swing back and forth, allowing my mind to go blank for just a moment. I took a deep breath in and out and stared at the empty suburban streets.

"Yer a wizard, Lexie…" I whispered to myself. 

"Rough day?"

My head bobbled up at the sound. An older man stood on the sidewalk. He wore casual khaki pants and a polo shirt, and his salt-and-pepper hair was neatly trimmed. He stood under one of the street lamps, which gave him an almost angelic sort of glow.

"W-what?" I said, realizing he was still talking to me. 

"I asked if you were all right," he said, stepping out of the spotlight and closer to the swing set. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Have you ever questioned everything you thought was real?" I asked, for lack of anything better to say. 

"Once or twice," he responded with a charming smile. "Mind if I join you?" 

I shrugged, and he sat down on the other swing beside me. I might have thought it strange, a middle-aged man on a swing set, but I didn't have a clear definition of weird anymore.

"Want to talk about it?" he asked.

"I doubt you would believe me," I said. "I don't believe me."

"That's a tough spot to be in. Let me guess: did they tell you about magic?"

I nearly fell out of the swing. "W-wait, you know? Does everybody know?"

He laughed, his few wrinkles deepening with smile lines. "No, of course not. Just those of us who have magic."

"A-and how did you know I have it?" 

"We can tell," he said. "You'll get there, I'm sure. But I only assumed—teenage girl, looking the way you did, magical…"

I slumped lower against the metal chains. "I wonder what else people are lying to me about…"

"You know about the Easter Bunny, right?"

I sat up, wide-eyed. A man-sized rabbit existed?

"He's not real," the man finished with an amused smile.

"Very funny," I said, clutching my still-pounding heart. "After tonight, I'm pretty sure I'd believe anything is real."

"Magic is real. The Easter Bunny is not. How about we start there?"

"I can't wrap my head around it," I said, looking up at the stars. I might've still been dreaming, but this guy seemed real enough. "I mean, is science really science or is it magic?"

"I'd go out on a limb and say your understanding of science is sound," he said thoughtfully. "Magic tends to stay within magical communities. Not too much gets out into the nonmagical lesson books."

"What about gravity?" I said, lifting my feet from the ground and letting the swing do the work. "Does magic make the earth go 'round?"

"No, the earth rotates due to leftover inertia from when the solar system was created," he said without missing a beat. 

My feet thudded back onto the sand and I stared at him. I'd never been out-nerded before. 

"Magic is more like another sense," he said, slowly swinging back and forth. "It's like an extra hand you wield with your mind."

"Oh." I frowned. "I don't know what that means."

"Here." He flicked his hand and, in a purple puff of smoke, a thick book appeared in his hand.

My eyes nearly fell out of my head for what felt like the hundredth time that night. "How did you do that? What is that?"

"This," he offered the book to me, "is a primer. It was used in the late seventeenth century for young magicals. Very basic, of course, but the best tutorial I've found to introduce magic."

The most purple book I'd ever seen, it was well-worn, the edges frayed and water damaged. The title, Spells and Sorcery, Volume 1, was embossed in a gold lettering that almost glowed. 

It was one thing to see puffs of yellow smoke and sandwiches, but something about this book was alive, and calling to some ethereal feeling dancing in the pit of my stomach. 

I shook my head. Probably indigestion. "This is…"

"Open it."

"I…" Even though I was still in shock, curiosity was starting to take hold. That strange calling grew more pronounced the longer I held the book in my lap. So, almost compelled, I opened the book to the front page and ran a finger along the pressed pages. "Where'd you get this?"

"I’m a collector of old books—specifically magical ones. I’m sort of a history buff." He paused and nodded to it. "Why don't you take that with you and give it a read?"

Something in the back of my mind reminded me of a book that housed an evil wizard. I glanced at the book and shook my head. "I can't possibly take this. It's…I mean, it's so old. Probably worth a lot of money."

"Books are meant to be read, not gathering dust on a shelf. What good is the knowledge in here if I can't share it?" 

I stammered like an idiot and fired off a few reasons why I couldn't, but he placed his hand over mine. 

"I insist. Think of it as an early birthday present."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "How did you know it was my birthday? I mean, it's not my birthday. Tomorrow's my birthday."

"Magic comes at the beginning of one's fifteenth year," he said, standing. "I only assumed they wanted to tell you before you woke up with it…"

"Would've been nice if they'd told me sooner," I said, running my fingertips down the front of the book again. 

"I have a feeling that book will help," he said, nodding once before turning to leave.

"Oh, I'm Lexie, by the way," I called to him. 

He paused and turned back around with a curious expression. "That's an interesting name."

I grimaced. Not the first time I'd heard that. "As in Alexis, but…blah."

"I prefer Alexis myself," he said with a smile. "I'm Gavon. Get home before it gets too dark, okay?"

I nodded and opened my mouth to agree but he was gone.

Just…disappeared in front of my eyes gone. In a puff of purple smoke.

Purple smoke.

What was it about people appearing and disappearing in smoke today?

I ran my hands over the cover of the book absent-mindedly. My head was starting to hurt from all the new information crammed into it. But I could never say no to a book, especially one which promised to give me the answers I so desperately needed. 

When I opened the book, I could've sworn the air tingled around me. Or that could've just been my imagination. But I definitely wasn't imagining the way the pages glowed, giving me just enough light to read the first lines.




SPELLS AND SORCERY

Or

YOUNG MAGICAL'S BEST COMPANION

Containing,




SPELLWORK, CASTING, CHARMING, and MAGICAL INCANTATION, in an easier way than any yet published; 

INSTRUCTIONS TO CAST VARIETY OF SPELLS; the history of magic and magical persons; 

THE LETTERS OF POTION FOR THE un-MAKERS; a short and easy method of cataloguing the magical ingredients; care and feeding for magical herbs; methods of de-scaling a dragon.

LIKEWISE THE PRACTICAL CHARMING METHODS made easy; 

And also prudent advice to young magical users and potion-makers; the whole better adapted to the world of New Salem than any other book of the like kind.




"Here you are."

Nicole's voice pulled me from my reading so quickly I nearly fell off the swing. She and Jeanie were crossing the grass toward me, wearing matching looks of concern on their face. 

"We've been looking everywhere for you," Jeanie said, running a hand through her short hair. "Don't take off like that, Lexie."

"Are you all right?" Nicole said. 

"I don't know," I said honestly. I was feeling less like I would pass out from panic, but there was still a nugget of disbelief in the back of my mind. Gavon, whoever he was, had been helpful, but I still couldn't reverse fifteen years of reality in half an hour. 

"Oh, Lexie." Nicole sat down in the swing Gavon had just vacated. "I'm sorry Marie ruined your Magic's Eve."

"She's in big trouble," Jeanie said, before adding with a wince, "when she gets home."

"What's a Magic's Eve?" I asked. 

"The night you grow into your magic. It'll happen at midnight."

"Fabulous," I said, slumping. "And what, exactly, will happen at that point?"

Jeanie shrugged like it was no big deal. "We'll cast a few spells. Then you'll go to sleep, because you've got school in the morning."

"Oh, great. When do I pick out my cat and my wand?"

Nicole snorted and a ghost of a smile appeared on Jeanie's face. "Magic's not like that. There are no wands, no enchanted animals…at least, not anymore. To be honest, it's really not all that exciting."

"You can't be serious," I said. "It's only changing everything I ever knew about the way the world works."

Nicole put a hand on my shoulder, but said nothing.

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?" I asked. 

"Gram forbade it," Jeanie said. 

"Gram?" I knew my maternal grandmother as the voice on the other end of the annual phone calls on my birthday and Christmas. I'd never met the woman, as she lived up in Massachusetts…

Massachusetts. The Salem Witch Trials. The throbbing in my head returned as question piled onto question, and I didn't know which to ask first.

"She's our… Well, what she says, goes," Nicole said, a little helplessly.

"And why did she forbid you to tell me?" I asked, my annoyance growing. 

"It doesn't matter why, you know now," Jeanie said.

I stared at her like she had two heads. "That's not an answer."

"Look, Lexie, today's been a bit of a shock," Nicole said. "It's a lot to process, so how about we just go home and have dinner?"

"Just like that, huh? You have magic, and let's go home and have some mac and cheese? Business as usual?"

"It is just business as usual," Jeanie said. "I think you'll find magic's just…another part of you. It makes life a little easier, but you can't use it to make yourself richer or anything like that."

"Did you just accept you had magic?"

Jeanie nodded, but Nicole looked sharply at the ground, and a blush crept up on her face. "It's different for me. I don't have magic like everyone else."

"I… What?" I'd just found out that magic existed, I hadn't gotten around to thinking about all the variables. "What do you mean?"

"Nicole is a potion-maker," Jeanie said. "And she has magic, just not the traditional kind." 

"Jeanie—"

"Nicole, you do." 

"What are you two talking about?" I asked, glancing between them. 

"I can't do the," Nicole waved her hands in the air, "spells and sorcery stuff. Just make potions."

"What about Marie?" I asked Jeanie. 

Jeanie snorted. "She's a healer."

"A healer? What does that even mean?"

"She can do the," again, Nicole waved her hands in the air, "but her magic can also heal other magical users."

"So, like, if I had a scrape or something, she could heal it?" I asked.

Jeanie nodded. "She could, yes."

Her emphasis did not go unnoticed. "But she wouldn't. Because she's a bitch."

"Lexie," Nicole warned. 

Jeanie smiled. "She's not very good at it."

I glanced down at the book in my arms. "So what am I?"

"There aren't really specialties other than healers and potion-makers," Jeanie said. "Just the usual spells and enchantments. Traveling, summoning, conjuring. But we can't do magic in front of the nonmagicals, so you're really only allowed to do it at home, all right?"

I wasn't even sure what "doing magic" encompassed, so I nodded. But a new question had popped into my mind. I chose my words carefully, knowing I was about to step into a minefield. "Did Mom have magic?"

Jeanie nodded. "She was a great magical."

"So how could she have died giving birth to me?"

It was a mystery to me how, in this day and age, a woman in the United States could've died during childbirth, but apparently it happened more often than I thought. But throw magic into the mix, and it seemed even rarer. Not that I knew much about what magic could or couldn't do…

"Magic doesn't mean you don't get sick, that you don't…you don't die, Lexie," Nicole said gently. "Mom had complications and there wasn't anything we could do."

"Even though Marie's a—whatever, healer?" I asked quietly.

Jeanie nodded. "Marie was only a baby herself. She couldn't have done anything…not really. And Mora was… She was too far gone. There's only so much healing magic can do." 

"What about Dad?"

Jeanie's face darkened. "Wasn't magical. Didn't know about magic until Mora died. Then he decided he couldn't handle three magical girls and left."

I knew that last part, sans the magical reasoning. I'd never as much as received a birthday card from him. But I'd also never asked for one. Our father had always been a tense subject best avoided at all costs. 

We fell into an uneasy silence. I adjusted the book in my lap, which was when I realized neither Jeanie nor Nicole had mentioned it yet. In fact, they both seemed to be looking everywhere except the book. Was there some kind of…something on this book making it invisible to them? 

Jeanie cleared her throat. "Let's go home. We'll have some dinner, I'm sure you have homework to do."

I groaned. I still had half my chemistry questions to finish. Good luck, Lexie.

"And tomorrow morning, you wake up and have magic," Nicole said with a too-bright smile. "See? Nothing to freak out about."

I nodded and followed Jeanie and Nicole to Jeanie's car, parked on the side of the street. Nicole promised me we would have a special dinner tomorrow for my birthday, wherever I wanted to eat, and Jeanie attempted to ask me about current events, which she totally got wrong. Still, I appreciated them trying their best to return my life to some semblance of normalcy. But something told me my definition of normal was about to change drastically.







Chapter Three










After a quiet dinner of reheated take-out food, I excused myself to spend some alone time in my room and at least try to come to terms with my new reality. The only normal thing I could think of was to attempt my homework, but after an hour of shattered focus, I threw in the towel and went to lie face-down on my bed.

My eyes were begging for sleep but my nerves kept me wide awake, wondering what exactly would happen at midnight. Nicole popped her head in a few times to check on me, but I answered monosyllabically enough that she left me alone. 

At eleven, I changed into pajamas and shut off the light. My mind ran through thousands of scenarios that might occur in—I glanced at my alarm clock—fifty-seven minutes. 

I stared at the dark shape of the book Gavon had given me then turned to the ceiling. I needed to sleep, of course, but I also couldn't seem to stop the pounding of my heart. 

Fifty-six minutes until midnight.

I groaned and slid off my bed, padding quietly across the carpeted floor and pulling the magic book off the desk. The pages glowed enough to see them in the darkness, but I read without comprehending, wishing what I read was making more sense.




PREFACE




As to the first step of forming the young Magical Mind for practicing the art of the spell, being acquainted with the Magical Tongue of Latin. It is acknowledged to be due and principal Qualification in casting and understanding Magic, and therefore it is necessary to be well-acquainted.




"And I decided to take French," I muttered. 

The preface seemed overly wordy and full of itself, talking about the necessity of magical persons to have a good Hand, to understand the rules of the clan or the guild (whatever that was) and the governance structure, to know the basics of math and science and reading and drawing and economics and how the English king still reigned over the colonies. I quickly grew bored with the basic stuff—after all, I was already fifteen (almost), and I was pretty sure I had a good grip on the basics. 

I flipped through the pages, marveling at how brittle they felt and yet they remained as intact as a newly published book, until I found the first chapter. 










THE BASICS OF SPELLWORK




Spells are distinguished by their outcome and the object with which the magic has been applied.

A SUMMONING SPELL, then, will present object to the summoner without use of the physical movement. 

A CHARMING SPELL will animate an object as if it were alive. 

An ATTACK SPELL will cause




A jolt of electricity flitted through my body, wrenching my mind away from the words on the page. I stared at the wall, this new feeling of energy rolling through my veins. My skin was almost humming with power, like I'd had three energy drinks in the span of five minutes. 

I glanced at my alarm clock.

12:01AM.

I opened my mouth to call for Jeanie or Nicole, but stopped when I looked down at my fingers. 

They were glowing purple.

I stared at them for a few moments, wondering if I'd fallen asleep. But I felt the sparks that shot out of my fingers, I smelled the burning air around me. I could taste the magic on my tongue. It was as if my heart was no longer just pumping blood, but my very essence from the top of my head to the ends of my toes. 

The most shocking of all was how much I loved this new feeling.

Smiling, I twisted my fingers and jumped when a lightning bolt of purple left my pinky and a loud boom echoed in my room. Then, my nightstand burst into purple flames.

"Shit!" I screamed, jumping to my feet and waving my arms to try and quell the flames. But that only served to make more lightning bolts fly from my hands, igniting my comforter. 

"Help! Jeanie! Nicole! Somebody!" 

The flames exploded, burning everything in sight and filling the room with smoke. I kept screaming, and was soon joined by the pulsing, ear-splitting fire alarm.

"What the hell is going on in here?" 

Jeanie came flying into my room, her hair a mess and her eyes wide as she took in the scene of my destroyed bedroom. With a simple wave of her hand, the chaos disappeared, leaving nothing but the blaring fire alarm and my pounding heart.

"What the hell?" Jeanie said, glaring at me as if this were all my fault. "You've had magic for a minute and you've already tried to burn the house down?"

I recoiled as if she'd hit me. "I didn't… This wasn't…" My hands began to glow, and I practically felt the magic dripping out of my fingertips. 

"Jeanie?" Nicole said, poking her head into my room. "Why do I smell smoke?" Her eyes landed on me and my purple hands and her face grew concerned. "Lexie, what's going on here?"

"You guys tell me!" I screamed and more magic exploded from my palms. 

"You need to calm down!" Jeanie barked at me. 

"I can't!"

"Everybody take a breath!" Nicole bellowed. "Lexie, especially."

I couldn't take it anymore and I began to cry. More sparks crackled around me as I heaved and sobbed, too afraid to move or even breathe. Each sob was accentuated by another spark of magic, which only made me cry harder.

Nicole slowly approached me, her hands up. "It's okay, Lexie, just calm down."

"I—hic—can't!" More magic, more explosions. And now my books had begun to levitate. 

"This is ridiculous," Jeanie said. 

Then, as quickly as it had arrived, the magical humming was gone. I released a breath and sank to my bed, lightheaded and dizzy. 

"You can have your magic back when you're calm," Jeanie said, not sounding at all sympathetic. 

I was afraid to move, but at least the fires were gone and I wasn't a human sparkler. Nicole sat on the bed next to me and rubbed my back. "It's okay. I know that must've been scary for you. We lost track of the time, otherwise we would've been up here sooner."

"Where—hic—were you?"

"Doesn't matter. What matters is that it's your birthday," Jeanie said. "And now you've got magic. But you'll need to learn to control it."

"Oh, like it's that simple?" I barked. "In case you forgot, I just found out that magic exists." 

My fingertips began to glow again and a flash of shock crossed Jeanie's face, so fast I might've imagined it.

"It is that simple, Alexis," she said. "A calm magical is a useful magical. Just take a deep breath. You can't hurt yourself or anyone else anymore."

She was right. Aside from the vague glowing that had since disappeared, there were no more explosions or fires. Whatever she'd done to me, it was working. But that didn't mean that whenever she stopped, I wouldn't return to a human flamethrower. 

"This is such a big mistake. I don't want magic!" I cried, but I knew it was a lie the moment it came out of my mouth. I wanted my magic more than anything else in the universe—a strange desire considering I'd just found out about it.

"You need rest, Lexie," Jeanie said. "A good night's sleep will clear your mind, and you've got school in the morning—"

"You can't seriously think that I can go to school like this!"

"I do, because you're a smart girl," Jeanie said. "And you're calm and rational. Remember?"

I used to be calm and rational. I also used to not shoot purple flames out of my hands. Things had obviously changed.

"You're still you, Lexie," Nicole tried. "Just you with magic."

"I'm finding it a little strange that you two are being so…so…chill about this!" I said, after a moment. "I mean, this is…I…I…" My head hung and I pressed my hands into my eyeballs. "I don't even know what to think." 

"We're so chill," Nicole smirked at my word usage, "because we're trying to keep you calm so you don't have a stroke." 

A stroke was low on my list of worries, but at least things had stopped exploding for the moment. In fact, I didn't even feel the strange hum against my skin.

I released my head and looked up at Jeanie. "How are you…I mean…what is…"

"A grounding spell," she said. "Because I'm your guardian, I can take away your magic. At least until you're of age."

"I thought I was of age?" 

"You've gotten your magic, but you won't formally…" She ran a hand through her hair. "Eighteen. Gram's rules are eighteen."

"G-Gram?" More questions. 

"Jeanie, can you…?" Nicole said, holding out her hand. 

Jeanie flicked her wrist and a puff of yellow smoke appeared in the center of Nicole's hand, and with it, a small cup from downstairs. "Here, I made this after you… Well, just in case."

I peered inside the glass at the goopy, silvery mixture. "What. The hell. Is that?"

"It's a calming draught," Nicole said, pressing the cup into my hand. "It will help you fall asleep."

I jiggled the glass; the goop had the consistency of halfway-set Jell-O. 

"Drink it, don't play with it," Nicole said. "That was very difficult to make."

"What…does it taste like?" I asked, dipping my pinky into the concoction and watching it shimmy under my touch. 

"It tastes like you'd better drink it before I force it down your throat." 

Childhood memories of Nicole forcing me to drink cold medicine resurfaced, and I opened my mouth and downed the drink. It tasted of lemon, chamomile, and honey and almost as soon as I'd had the last drop, a feeling of calm and happiness settled over me. 

"There it is," Nicole said, taking the cup from me. "Now get some rest."

I lay back and suddenly forgot why I was so upset over magic. Magic was wonderful, it was beautiful, and it was… 

~

The house I stood in was familiar—even though I'd never seen it before, I could recall when I'd purchased each trinket and painting. I busied myself by tidying up the children's toys on the floor, knowing that it was a futile effort with such young girls. But it kept my mind off of the clock, and the worry that he would never show up. 

Lightning cracked outside, and it put me on edge. October storms were rare, but it had been unseasonably hot. 

Hot? It was always hot in Florida.

I went to the girls' room to check on them, peering in through a small slit in the doorway to make sure their little bodies were still in bed. They'd been able to sense my worry, to know that something wasn't right. But a little bit of magic, and they'd fallen right to sleep. It was a shame I couldn't perform magic on myself to calm down.

I don't have kids?

The clock struck midnight, and my gut told me something was very wrong.

~

My alarm went off three or four times before I finally had the energy to roll over and shut it off. Even then, my body felt like sludge, achy and unrested. I wanted to sleep for another three hours. I pushed myself upright, staring at the sun streaming into my room, and rubbed my eyes. 

Memory flooded back, and I ripped my hands away from my eyes. But my fingertips weren't glowing. Had I dreamed everything last night? I must have, because there was no way that so much could go so wrong in such a short amount of time. Magic and blowing up my bedroom had been just a very bad dream.

"Rise and shine, birthday girl," Nicole said, opening the door.

Bleary-eyed, I blinked at her a few times. "Wha?"

"Oh, crap," she said, crossing the room to my bed. "Did I put too much valerian root in that potion last night?"

"P-potion? Crap." I groaned and fell back into my pillow, throwing an arm over my eyes. So much for the it-was-all-a-dream theory.

"Sorry about that, Lexie, I haven't made a potion in…well…" She cleared her throat. "It should wear off in a few hours. I really should've double-checked the measurements but…it seemed right."

I cracked an eye open. "So you drugged me last night?"

"Potioned."

"Same difference." I glanced at my hand, expecting it to start glowing any second. "Why am I not…you know…magicking?"

"Because your magic has settled, I'd guess," Nicole said with a shrug. "And you're calm. A calm magical is a useful magical."

"You've said that a few times already," I said, rubbing my face. "What about a sleepy magical?"

"Hey, loser." Marie's dulcet tones just served to make my mood even darker. "Heard you royally screwed up getting your magic last night."

"Shut up, Marie," Nicole and I said in unison. 

I offered Nicole a half-hearted smile, which quickly dissolved into a yawn. "You got any wake-up potions?"

Nicole snorted. "By the time I leaf through my old potion book, you'll already be awake. But I can offer you coffee instead?"

Book—my book. The magical spell book that Gavon had given me. I sat up and my gaze landed on the book sitting on my desk. The letters were still glowing, the tug from my solar plexus was still there. But no one had said a thing about it.

Oh well, maybe middle-aged men handing old books to young magicals was expected. Stranger things had happened recently. 

I moved slowly and lethargically as I got ready for school. I already didn't put much effort into my appearance—jeans, a t-shirt, and flip-flops were about as fancy as I got, but dressing was even harder than usual. My backpack felt, if possible, heavier, as I pulled it over my shoulders and trudged downstairs. 

Jeanie was already in the kitchen, and she offered me a cup of coffee saturated with milk and sugar. "Nicole said the potion hasn't worn off yet."

"I can't believe you condoned drugging me," I said, sucking down the sweet mixture. 

"Well, I can't believe you set fire to your bedroom, so there's that," Jeanie said with a wry smile. "Now hurry up or you'll be late for school."

I grimaced. I hadn't even considered what life would be like at school. I already felt like an other, and now? Magical? That was the last thing I needed. 

"What's that face about?" Nicole asked. 

"Just…nervous about school. I mean, based on last night, do you think it's…safe for me to go?" It wasn't that I wanted to skip, but it would've been nice to crawl back under my covers and sleep for a few more hours. 

Jeanie turned around and cocked her head, like she was reading me in some way. "Seem fine to me."

"But what if I…I don't know…set fire to the school? Or blow up my desk? What if the government comes for me?"

Nicole and Jeanie shared a perplexed look. "Government?"

"Yeah, like in the movies. I'm a freak, so—"

"You aren't a freak," Nicole said with an exasperated sigh. "You just happen to have magic. It's really not that big of a deal, Lexie."

I couldn't believe how unconcerned they were, especially after what had happened to me the night before. 

"Wipe that look off your face," Jeanie said. "You aren't skipping school today."

My worry turned into annoyance. "I don't want to skip school because…because I want to! I really feel like I'm a danger to people!"

"The only person who's in danger here is you, if you don't get your butt in the car. We're gonna be late," Jeannie said. 

"You're taking me to school?" That, at least, was good news. Though I wouldn't say no to being in an enclosed space with Marie, now that I knew I could zap her if she was a bitch to me.

"Yeah, remember? It's your birthday? You asked me to?" Jeanie sucked down more of her coffee, then put the empty mug in the sink. "Now, get your bags, or else I'll make you to go school with Marie."







Chapter Four










"Oh, don't look so worried, Lexie. You're going to be fine," Jeanie said as she pulled up behind a queue of cars dropping off students. 

"You really can't be okay with me putting all of my classmates in danger?" I asked, for probably the fifth time since we'd left the house. "I set my bedroom on fire, Jeanie."

"Last night, you were taken off guard. Now, you're all right. Look," she reached across the car and took my hand, "no magic here."

I retracted my hand and stared at my fingertips. "Yeah, but what if—"

"Lexie, you're one of the most brilliant kids I know," Jeanie said, and I was too shocked at the rare praise to respond. "Magic is simply another part of you, and it always has been. Just like you can use that brain of yours to remember all those useless facts and quotes, you can use your mind to control your magic. If you want to control it, you will."

"Thanks," I said, although I didn't quite understand what she was saying. If I had no idea what I was supposed to control, or how to control it, I wasn't sure how effective my will was going to be. 

Jeanie pulled up in front of the school and turned to me. "Before you go, I have two ground rules with your magic. The first is you are not allowed to use your magic on anyone. Not your sister, not students, anyone."

I nodded.

"Second, which should go without saying, is that you aren't allowed to do magic at school. And until you get a handle on it, you are not allowed to use it unsupervised."

Again, I nodded, although I wanted to argue that I hadn't actually willfully done any magic since I'd received it.

"Are you picking me up later?"

"Unfortunately, you'll have to ride with Marie this afternoon. I've got a few meetings I can't get out of. But later tonight, we'll go out to dinner for your birthday, all right?"

"Okay," I said, cracking open the door. My stomach was a mess of nerves, but I took some solace in Jeanie's lack of concern. If she thought I wasn't a disaster waiting to happen, then maybe I wasn't. 

Still, I stood on the curb for a moment, clutching the straps of my bag and gathering strength of mind and will. Behind me, another car pulled up, and two freshmen popped out, ignoring the driver and each other in favor of their phones. They didn't even acknowledge me as they brushed past my shoulder. 

I waited for something to happen—what, I didn't know, but something. 

The girls finally noticed me staring at them and gave me a look. "What?"

"N-nothing," I squeaked, taking a step back and waiting for their faces to melt off. 

The girls looked at each other, giggled, and walked away. Another car pulled up behind me. Standing outside, staring at the school probably wasn't the best idea, so I adjusted my backpack again and marched inside. 

The halls were already filled with students, all of whom paid me no attention. But then again, why would they? Outwardly, I was just another kid. Maybe today wouldn't be so bad. Maybe I wouldn't royally screw things up. Maybe Jeanie was right and if I wanted to control my magic, I could. 

A sliver of calm made its way into the raging storm in my head, and I relaxed the tension in my shoulders as I repeated my new mantra. If I wanted to control my magic, I could. 

I approached my locker and all serenity went out the window as Callista and Joel stood in the way, making ga-ga eyes at each other. I stepped forward, hoping they'd see me and they needed to move. 

Nope. They continued staring longingly into each other's eyes, and I rolled mine. Get a damned room.

"Excuse me," I said. 

Callista giggled loudly and made some comment on Joel's sports-ball performance. 

"Excuse me," I said, a little louder. 

Joel said something about Callista's car being a mess. 

"Excuse m—" My words died on my tongue as a purple glow caught my attention. I stuffed my hands into my pockets before anyone saw them. 

"Oh, sorry, Lexie," Callista said, finally noticing me standing there. She and Joel scooted a few inches to the left to grant me access to my locker. 

"Uh, never mind!" I said, spinning on my heel and rushing to the bathroom. 

There were already girls lined up against the sink, smearing on lip gloss and checking their eye makeup, so I dashed into one of the stalls. Carefully, I pulled out my hands, which resembled Fourth of July sparklers. 

"If I want to control my magic, I can," I whispered to myself, willing my sizable reasoning abilities to overpower the panic. 

I closed my eyes and whispered the words over and over again, not caring if anyone heard me. After my heartbeat returned to normal, I chanced an eye open.

My fingers had stopped sparkling. 

Brrrring!

And I was late for class. 

~

The benefit of having a schedule full of AP and dual enrollment classes was that I barely even remembered I had magic in the first place because I was too busy trying to absorb the waterfall of information. My rotating schedule had Chemistry as the first period of the day, where I struggled to understand the solubility of fluoride salts of alkaline earth metals. Second period was math; there, at least, I understood the concept behind the binomial expansion and Pascal's triangle. In third period English, I was just glad to I escape notice because I definitely didn't remember anything I'd read in To Kill a Mockingbird. And I spent three-quarters of my graphic design class staring at a blank white screen in Photoshop.

By the time lunch rolled around, my brain felt about as gelatinous as Nicole's silver potion. As usual, I headed outside to eat lunch. There were already other students outside as well, but they didn't pay me much attention. I picked the farthest picnic table away from the rest of them and sat down to eat. 

I looked at my hands, thankful that other than a little sparking this morning, they had remained un-ignited. I groaned and took a huge bite of my sandwich, chewing thoughtfully. A gust of wind blew the clouds away from the sun, and I was bathed in warm, bright sunlight. After spending all day inside, I was squinting, and wished I'd had my sunglasses—

Before the thought even left my head, my sunglasses appeared next to my hand in a puff of purple smoke. 

I almost choked on my sandwich, glancing both ways to make sure no one had seen it. Fingers trembling, I touched the sunglasses to confirm they were, in fact, real before slipping them onto my face. 

"Huh," I said. 

I sat back and took another thoughtful bite of my sandwich. Accepting that magic was real opened the door to a different thought process. 

I had magic.

Which meant…well, I supposed I could summon sunglasses. I could do probably anything I wanted to. I had no idea what the limits of my newfound powers were—or anything about them, really. But if I could summon sunglasses, I began to wonder what else I could conjure with the snap of my fingers. 

My turkey sandwich on white bread was suddenly unappetizing. Glancing around to make sure no one was watching me, I considered what I really wanted to eat for my birthday lunch. I envisioned a thick, juicy steak and a baked potato with sour cream and butter and flicked my wrists like I'd seen Jeanie do. 

But nothing appeared. 

"Well, damn," I said, sitting back. 

Okay, so apparently there were limits to what I could do, and conjuring a steak was one of them. Huffing to myself, I reached for the sandwich again. Two bites in, I remembered my magical spell book. If I could summon my sunglasses, maybe I could summon the book, too.

"Uh…bring the book!" I said, flinging my wrists out. 

This time, it appeared in that same cloud of purple magic. 

I heard laughing, and my heart stopped in my chest. Had anyone just seen what I'd done?

After a few moments, I spotted the source of the laughter. A group of juniors was hanging around one of the tables. They noticed me staring at them and I quickly looked away. I didn't think they'd seen anything, but I wasn't eager to attract their attention. 

But now I had the book, and at least a few minutes to read it. I quickly flipped to the first chapter to pick up on where I'd left off the night before.




THE BASICS OF SPELLWORK




Spells are distinguished by their outcome and the object with which the magic has been applied. 

A SUMMONING SPELL, then, will present object to the summoner without use of the physical movement;

A CHARMING SPELL will animate an object as if it were alive; 

An ATTACK SPELL will cause physical harm to another magical user; 

Et cetera. 




A Magical's best tool for spell work is a well-crafted mind. Magic is but an extension of the Human Will, and it is as powerful as the mind it inhibits. 




While there are certain birth-given limits to the Mind of a Magical, a good Master will improve upon these limits as a sword on whetstone. Daily reading of Latin and classical works, Magical History and Theory, as well as daily practice in arithmetic will sharpen the Mind for more effective spellmaking.




I chuckled to myself; perhaps this book had never taken an AP class because my brain was mush after a full day of "mind-sharpening."

The first chapter seemed as dull as the preface—more talk about the importance of a basic education. Then again, based on the age of the book, it was probably written in such a time when primary education wasn't a given. 

A few things struck me as I continued reading the book. First, as Jeanie and Nicole had alluded to, magic was controlled by willpower and mind more than anything else. Which, I supposed, made sense. Second, the book mentioned several times that innate ability was the groundwork, but with practice and discipline, a magical without much power could stand toe-to-toe with someone who had a lot of power but didn't practice. 

The one thing I wasn't getting was the concept of a Master. The book referenced it often as a teacher of sorts, but I also got the impression a Master was a parent or a guardian, especially as the book discussed the best foods a Master should feed their apprentice for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

Just as I finished the first chapter, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lunch period. My own meal was left forgotten, and the book in my hand was too big to hide in my backpack. 

"Okay, go home," I said to it. It didn't move from my hands. "Go home," I repeated, more forcefully. A particular tingling feeling emanated from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. I closed my eyes and let the new feeling wash over me. 

The warmth of the sun was gone, and I cracked open an eye. Everything was dark—I was also still wearing my sunglasses. I pulled them off, hoping when I did, I'd be at school and not…

Nope, I'd somehow magicked not only my spell book but also myself all the way back home to my bedroom. 

"Crap!" I said, throwing the book onto my bed and trying not to panic. I could handle this. I could get myself back to school.

"Okay…go back to school!" I said loudly. 

I waited for the tingling feeling, but felt nothing. My hands weren't even glowing. 

"Go back to school!"

Nothing. My heart began to thud against my ribcage. I was skipping school, and I might've had a test in French this period. A test, of course, I'd barely studied for, so was going to fail anyway.

"Not helping!"

I willed myself to go again. And again, nothing happened.

Over and over again, I tried to take myself back to school, but I remained in my bedroom. As the minutes passed, the panic escalated until I was nearly hyperventilating and was now wondering if I'd magicked away my magic. 

Was that even possible? I buried my head in my hands. Not only was I skipping school and missing a quiz, but I'd somehow ruined my own gift not even twenty-four hours after receiving it. 

I took a deep breath, in the feeble attempt to get a grip. I couldn't have lost my magic. That made no sense. 

And yet, I can't even make my fingers glow. 

I shook away that thought. Okay. If this had happened before I'd had magic, how would I have resolved the problem? My inner voice taunted me—I never would've been in this predicament before because I didn't believe magic existed. 

I'd have to call somebody. But who?

Jeanie would probably yell at me.

Marie would laugh, tell all her friends, and hang up.

Nicole! Nicole would understand.

I rushed to the phone and dialed the familiar number, praying she would pick up.

"Hello?" Nicole said.

"Hey," I whispered. "It's me."

"Lexie, what are you... Why are you calling me from home? Is everything all right?"

"No, I'm...I'm home," I said, feeling the tears well in my eyes. "And I don't know how I got here!" 

Nicole was silent on the other end of the line, and I started to feel stupid. 

"What do you mean, you don't know how you got there?" Nicole asked.

"I was sitting at lunch," I said, my voice gradually growing higher. "And the bell rang, and I...just...appeared at home. And I think I lost my magic." 

"Lexie, really," Nicole said, sounding annoyed.

"Can you come drive me to school?" I said. "I don't know how I can—"

"Are you kidding me? You want me to drive forty-five minutes to get you so I can drive you three miles to school? Are your legs broken, too?"

"What?"

"I know you've got magic now, but just because you can't figure out how to transport yourself back to school doesn't mean I have to drop everything and come get you. Why don't you just walk?"

"W-walk?" I said, the concept foreign to me.

"Yes, like you did before you got magic," Nicole snapped before hanging up the phone.

 Walking—that made sense. Why didn't I think of that? Stupidly, I shouldered my backpack and rushed to school, hoping I could make it before the test was over. 







Chapter Five










By the time I made it back to school, I'd missed most of French, and Ms. Benoit wouldn't let me take the test in the last few minutes. I slunk to the back of the room, sweaty, red-faced, and angry. Not only was my magic on the fritz, I was failing French. 

Not even Mills and learning about the Rhode Island colony could pull me from my distracted focus. I spent most of the class staring at my fingers and imagining I saw purple sparks. When Mills called on me to answer a question, I stuttered stupidly for an eternity before he chided me for not paying attention and moved on to someone else.

When my day from hell finally ended, I trudged out to Marie's car, praying she hadn't left me. As I waited by her gleaming red car, I wondered if she'd used magic to make it. When I turned sixteen, would I be able to snap my fingers and get a Porsche?

I stared at my fingers and groaned. I couldn't even summon a book; a car was a far-off fantasy.

Marie was alone when she deigned to grace me with her presence, and for that, I was grateful. She and I clambered inside and said nothing to each other for over half the ride home. But my face must've betrayed my mood, because Marie turned down the music and snapped, "What's your problem?" 

"Nothing."

"Are you pissed off because nobody sang you happy birthday?" 

I made a noncommittal noise and looked at my fingers. "So, magic."

"What about it?"

"You have it?"

I felt her side-eye from across the car. "What's your point?"

"I mean, do you have it like me, or do you have it like Nicole? She said you're a healer."

A pause. "Nicole's the only one who can't summon and conjure."

"Oh."

More silence between us. I ran my fingers along the leather on the car door and imagined how Marie might've created it. "So did you click your fingers and this car appeared or what?"

"Oh my God, Lexie, you're such an idiot," Marie said with a giggle. "You can't just make stuff appear. Don't you know anything?"

I bristled. "Considering no one had the courtesy to tell me about magic before two days ago…"

"I know, and it was so much fun to do magic around you," Marie said, twirling a lock of her hair. "You were such a moron."

I didn't take the bait. 

"I can feel you practicing magic, you know. Wonder if Jeanie would want to know about it…"

"Come on, Marie, you know I can't control it."

"And why not? It's so easy."

"Oh yeah?" I said, lacking a better comeback.

Marie knew she'd won this round, and smiled smugly. "I thought you could do everything."

"I never said I could."

"Sure act like it."

"Well, I can't do this, obviously." 

"Obviously."

We spent the rest of the drive in silence. I shouldn't have expected Marie would help me, but it pissed me off that she'd been so…herself. For once, couldn't my sister be a bit more selfless?

She parked in front of our house, and I couldn't get out of the car soon enough. 

"Hey," Marie said, rolling down the window. "Tell Jeanie I won't be home for dinner."

"Okay."

She glared at me. "Don't you care?"

"Why would I?"

"Because…it's your birthday? Don't you want us to go out and have a big family dinner?"

I shrugged and marched into the house. After dropping my bag next to the staircase, I went straight to my room to lie down on, thankful for the quiet and the dark. I had homework, I had things to read and prepare for tomorrow, but I was drained. I wasn't sure how long I lay there, feeling sorry for myself. Eventually, a car door slammed below and the stairs creaked as someone walked up them. 

Jeanie opened my door, looking not-too-happy. "Nicole told me you decided to take a field trip today," she said, before I could open my mouth.

"I didn't mean to," I said. "I was…trying to send something home and I ended up going home and—"

"And why were you using magic at school in the first place?"

"Because…because I don't know. It just happened?"

"Magic doesn't just happen, Alexis. Magic happens because you will it to. And obviously, you're lacking in the willpower department."

"Jeanie, my magic's gone! I don't know what happened to it—"

"Your magic isn't gone," Jeanie said, pinching the bridge of her nose. "But it will be if you don't quit acting out. There were two ground rules. What were they?"

"Jeanie—"

"What were they?"

I groaned loudly. "Don't use magic on another person, and don't do magic at school."

"And what did you do?"

"I…I didn't mean to!"

"You aren't listening to me, Lexie," Jeanie said. "Why were you even using magic at school? Especially when you have so little control over it."

I didn't have a good response to that. It was true some of my magic happened uncontrollably—the glowing fingers—but I'd made a willful decision to summon my book to me. Hindsight being twenty-twenty and all…

"We're going out to eat for your birthday," Jeanie said, sounding more like she didn't want to. "Where do you want to go?"

"I'm not really hungry," I replied, picking at my comforter. 

"Fine, if you're going to be like that, we won't go anywhere." She slammed the door behind her and I jumped a few inches from the sound. I hated being the object of Jeanie's disappointment, and I hated it even more so because I felt caught between knowing the right thing to do, and needing to break the rules to sate my own curiosity.

A few tears fell down my cheeks, which I wiped away. Sitting around and crying wasn't going to do any good. I had the rest of the afternoon and evening to figure out what was going on with my magic. I had a really old magic book, too, so I snatched it off my desk before marching down the stairs. 

"Jeanie?" I called but there was no answer. 

That was a bit of a relief. Jeanie seemed on edge and might jump down my throat if I asked for her help. And if I were truly being honest with myself, Jeanie's track record with teaching wasn't the best. It was only thanks to Nicole's patience that I ever learned how to ride a bike. 

She was the one I needed. "Nicole?" 

No answer again. I knew I'd heard her earlier, and both her and Jeanie's cars were in the driveway. So where could they have—

"Oh yeah." 

It was going to take me some time to default to remembering that everything inexplicable happened because of magic. I didn't want Jeanie to worry (or get any angrier at me than she already was), so I left her a note telling her I'd gone for a walk to clear my head. 

The park was a little farther than I'd remembered, but it was actually a pretty nice night. Some part of me was hoping Gavon might show up again, either because the park was on his evening walk, or maybe because he took pity on me. How had he known I was magical? Was it just fate that he was walking around and came across me? Were there more magical people I didn't know about in this town? 

The park was empty, so I plopped down inside the gazebo and put the book out in front of me. There was a voice in my head reminding me that Jeanie had expressly forbidden me to do magic unsupervised and in the open like this, but, then again, no one was around. 

"Okay, Lexie," I said, gearing myself up. "Bring my sunglasses to me." I held out my hand. When they didn't appear, I frowned and said, "Come to me, sunglasses—"

To my delight, they appeared in a puff of dark purple smoke. But somehow, I knew it wasn't my magic that had summoned them. I looked up and saw Gavon behind me, a pleasant smile on his face. 

"Seems a bit late for those, don't you think?" he asked, glancing at the dark sky.

"Well, I was…" I sighed. "I think I broke my magic."

He made a sound between a cough and a laugh. "What?"

I flexed my hand in front of my face. "It's broken. I can't spark. I can't even… I think I wished it away or something."

He looked as if I'd said something ridiculous, but was trying not to make me feel bad about it. He cleared his throat and smiled. "I think you've still got plenty of magic. Otherwise, you wouldn't be sitting here."

"What do you mean?" 

"If you lost all your magic, you'd die."

"What?" I said, heart pounding. 

"Relax." Gavon smiled. "You're a far way from that, I promise you."

"You can die?"

"If you use too much of your magic, yes. But, like I said, you look perfectly healthy to me."

"But I can't…I can't do anything. At least, not like this morning. This morning, I was…" I waved my hands around. "Yeah."

"Sounds like you've had an eventful first day as a magical," Gavon said with a small chuckle. 

"Eventful? Setting my room on fire then transporting myself back to my bedroom isn't what I'd call…eventful." I slumped and pressed my cheek into my hand. "And now I can't even…I can't even bring a pair of sunglasses to myself." 

"Well, I can assure you that your magic is perfectly fine. Maybe there's something else bothering you?" He blinked, then said, "I'm sorry, did you say you transported yourself to your bedroom today?"

I nodded. "I magicked this book to me—"

"Summoned."

"Summoned, yeah. At lunch. Then I tried to send it back home, and I ended up sending myself back with it." I frowned. "And when I called Nicole, she acted like…like I meant to do it! Like it was my fault and asking her to come get me was…" I blew air out between my lips. "And my aunt isn't helping either. She came home and yelled at me for using magic."

"Why'd she do that?"

I blushed. "Because…because she told me I wasn't allowed to use it at school, which I didn't—"

"But you summoned a book to you?" Gavon asked, although his query was much less accusatory and more amused. 

"Yeah, but…I don't know." I picked at the table. "I just feel like this big gift got dumped into my lap and I'm trying to figure out what to do with it. And everyone's busy telling me I shouldn't use it, and I can't use it, and every time I do use it, something horrible happens. And…" I sighed and glanced up at him. "I'm sorry for venting."

"Sounds like you needed to." He tapped the table. "Might I offer a suggestion or two?"

I shrugged. 

"First, I do want to assure you that your magic is perfectly fine. It's a little overzealous at the moment, perhaps due to fifteen years of disuse, but it's there." He pulled the primer closer to him. "Second, I think you'll find magic a little easier to wield once you understand the basic theories—"

"How?" 

"Did you read the primer?" he asked. 

My cheeks warmed. "I mean…I got through the first few pages…" 

"Look here." He flipped through to the first chapter. "Read what this says."

I peered at the pages. "A Magical's best tool for spell work is a well-crafted mind."

"Now, what do you think that means?"

"It means that…you have to control your mind to control your magic," I said. "But I don't know what that means. Keep in mind, I have zero frame of reference for this."

He nodded, scratching his chin in thought. "Magic is like…another sense. Like breathing or hearing. Just as you learned how to process the words you hear without thinking about it, you'll learn how to process magic."

"One problem: I've been hearing since I was a baby, I've just learned about magic. And…" I shook my head. "It's starting to piss me off that everyone assumes because I'm 'so smart' I'll just…figure it out. I don't have the room to figure it out because I have Jeanie breathing down my neck and…" I closed my mouth when I realized I'd started ranting again. 

Gavon, however, seemed unfazed by it. "I think you are suffering from the common affliction of the brilliant mind." 

"Oh yeah?"

"Overthinking. You're trying too hard."

I shook my head. "So I don't try at all, and I blow up my nightstand. Now I'm trying too hard and I can't even summon my sunglasses?"

He seemed to consider for a moment. "To wield magic, you must focus on what you want and have the mental strength to do it. If you're too emotional and unable to focus, you can't perform magic." He pointed out another passage in the primer. 

"Magic is but an extension of the Human Will, and it is as powerful as the mind it inhibits," I said, reading from the book. "So what do I do about it? How do I not overthink this?"

"Well, let's first start by taking a deep breath," Gavon said, placing his hand on top of mine. It was warm. 

I took a short breath.

"Deep breath."

I inhaled deeply then let the breath out slowly. Some of the anxiety I'd been nursing in the pit of my stomach went with it.

"Good. Now." He placed a fallen leaf on the center of the picnic table. "Use your magic and pick it up."

I looked at the leaf and willed it to rise, scrunching up my face.

"Don't try so hard. Magic should be natural."

"Easy for you to say." 

"Just relax." 

I looked at him then looked at the leaf. I tried to relax, but kept thinking about all of the reasons why I couldn't make this leaf levitate. 

"It's no use," I said finally.

"With that attitude."

I glared at him then set my chin on my arms, looking at the leaf. It continued to sit there, mocking me. 

"Close your eyes and clear your mind." 

I closed my eyes and, although it took me a few breaths, I was able to quiet the noise in my head. That's when I felt it—a hum of energy. It had always been there, but I'd been too distracted to see it. 

"Now, tell your magic to levitate the leaf."

Feeling like an idiot, I released my hold on the energy. I felt the rough texture of the wooden picnic table, the delicate crunchiness of the leaf, the cool air as I lifted the leaf into the air. 

"Alexis."

I ignored him, focusing intently on the image in my head. 

"Alexis…"

"What?" I didn't open my eyes.

"You—"

"I'm trying to concentrate!" I snapped, finally looking. To my shock, the leaf was steadily floating in the air, just as I'd imagined. 

"Wow," I said, reaching out to touch it.

"See, you have plenty of magic," Gavon said. "You just need to find the balance. Don't overthink it."

"What else can I do?" I asked, as the leaf twirled in the air.

"Why don't you read chapter two?" Gavon said. "You should probably start with the basics or else—"

The leaf spun faster and faster until finally bursting into flames. I nearly fell off the picnic bench.

"Okay," I said, watching the smoking ash drift to the table. "I'll read chapter two." 







Chapter Six










Bolstered a little by Gavon's confidence in me, I was able to stomach returning to the house. He'd pointed out a few chapters I should work on—summoning and such—but I was just glad that someone was listening to me. Now that I wasn't on the verge of freaking out, I might be able to communicate with Jeanie better. I just needed to catch her in a good mood so I could explain my feelings to her.

The lights were on in the house and I hurried up the steps. The time on my phone said nearly eight and I'd left a note, but I couldn't help feeling like I was walking into a trap. 

"Hello?" I called.

"In here, Alexis."

Crap. Alexis wasn't a good sign. I left my primer on the staircase and walked into the living room, where Jeanie was sitting with Nicole and a gray-haired woman who was facing away from me. 

Jeanie cleared her throat. "Lexie, come in here and say hello to Gram." 

"Gram?" I blinked, not moving into the room. 

I'd never met my maternal grandmother. She'd call on birthdays and other important holidays, and it was always the same. How were grades (top of my class), was I playing any sports (no), was I otherwise doing well (yes). 

"Well, girl, put your tongue back in your mouth and come in here," she barked, and my legs moved of their own accord—out of fear or magic, I wasn't sure. 

I stood in the center of the living room and pressed my hands into my sides, so I wouldn't offend her any more than I already had. 

Gram studied me like I was hopelessly underwhelming her. She was maybe mid-fifties, but she carried herself like a woman who was used to having others do as she said. Her sweater didn't have a yarn out of place, her black shoes even intimidating as they shone back at me.

"Hullo, Gram," I said after a moment of silence.

"Sit."

I sank into a nearby chair. 

"Jean tells me you've been having some trouble with your magic," she said, placing her wrinkled hands on her knees. "Seems to be pouring out of you, isn't it?"

I glanced down at my hands, grateful they weren't purple. "What do you mean?"

"Jean, I'd say that you should have Nicole whip up a calming potion for the girl. She's obviously distraught from learning about her magic."

"I already did, Gram," Nicole replied softly. 

"And?"

"It worked last night, but—"

"I don't think calming draughts are what she needs," Jeanie said, perched on the edge of her seat. It was the first time I'd ever seen my aunt look so eager. I compared the two women, and could see where Jeanie got her short temper. 

"And what do you think she needs, Jean?"

"I think she needs to come up to the compound for a few days. Be around her own kind and learn—"

"No," Gram replied, a lot harsher than I'd have expected. "That won't be necessary."

Jeanie made a noise then seemed to consider her words carefully. "Mom, it would be very helpful if you'd let Lexie have some one-on-one time with someone up there." 

"Up where?" I asked, glancing at Nicole. 

"The Carrigan Clan has a compound in the northeast," Gram replied, her hawklike eyes focused on me. "It's where the rest of your family lives."

"There's more of us?" I asked, now looking at Jeanie. Growing up, all I'd known was her, my sisters, and the telephonic voice of Gram. But if there was a bigger family out there…

"I will consider your request to come up for Thanksgiving, but you will take care of the girl's magical surplus in the meantime. She seems relatively fine to me."

I found it rather off-putting that this woman was making assumptions about me when she'd known me for all of a minute. Nicole must've read the look on my face because she silenced me with a shake of her head. That turned my annoyance to curiosity. Why was everyone bowing to Gram like she was some sort of god? 

Her Royal Stuck-up-her-buttness stood and smoothed the lines of her black skirt. "Happy birthday, dear." She waved her hand, and a crisp fifty dollar bill appeared in my hand. Then she was gone in a puff of dark gray smoke. 

Jeanie let out a loud breath and offered me a smile. "Sorry about all that. I would've told you Gram was coming, but I didn't know where you were."

"Just out for a walk," I said, pocketing the cash. "So who wants to explain what the hell that was? How come she's so…demanding?"

"Gram's the matriarch of all the Carrigans—including the extended family. She's used to barking an order and getting her way."

"Magically?"

I'd said it in jest, but Jeanie nodded. "Any group of magicals is powerful. They harness the power of their members to enforce their rules. So because Gram is our Clanmaster, we're all bound by what she says."

"Sounds like the old bag needs to retire already."

"Alexis!" Jeanie bellowed. 

I jumped at her ferocity and expected Gram to return at any moment to flay me or something. Then I remembered that I was talking about her mother. "Sorry, Jeanie."

"Mom's…special in her own way. She does love us, but she's never really been the touchy-feely kind."

That probably explained why Jeanie wasn't that way either. "So why did she come all the way down here? Just to give me fifty bucks? She could've mailed it."

"I asked her to come down and check on you."

My eyebrows shot upward. "You did? Why?"

"Because I was worried about you!"

"Uh, so why did you let me go to school then?"

"You seemed fine this morning. I thought you'd just gotten a little overexcited," Jeanie said. "But then Nicole tells me you're transporting yourself and…" She shook her head. "Look, Lexie, I'm a bit out of my depth here. When I got my magic, it wasn't nearly as explosive as yours."

"And neither was Marie's," Nicole added. "But it looks like everything's settled down anyway, right? You haven't had any more episodes."

I furrowed my brow, but said nothing to contradict her. I wasn't eager to bring up my lunchtime mishap, which might've been parlayed into another lecture about doing magic at school. And as many questions as I still had about magic, I wanted my answers to come from someone a bit more patient. All Jeanie seemed to do was lecture about what I wasn't supposed to do, and Gavon at least let me finish my sentences before responding.

Besides, it seemed like Jeanie and Gram had still been keeping some secrets from me, so I felt justified in keeping a few from them. 

"So exactly how big is our family? And what is this compound thing?"

"Our clan's pretty big," Jeanie said. "It's one of the largest in the US. Most of our closer family lives in Salem." 

"So…do I have other aunts and uncles?"

Jeanie shook her head. "But you have some great aunts and uncles, close cousins."

"Why did we move down here if everyone else is in Massachusetts?"

Jeanie shrugged. "Too cold up there. I like the Florida winters."

"But—"

"And besides, I can get to Gram's house in the blink of an eye," Jeanie said, but she didn't quite meet my gaze. "I'm starving. How about we try at that birthday dinner again?"

~

I didn't buy for one second that Jeanie had voluntarily uprooted us from a mystical compound of magical family members to some Podunk town in Florida, but it was clear that any discussion was over. Jeanie either ignored or deflected all my questions during dinner, and when I asked her if she'd show me how to use magic, she straight-up told me she wasn't the best person for the job and she'd keep pressing Gram to find someone to tutor me.

Later, when I asked Nicole the same questions, I got about the same response, except at least Nicole had a good excuse.

"Lexie, I would if I could but, I really…can't." She glanced out the door. "Jeanie, or even Marie would be better—"

"Marie?" I said, blankly. "Little Miss Let's-Give-Lexie-A-Heart-Attack? Like she'd teach me anything. Why can't you help?"

"Because like I said, I don't have the same kind of magic as you do," Nicole said. "I'm physically incapable of summoning, charming, whathaveyou. So as much as I'd like to help you…I truly, honestly can't." She blew air out between her lips. "Jeanie's working on Gram. I'm sure she'll change her mind soon."

That night, I lay in bed and let all my questions circle my head. My life was like a giant, magical puzzle, and Jeanie and Gram were keeping a few key pieces to themselves. Which, of course, led to more questions about why they felt it more prudent to keep me in the dark. 

Even more frustrating was that I felt unsettled. Everything I knew to be right was on its head, and no one, save Gavon, was empathetic to it. Jeanie had always been short, but for her not to help at all was hurtful. Nicole seemed to want to help, but since she didn't have magic or whatever-it-was, she was handcuffed. And forget Marie. 

The only person giving real, honest answers was Gavon, but I was limited to hoping he'd show up to deal with my neurotic whining. And the questions currently taking up the most real estate in my brain—those about Gram and the clan—he probably wouldn't be able to answer.

The glow of my magical spell book caught my eye and I wondered if, perhaps, I'd find something of value inside. It wouldn't tell me why Gram had been lying to me, but it might help in some way. 

I flipped through the book until I saw a section that looked promising.










A DISCUSSION ON CLANS 

AND GUILDS




A CLAN is a group of Magicals bound by blood. It is inherently less powerful than a Guild, as a Clanmaster generally may not choose who will and won't be inducted. 

A GUILD is a group of Magicals assembled through INTRODUCTION and then INDUCTION. 

INTRODUCTION to a Guild may happen when a Magical has learned to toddle, or a Guildmaster may set an older age. If the Magical has shown a preponderance for a magical specialty, he may be tested in a formal INDUCTION ceremony. Once a Young Magical's Master has determined the Magical is of age to be a useful member of the community, they will be formally introduced based on the laws set down by the Guildmaster. 

The collective power of the CLAN or GUILD is sourced by the powers inherent in its membership to enforce its governance. A member of the Guild or Clan will be Magically compelled to adhere to these rules. 




Well, I thought, that explains the butt-kissing. A magical compulsion, I read a little further, meant the person was physically restricted from doing whatever was against the rules. So even if Jeanie and Nicole had wanted to tell me the truth, they couldn't. 

That still didn't mean I wasn't irked that Gram had made such a stupid rule.

I found a blank page in one of my discarded notebooks and began to jot down all the inaccuracies and questions I had. I was under no illusion that anyone would actually answer any of them, but perhaps if I knew what I didn't know, I could construct a line of discussion. 

Why did my magic go haywire? 

Why did it take me fifteen years to meet Gram? 

Why am I not allowed at the compound yet? 

And the biggest question of all: If I didn't have magic for the first fifteen years of my life, why not tell me sooner?

I stared at the paper for a while before I realized how late it was. If I wanted to be halfway awake for school tomorrow, I needed to go to sleep. So I folded up the paper and used it as a bookmark in the primer before crawling into bed. 

~

If I'd thought I'd have more clarity on my magical life puzzle the next morning, I was sorely mistaken. I'd tossed and turned most of the night, dreaming about a rocky beach in Massachusetts and Gram pointing at me and telling me I was evil and would bring ruination to our entire clan. The dream had been so vivid that I'd actually asked Nicole if Gram hated me, which she'd assured me wasn't the case. 

Making matter worse, Marie kept talking with Charity about how weird I was the whole way to school. There was an uneasy feeling in my gut. My mind kept replaying the dream and splicing it with meeting Gram and the questions I had about myself.

"Miss Carrigan," Mills said, snapping me from my reverie. 

I bolted upright and tried to look interested. "Yes?"

"What are the benefits of the Acts of Trade and Navigation?" 

I swallowed, glancing at the chalk on the board and wishing that he wasn't standing in front of the answer. Then I looked down at my paper.

I had transcribed the entire chalkboard. 

And magically highlighted the answer. 

Score one for magic.

"Er…" I swallowed and hoped my magic was right. "The colonies could only trade with the English, and all goods and services had to go to England, versus any other trade."

"Good, and how was that a positive?"

I glanced down again, "It was a positive because…it meant more shipbuilding for New England. Chesapeake tobacco had a monopoly in England?"

"Very good." He beamed at me, and I tried to feel guilty for using magic, but I didn't care. Sure, I wasn't supposed to at school, but…being able to magically transcribe everything? That was a game changer. 

Mills had moved on to pepper another student with questions about mercantilism, and I flipped through my notebook happily. No more hand cramps, no more racing with myself to write down everything that was on the board before class started. There wasn't any puffing or poofing. There was no way that I could screw—

My thoughts ended abruptly when I realized that the chalkboard was completely blank.

I'd erased it.

"Crap," I whispered. 

My first thought was to remain calm, or else I would start shooting magical laser beams out of my fingers. 

My second thought was to observe the room and make sure all the students were stuck in their usual early morning stupor. It was a good thing we had history in first period, or else I might really be in trouble. And Mills' back was to the chalkboard, so he hadn't noticed his hour's worth of work had been completely erased. 

I took a long breath and remembered what the book and Gavon had said about controlling magic. Think about what you want and it'll happen, I told myself. I envisioned the words on the page and an invisible piece of chalk writing on the board. 

I opened an eye and saw one sentence written. 

"Crap!"

My time was running out, my anxiety was getting worse (and my fingers growing a little purple), so I knew I had to do something fast. I envisioned my magic "selecting all," like I would on my laptop, then "control+c" to copy and "control+v" to paste onto the chalkboard. 

I cracked open an eye—the writing had returned, exactly as it had been, just as Mills turned around to reference it again. I slumped in my seat and exhaled silently. That had been a little too close. I supposed that I wasn't quite ready to do magic at school, or at least, transcribe my notes. I opened my notebook and searched for the first blank page. 

The only problem was the entire notebook was blank. All the notes I'd taken since the beginning of the year were gone. 

I closed my eyes and wished for the undo button. 







Chapter Seven










The rest of my day was similarly terrible. Thanks to Gram and questions and my birthday, I hadn't completed any of my assignments, earning another glare from Ms. Benoit and a talking-to by my English teacher. For a student who was consistently in the top ten of her class, my behavior had changed enough for my teachers to notice. 

Then, as if she knew I was already having a rough day, Marie left me at school. The sun broiled the back of my neck and I was a sweaty, miserable mess. I powered through my homework, the voice in the back of my head reminding me that colleges didn't consider "magical prowess" in admissions or scholarship criteria. But every time I went to start my history homework, the sight of my blank notebook just reminded me how much I'd royally screwed up.

By the time Jeanie got home, I was desperate. "Jeanie, I need your help."

She put down her purse slowly. "Is everything all right?"

"No, I accidentally erased my history notebook," I said, showing it to her. "Can you help me reverse it?"

"How'd you do that?"

"I was…" Technically, I'd broken her rule about using magic at school unsupervised, and I didn't want another lecture about it. Jeanie was still waiting for my answer, so I said, "I don't know. It just happened."

She flipped through the blank pages and shrugged. "I don't know how to reverse it. Guess you'll have to copy from a friend."

"Jeanie, I'm the only one who takes notes in history," I said. "And we're talking about eight weeks' worth of notes here!"

She shrugged. "Get to copying then."

I glared at her retreating back and slammed my notebook shut. "I'm going for a walk."

~

I was hoping, perhaps, Gavon might show up for a third time. I stormed the entire way to the park, clutching the primer to my chest. I was tired of everything blowing up in my face and Jeanie simply shrugging and telling me to figure it out. "Figure it out" was sound advice when I struggled through chemistry formulas, but not with this. I wasn't smart enough to figure out magic on my own.

I plopped down at the picnic table and opened the primer to where I'd left off the day before. Stuck between the pages was the list of questions I'd written about Gram from Jeanie. After unfolding the questions and re-reading them, I balled the paper up and threw it in a nearby trashcan.

Screw them and their non-answers. I didn't want to know anyway.

I huffed as I sat back down and began to read spitefully.




TO SUMMON




One of the Magical's most oft used spells is to SUMMON, that is, to use Magic to retrieve an Object. This does not extend to Persons, whether Magical or Nonmagical, that is known as TRANSPORT. 

It is often the case with Young Magicals that they can summon items without considering a full Summon spell. True, often babies will Summon their favorite toy, even and especially when in trouble. But just as a talented artist improves with classical training, a Magical with training over their gift will be much more successful. 

A SUMMON spell consists of three specific acts;

ONE, to identify the object to summon;

TWO, to use one's Magic to locate said object;

THREE, to use one's Magic to retrieve said object.

It is imperative that a Young Magical without training perform each step as a separate thought, else the Magic might retrieve the incorrect object, or more than anticipated. A Master might recommend to Summon an object within the Young Magical's view.

Once control over Magic has been established, and the comfort of understanding each step by the Young Magical, the three acts will occur without thought.




I glanced around the park, looking for something I could practice with. There was a small plastic shovel and pail a kid had left in the sandbox. Squinting, I concentrated on the objects and willed them—

"You're trying too hard again," came the pleasing baritone behind me. 

I released my focus and smiled as Gavon took a seat across from me. "How can you tell?"

He mimicked my focused face, scrunching his nose and squinting. 

"Funny."

"What does the primer say?" he asked, glancing at the open book in front of me.

"Identify the object, use my magic to locate it and retrieve it," I said, looking at the pail again. "But how do I do that?" 

"Your magic isn't confined to your physical body. It can grow, shift, travel faster than light. You can send it out to another location—a known location, of course—and it will act as your eyes and ears in that location. Let's try it, hm? Close your eyes."

I did so and waited. 

"Now, can you feel your magic?" 

I furrowed my brow. The hum of electricity had become familiar over the past forty-eight hours, but it became more pronounced the more I focused on it. "Yes."

"I want you to send it back to your bedroom. It's the most familiar place, I'm guessing?"

I nodded, keeping my eyes closed. "How…how do I do that?"

"Your magic knows. Stop trying to control it so much."

At his words, I felt the control and released it. My magic, or what I assumed was my magic, shotgunned away from me and in my mind's eye, I saw my bedroom and the object I was seeking. Before I could complete a thought, the book materialized in my hand. 

"That was so cool!" I grinned at Gavon, who had something of a proud look on his face. Remembering my notebook, I released my magic again, and it retrieved the blank notebook. 

"What's this?"

"I was," I swallowed, "practicing in history today. Accidentally erased the chalkboard, then when I went to put it back, I ended up erasing my whole book."

"What exactly were you thinking?" At my confused look, he added, "I mean, what was your thought process?"

"I was thinking of my book like a computer, control-c, control-v…that sort of thing." His brow quirked, and I flushed. "I was trying not to panic. It was the only thing I could think of. And I've been trying all afternoon to restore the words on the page, but so far…nothing."

Gavon pulled the notebook to himself and stared at it for a moment. Then, to my intense relief, my handwriting reappeared on the page. 

"Thank you," I said. "How'd you do that?"

"There was a magical signature left on the pages. I simply reversed it," he said, almost a little too quickly. "So, you're summoning fairly well, and despite erasing your notebook, you seem to have a handle on magic now."

"Yeah, but…I still have a ton of questions. I'm trying hard to…well, not try hard, but it just feels like I'm trying to carve an ice sculpture with a machete." 

He smiled and chuckled. "If I were to guess, I might say that your magic has been pent up for too long and it's overflowing."

"Is that…normal?" 

He shrugged, but didn't meet my gaze. "Not usually, but fairly easily dealt with. The more you use your magic, the more it will even out until your…what did you say, machete becomes a regular ice pick." 

"Well, it would be a lot easier if I had someone around who actually listened to me instead of lecturing me all the time."

"Parents aren't perfect, you know."

"If I had any," I said with a small snort. "I just have my aunt and maybe Nicole, my oldest sister. But they've been…unhelpful too. Nicole would help, except she doesn't have magic."

His face flashed in anger for a moment. "That's not true."

"Well, she's a…potion-maker?" I said, still not sure about the phrasing. "She can't summon or anything like that."

"Oh, she has magic, I assure you, just not the typical kind. For example, you could mix Domdafosie and worm root together and nothing would happen but a globby mess." 

"D-Domdafosie?" So they were real! "Is there a cure for potion-makers? I mean, to get their magic back?"

Gavon looked taken aback. "Potion-making is not a disease. It's a specific brand of magic that deals with the complexities of chemical reactions in potions." 

"Yeah, but…she can't summon, or even...I don't know, summoning is as far as I got in the primer."

Gavon tilted his head. "Thomas Edison couldn't summon. Did that stop him from inventing the lightbulb?"

I paused, realizing how I must have sounded.

"I know having magic is a big change for you, but don't let it go to your head," Gavon said gently. "Many, many great potion-makers have existed in history. Just because they don't have the same kind of magic as you and me doesn't mean they aren't powerful." 

An awfully impassioned speech, I thought. "Do you know any potion-makers then?"

"A few," Gavon said. "But in the magical communities, there's a lot of prejudice against them."

"Magical communities," I breathed to myself. Gram and that mysterious compound that I wasn't allowed to go to came to the forefront of my mind. But Gavon wouldn't know the intricacies of my family drama. "My other sister is a healer. What about her? I think…I think she was able to conjure herself a car. But she won't tell me how."

"Healing magic comes from the same wellspring as the others," Gavon said. "But you can't just make things out of thin air. What's the Law of Conservation of Mass?"

I blinked at him and twisted my brain to recall my chemistry. "Uh…I know this…"

"Matter cannot be created nor destroyed. That rule's still in effect here. Magic can't create matter, it can only use what already exists. Your magic comes from the energy created in the cells of your body, just like everything else."

I appreciated this scientific analysis, especially as it answered some basic questions. "So how does a Healer's magic work, then?"

"Depends on what she's trying to heal. Most healing magic is a transfer—she'll give you energy when yours is depleted. But just as you don't have unlimited magic, neither does a healer." 

"But the more you practice, the more you'll have, right?" I asked, recalling a line from the book.

"Exactly. It's like training for a marathon. You couldn't just walk out the front door and run twenty-six miles. You'd have to train for it. And even then, there are some who are just better at it than others."

I nodded. "So if Marie's a healer and Nicole's a potion-maker, what other kinds of magic are there?"

"None, really," Gavon said after a moment. "Back before the Separation, there used to be more but—"

"What Separation?" 

He sat back and stared off into the distance, as if collecting his thoughts. "I suppose you could say that the Separation happened in 1692 but…it had really been festering since magicals and nonmagicals had been living together. But it really got going once European magicals finally made it over to America in the seventeenth century. Because there was so much space here, some of the magicals thought that, perhaps, there was an opportunity to start fresh. To have a community of just magicals. So, when Plymouth was founded in Massachusetts, a group of settlers did just that."

Massachusetts, where the compound was. "Are they still there?"

"Kind of," Gavon said. "After a few years, it became clear that a magical village could not sustain itself without trading with the nonmagicals. As we've discussed, matter can't be created or destroyed, and the magicals only had what they'd brought with them to settle the village. They needed nails and cooking pots and those kinds of things, and the trading ships only came to the nonmagical cities. In order to survive, the magicals had to either steal from the nonmagicals or announce their presence." 

I considered those options for a moment. "I'd just steal."

He chuckled. "Trust me, many of them wanted to do just that. There had been a generation that had never had to hide their magic, and to be told that they had to revert to the old ways…they didn't take too well to that suggestion."

"But why the secrecy?" I asked. "Not to sound…callous, but if we're more powerful than they are, why are we the ones to hide?"

Gavon smiled. "And that is exactly what they thought as well. But think on that a little more, Alexis. Why would that be a bad idea?"

I tapped my finger against my chin. He sounded an awful lot like Mills asking us to consider the implications of historical events. "Well, based on the witch burnings, they might not take so well to the idea of magic existing. And…maybe there were more of them than us?"

"Exactly." Gavon beamed. "Nothing good would've come from that—only bloodshed. Which is why the magical council decided to go forward with the original plan, despite the protests." He sighed. "But that's the thing about magicals, especially powerful ones. They don't like to be ordered around. So, a very bloody war broke out between the two main factions—one comprised of Warriors who wanted things to remain, well, separate. These were the Separatists, and James Riley was their leader. They declared war against the others and the nonmagicals."

"He didn't win, obviously."

Gavon shook his head. "Magicals from all over the world, including the natives already living here, came to the aid of the leader of the other side—John Chase—and they defeated the Separatists after two years of bloody war. But Chase wasn't a murderer, and too much magical blood had already been spilled. So the collective came up with an idea to create another world—"

My hands thudded on the wooden table. "Wait, there are other worlds too?" 

"Kind of," Gavon said. "Think of it like a little pocket of reality torn from this one. It's a place where Chase could imprison the separatists and they could live as they pleased."

"So he was really doing them a favor?"

"I wouldn't want to live there," Gavon said with a smile. "The texts say there was no sun, no warmth. A cold wind blows the stench of death and decay, and nothing grows except by magic. And even then…" He closed his mouth. "It's meant to be a punishment. The amount of magic it took for Chase and others to create the tear killed him and ten others."

I swallowed. 

"But it was done. Afterward, the remaining magicals came together in what was known as the Council of Danvers. They set forth magical law for this country, and it was soon adopted globally. First and foremost, traditional guilds were outlawed—"

"But I thought clans still existed? I'm kind of in one, I think?"

"Clans are different, remember? They're formed by a blood bond. Family. A guild is more selective in their membership. A prospective inductee has to be introduced through a duel then trained by a Master—"

"Master!" I said, remembering a question I had. "The primer talks a lot about Masters. What are they?"

"You have to remember, this primer was written and used before the Separation, so it still contains some of the old language that's not in use anymore," Gavon said. "Before the magical age was set at fifteen, magic appeared at birth. So, in a guild, a Master was chosen once a young magical was introduced to the guild. They would train the magical until they came of age, then the magical would fight in another duel, and they'd be formally inducted." 

Gavon paused and held out his hand. In a puff of purple smoke, another old, weathered book appeared. He flipped through the rotting pages like a man looking for the answers to life. Halfway to the end, he stopped and turned the book around to me. 

"Here's the full decree of Magical Law that was set down. No magic until fifteen, nonmagicals not bound by marriage or birth are not to be told, and the removal of specialties, like Warriors, among more details."

"'No one shall use dragon blood for anything other than healing?'" I pursed my lips. "I don't think I want to know."

"It's actually a fascinating account of the history of that time," Gavon said, admiring his book. "Would you like it?"

I glanced down at the pages, yellowed with age, and I salivated, just a little. "I couldn't. I'm not even finished with the first book you gave me."

"I insist," he said, sliding it over. "The primer is a little dry. This, at least, has some excitement." 

I placed my hand on the book and glanced up at him. "You aren't dying, are you?"

"I'm sorry?" he said, taken aback.

"You've given me some expensive, rare books. This one looks like it was written during the seventeenth century…" I gauged his skin tone, his thick hair. Didn't look like he had cancer. 

"I assure you, I'm perfectly fine," he said. "But I've read both this book and the other many times. The knowledge in them is useless to me. Books are meant to be read, are they not?"

They were, but I also knew that reading this book wasn't going to get me very far. I needed someone like Gavon to show me what the hell I was doing. 

"Hey, so…" I shifted. "Can we talk again tomorrow?"

His face shifted for a moment, and I was afraid he would say no. Instead, he forced a smile and said, "Absolutely."







Chapter Eight










Gavon was obviously telling me the abridged, G-rated version of the Separation. 

The book had been written by one of John Chase's seven sons, and he'd gone into painstaking detail—from the lives lost at each battle and skirmish to the minutes from each of the Council meetings. One event that stuck out in gory, graphic detail was the account of the great potion-maker massacre in May 1692. Riley and his faction had obtained a list of all the potion-makers in the village and marked them for death. They took out almost two hundred people in one night, including fifty children. Knowing that Nicole would've been one of his targets, I was very glad that Riley and his idiots had been banished to the other world. 

But, in my opinion, the Council of Danvers went a little overboard in preventing the recurrence of such a traumatic event. Some of the rules didn't really apply to me, especially as they related to potion-making, but there was a really big one that confused the hell out of me: No more specialties. All the Warriors, Healers, Empaths, Potion-makers, Charmers, Enchanters—they lost their unique magic and became the mishmash of powers that I had. The Council said it was to prevent another Guild of Warriors from rising, one which could wreak havoc like Riley's did. 

So then why were my sisters a healer and a potion-maker? The only thing I could think of was that perhaps, over the four hundred years since it was first enacted, the council's decrees had become less potent. 

"Whatcha doing in here?" Nicole asked, walking into the kitchen. As usual, her eyes danced everywhere except the spelled book on the table. 

I opened my mouth to ask about the Separation, but that might invite more questions about how I'd suddenly become so knowledgeable about magical stuff. Nicole was usually on my side, but she also wasn't above telling on me. And somehow, I didn't think Jeanie would approve of me meeting with a strange guy in a park to practice magic out in the open. 

"Just thinking about stuff," I said, after a few minutes of working my jaw. 

"Uh-huh. What kind of stuff?" Nicole asked with a genuine smile. 

"Like…do you have a job?"

Nicole quirked a brow. "What kind of a question is that?"

"I mean, you say you do, but with magic—"

"Yes, I have a job," Nicole said with a laugh. "As do Jeanie and Marie. And if you want to save for college, you might want to think about getting one soon, too." 

She pulled one of the three barstools from the middle island over to the fridge with a loud scrape. I winced and asked, "What are you doing?"

"Getting the big pot down."

My heart leaped to my throat. "Are you gonna make another potion?"

Another quirked brow. "I was going to make dinner. Feeling like some beef stew tonight."

I closed my eyes and released my magic, finding the pot in the cabinet and retrieving it. It was heavier than I anticipated, and fell out of my hands, clanging loudly on the floor. 

"Lexie, really," Nicole said, climbing off the stool and taking the pot I sheepishly offered to her. "You can't just…use magic whenever you feel like it."

I frowned and sat back down on the stool. 

"I'm sorry," she said after a moment. "That was really great, what you did. Just be more careful. I don't want you to hurt yourself."

"How is summoning a pot out of the cabinet going to hurt me?" I asked, pointedly. "And how am I supposed to know what to do if no one will help me?"

"Jeanie's working on Gram," Nicole said, as if that were a real answer. "And in the meantime…just do little things."

I was about to remark that summoning was about as basic as it got, per the primer, but neither she nor Jeanie knew about it. Instead, I asked, "Who taught you how to make potions?"

She flushed a little, then turned to retrieve the carrots from the fridge. "No one did. I don't make them, really. The calming draught was just a fluke." She placed the bag of carrots on the counter and half-smiled. "Want to help me peel?"

"Can I try to use magic?"

She sighed. "Be very careful."

I closed my eyes and released my magic. The carrots sat in the plastic bag, their skins connected to the flesh of the vegetable. I could almost see the molecular connections, and severed them at the same time.

"Shit, Lexie!" Nicole screamed, dropping the bag that had burst into purple flames. 

"Sorry! Sorry!" I cried. "Let me try to—"

"Don't do anything else!" Nicole screamed, throwing the bag into the pot and tossing the lid on top of it. After a moment, she lifted the pot and the flames had disappeared. 

For a few moments, we stared at each other as the air increasingly smelled of burnt plastic. 

"I'm sorry…" I said quietly.

"Just…go to your room," Nicole said. "And don't use any magic until Jeanie or Marie get home."

Unsurprisingly, Jeanie came to give me a long lecture about the dangers of using magic unsupervised. 

"Well, I was supervised," I said. "Nicole was—"

"Nicole is a potion-maker," Jeanie said, although she lowered her voice to a whisper. "If you decide to blow up the house—"

"I thought you said she has magic." Memories of the Separation and James Riley came bubbling to the surface, as did Gavon's mention of prejudices. 

"She does," Jeanie said, sitting down on my desk chair. "But it's different from yours. So you can't practice magic unless Marie or I am here."

I stared at her. "You can't be serious. You're barely home as it is, and Marie would think it was funny if I ended up killing myself."

"I'm barely home because I'm trying to convince Gram to let you come up to the compound," Jeanie said. "And it's taking a lot more convincing than I thought it would."

"Yeah, so." I folded my arms over my chest. "What's that all about, hm?"

"Gram's got her reasons, and she's the boss, so we have to do what she says."

There was one thing I was definitely sure of: the more I heard about Gram, the less eager I was to see the woman again. Especially since it was obvious she wasn't eager to see me. 

~

I went to school the next day in a funk, annoyed by my still machete-like magic and the lack of understanding from Jeanie and Nicole. My locker took three tries to open, thanks to Callista and Joel fighting right in front of it. Ms. Benoit assigned a mind-numbing set of exercises in French and chemistry literally made zero sense to me. Then I got to English and realized I hadn't prepared anything for class, and Ms. Grace kept calling on me, as if she enjoyed seeing my deer-in-the-headlights look. I had to eat lunch inside thanks to a downpour that ended just as my lunch period did. 

Then, in graphic design, I spent half an hour working on a texture on a font, only to have the program crash and realize I hadn't saved jack. That was when I noticed my nail beds glowing purple, and when I went to grab the mouse to salvage my project, I shorted out the computer. 

So when I stormed out to Marie's car, I just knew she'd do something to piss me off because it was that kind of day. The only thing that kept me from blowing up her car was knowing I was going to have another chat with Gavon. Maybe he'd teach me those transport spells I was reading about so I'd never have to ride with Marie again. 

A twittering of laughter drew my attention. Marie and Charity were walking arm-in-arm, bright-eyed and excited. I groaned; Charity was the last person I wanted to be stuck in an enclosed space with. If I were being honest, I wanted to ask Marie why Gram hated me so much. Marie might just tell me the truth, out of spite.

Neither noticed me, so I climbed into the backseat and listened to their inane conversation. Marie'd bombed another test, but so had Charity. They talked about their favorite TV show that had aired the night before, squealing and gasping as they recounted every second of the show. I was sure Marie would watch it twice more before the next one aired. She was such an idiot. 

"Lexie." Marie's sharp tone made me jump and I stared at her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her eyes were a warning. But why?

Then I heard it—the cracking and popping sounds coming from my hands. My magic was gathering in the center of my palms, swirling into an orb—

"Lexie!"

I glanced up at Marie and remembered that Charity was in the car with us. I inhaled and exhaled, closing my eyes and willing the magic to disappear. 

The car lurched to a stop, and I opened my eyes. To my horror, my magic hadn't disappeared, but was now spinning rapidly in the palms of my hands. I glanced at Marie, terrified, but she was talking to Charity.

"Sorry, you gotta get out here," Marie said. "I forgot I have to take the idiot to the doctor today."

"But I thought—?"

"Bye, Charity." 

"Marie, this isn't my house—"

"Bye, Charity."

Charity made a disgusted noise, but grabbed her things and got out. Before I could say anything to Marie, she stomped on the gas and we zoomed away from Charity, peeling around the corner toward the house. 

"Put your damned magic away!" Marie snarled at me. 

"I can't!" I cried. 

The car screeched to a halt in our driveway and she stormed around the other side of the car, ripping open the door and pulling me, and my purple, swirling hands, out by the scruff of the neck. We were inside the house in two seconds, and Marie tossed me onto the couch. 

"What the hell is wrong with you?" 

"W-wrong with me?" I cried, looking at my hands. "Wrong with me? I have no idea what I'm doing!"

"Then just stop using your magic!"

"I can't!"

She let out a groan of frustration. "Yes, you can, just stop thinking about it and do it! This isn't rocket science."

"Obviously not, if you can do it." 

That was the wrong thing to say, as Marie's face grew red and blotchy under her makeup. I knew I'd crossed the line, but I didn't care. 

"I thought magic just existed in the movies! I didn't know I could summon stuff or conjure things or that there were things like healers and potion-makers and—" I almost said 'the Separation,' but I stopped myself. "And if I do or don't do something, I have no control over it."

"Well, get control over it." 

Something snapped in the back of my mind and the strangest feeling of déjà vu came over me. I'd been arguing with someone about magic at some point, or maybe I'd just been arguing, but I'd been angry like this. My magic was begging to be released, to act on its own, so I released it and the feeling multiplied. I was hyper-aware of everything around me, from the way my magic crackled around me to the sound of Marie's heartbeat to the white magic that surrounded her.

White? I remember a different color…

"Lexie, I mean it. Put your magic away."

She sounded afraid, and it made my power grow more frenzied beneath my skin. I heard crunching of gravel, I smelled the sea, I saw a flash of lightning. The way he'd sounded as he taunted me, expecting me to lie down and die. The delicious knowledge that I would end him, even if it ended me too. The guilt of knowing I'd be leaving them behind. 

The purple light glowed so bright I was nearly blinded. The recoil of the blast sent me back a few steps, before the world tilted and I fell to my knees, dizzy and lightheaded. I swooned on my hands and knees for a moment, waiting for the sickness to pass. When the world stopped spinning, I realized I no longer heard my sister yelling at me. Slowly, I lifted my head, and my heart stopped.

The whole living room wall was destroyed, the drywall broken and crumbled, the insulation hanging from the splintered studs. I could see straight into the kitchen, which was black and burning. 

What I didn't see was Marie.

"M-Marie?" I whispered, inching closer to the pile of rubble that used to comprise our living room wall. "M-Marie? A-are you okay? Marie, I'm so…" 

I saw her pale hand hanging limply from beneath the rubble. A scream left my mouth and I furiously pulled off the pieces of wall until I found her. She was bleeding from the head, her face black with soot and ash. 

"Marie?" I whispered, brushing the dust off of her perfect face. "Marie, I'm so…Marie…" I began to cry. 

I'd killed my sister. 

I stood up, looking around frantically. 

Then I ran out the door, headed straight for the park.







Chapter Nine










"Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God." 

I'd never run faster in my entire life. I was fairly sure that my magic was pushing my legs to move faster than was actually possible, because I made it to the park in record time. I began to wonder how I'd even contact Gavon, I didn't have his phone number or email address—

"Alexis, what's wrong?" 

I turned around, knowing my face was red and tear-streaked, and heaved a sigh of relief. "Thank God."

"Are you all right?" he asked, rushing forward to grip my shoulders. "Is everything—"

"I killed my sister." 

He stared at me. "What?"

"I sent her through a wall and I think I killed her!" I broke into ferocious tears, my wails echoing into the park. 

"Take a deep breath," he said calmly. "And start from the beginning."

I snorted back a glob of snot and wiped my face. "I was having a bad day and Marie was being mean and this spell just happened and—"

"What kind of a spell?"

I shrugged. "I don't know. It was all purple and…" I swallowed and stared into nothing. "And it came out of me and it sent her flying through a wall and Gavon, I killed my sister!"

"Deep breaths," Gavon cooed. "I'm sure you didn't kill her. She's probably just hurt. Nothing a quick healing potion won't fix."

"H-healing potion?"

"Do you want me to go check on her?"

I nodded. "T-thank you."

"Let's go then."

The walk back from the park went a lot slower, or perhaps I was noticing every step because I dreaded what I'd find when I got back to the house. Even more concerning was how much a little voice inside me wanted to use that spell again. 

"What did I do?" I asked quietly.

"Hm?"

"That…spell," I said, remembering how it had felt, how expertly I'd wielded it. Nothing—magical or otherwise—had ever felt so right. "It just…it came out."

"Magic does that sometimes, especially when you're emotional. A calm magical is—"

"A useful magical," I recited. 

Gavon didn't say any more, and I kept silent. I didn't want him to think I was insane, though he'd never given me any evidence that he'd react that way. There was also another fear—I had enjoyed doing that spell, and that spell hurt people…so what did that make me? 

We rounded the corner to my street and I stopped dead in my tracks. 

Both Nicole and Jeanie's cars were in the driveway.

"Uh-oh," I said. They were home three hours early. Had they felt my explosive power? Had they felt Marie's life end?

"I'd offer my help, but between your aunt and your sister, I think they have it covered," he said, taking a few steps forward. "I'm sure she's fine, Lexie."

But it was no longer the fear of killing my sister that spiked my pulse. I'd broken Jeanie's first rule of using magic. I was pretty sure I was about to walk into World War III.

"Coming?" Gavon asked.

"Jeanie's gonna kill me," I whispered.

"It was an accident, yes?"

"I…" Was it an accident? I'd never felt so in control before. I'd wanted to see where it would go. But I certainly didn't want Marie dead. "Yeah, it was an accident."

"Then I'm sure they'll understand." 

I shook my head. Jeanie was already on edge with me, and after my mishap the night before, Nicole was too. When they came home and saw the house destroyed and Marie… I hiccuped and wiped my face. 

Gavon put his hands in his pocket and we stood there for a moment. "Would you like to do another stroll round the block?" he offered. "Delay the inevitable." 

I nodded and we turned to walk the other way. 

After a moment, my thoughts became too much and I blurted, "Ifeelsobadbutitfeltsogood."

"What was that?" he asked, looking down.

"I said," I sighed, ashamed of myself, "I feel so bad, but...it felt so good."

"What, to get the best of your sister?"

"No, to do whatever it was," I said, squinting up at the afternoon sky. "It felt like I'd done it before." I chewed on the inside of my lip. "Have I done it before?"

"Not to my knowledge."

"So why did it feel so good?"

"I would guess it had something to do with how you felt towards your sister," he said. "And you've had so much magic bottled up for so long that it needed a release." That part sounded more convincing, but it didn't answer how natural it felt to let that sort of spell come out. It felt like breathing. 

"What kind of spell was it?"

He was quiet for a moment and I feared I'd said the wrong thing. Maybe I was some kind of deranged person like James Riley. Maybe I took—

"It was an attack spell," he said, finally. 

That seemed obvious, but something about the way he said it gave me chills.

"Unfortunately, or I suppose, fortunately," he winked at me, easing some of my worry, "the only real use for an attack spell outside of a magical duel is in a sparring match. So there's no reason to teach you about them."

I recalled a brief line about a magical duel in the book, but couldn't recall the specifics. Still, knowing that Gavon wasn't going to teach me how to wield attack spells left me inexplicably sad. 

Worse still, we'd finished our walk and were back at the precipice of peace and the fury I'd encounter when I got home. 

"I find, with things that I'm concerned about, that just marching forward and doing the thing tends to make it less scary," he said. "'Fear makes the wolf bigger than he is' says an old German proverb."

There was certainly a big wolf growling in my head at the moment—or maybe it was a dragon. 

I didn't move, and neither did Gavon. We stood on the sidewalk for several minutes without saying a word to each other. I kept telling myself to move, but I wasn't listening. 

"Tell you what," Gavon said after a long stretch, "why don't you go home and accept your punishment, whatever it happens to be. Then, if you keep your head down and complete your homework, behave yourself and don't use magic at school, and definitely don't hurt your sister anymore…" He paused and stared at my house for a moment. "This weekend, I will show you a few sparring moves." 

A gasp escaped my lips, and suddenly facing Jeanie didn't seem so terrible. "You will?"

He nodded then wagged his finger in my face. "But you have to behave until then, understand?"

"Yes, sir!"

"You're a good kid, Alexis," he said with a kind smile. "Now go on and get home."

I turned and marched toward my house. After I'd gotten two steps, I turned back to Gavon, but he'd already disappeared. As did most of my gumption. 

There were seven houses between me and my home, and the walk was the longest of my life. I felt like a condemned prisoner being led to my own execution. I tried to focus on the fact that I'd get to perform that spell again—in a safe space, where I couldn't hurt anyone—but the closer I got to the house, the less it seemed to boost my confidence. 

Before I knew it, I stood in front of my door, staring at the knocker and the numbers and wishing I had more bravery. With a deep breath, I put my hand on the knob and twisted it, ready for the horror. 

"Thank God!" Nicole's shrill voice echoed before she crushed me to her in a fierce embrace. 

"W-what's going on?" I stammered. 

"Did he hurt you? Are you hurt?" Nicole said, holding my face. 

"Who?" I blinked.

"Nicole, let her breathe," Jeanie said, sounding much more calm than I would've thought. "Lexie, what happened here?"

The wall had been repaired, the dust cleaned. In fact, it looked like nothing had even happened. Then my gaze fell to Marie, lying on the couch, still unconscious. 

"Marie! Is she—"

"She's fine, just recovering," Jeanie said. "Tell us what happened."

"I…" I glanced at Jeanie, then to Nicole. Neither seemed angry with me, so perhaps this wasn't going to be as bad as I'd thought. "It was an accident. I didn't mean to. I didn't know what I was doing, and it just happened and—"

The tone in the room changed abruptly. "You did this?" Jeanie asked.

"Who else would have?"

"You did this?" Jeanie repeated, glancing down at Marie on the couch. "You hurt her like this?"

I took one step back. "It…it was an accident, I swear. She was…she was being mean and…" A foul stench reached my nose and I gagged. "What is that smell?"

"I am making a healing potion," Nicole said, sounding much less relieved at my safety than before. 

"I didn't mean to—" 

"Right, because you would never use magic against your sister, who teases you all day?" Jeanie said as Nicole left for the kitchen. "Who makes your life miserable? I find that hard to believe, Alexis."

"I swear, I didn't mean to!"

"Magic happens because you will it to, Alexis," Jeanie said. "Consciously or subconsciously."

I swallowed and looked at the floor. "I didn't know…I didn't mean to hurt her." 

"You do not use magic to hurt anyone, do you understand me?" 

"Yes, ma'am," I whispered. 

"You have to learn to control your magic. You cannot just let your emotions get the best of you."

The urge to remind her that she hadn't done anything except tell me what not to do bubbled up, but the reminder of a weekend training session with Gavon kept me quiet. 

"I really didn't mean to," I said after a few moments. 

Nicole emerged from the kitchen holding a steaming mug that smelled like the inside of a diaper. "Help me get her to drink this." 

Jeanie used her magic to elevate Marie, and Nicole gently tipped the mug into Marie's open mouth. Marie's cheeks turned from pasty to rosy, and she murmured as she woke. 

"There we are," Nicole said, standing back up. "Marie?"

"Wha..." Marie said, looking around. "What…happened?"

"You took a little fall," Jeanie said. "But you're all right now."

Marie took another sip of the potion and her eyes grew more focused, searching the room before landing squarely on me. 

"You little bitch!" She flew off the couch, but only made it two steps before falling to the floor, moaning and clutching her head. "What the hell?"

Nicole winced and chewed her thumb. "It's supposed to completely heal her. Maybe I didn't add enough aloe? The book said three palmfuls, but it seemed off to me…"

"Don't worry about it, Nicole," Jeanie said. "Marie probably deserves to heal a little bit slowly." 

Marie took the mug of potion from the table and sniffed it, retching loudly. "I'm not drinking this crap. I can heal myself." She placed her hands on her upper arms and closed her eyes, but nothing happened.

"Healers can't heal themselves," Jeanie said with a knowing smirk. "Drink up or you'll have to sport that bruise at school tomorrow. I don't think your boyfriends will like it."

Her steely gaze then turned to me. 

"As for you, Alexis—"

I swallowed. 

"Go to your room. I don't want to hear a peep out of you for the rest of the night."

"That's it?" Marie bellowed. "She nearly killed me and gets a slap on the wrist?"

"She's got a lot of credit for good behavior, unlike some people." Jeanie paused and put her hands on her hips. "Speaking of, we need to talk about you not coming home last night."

I took that as my cue to hurry up the stairs, though I could hear the strains of their screaming long into the night. 

~

The next morning, things seemed to have returned to somewhat normal. Jeanie was only slightly annoyed with me as we ate breakfast, and Nicole even offered to wash my dishes so I could get out the door. 

The only evidence that I'd done anything amiss was Marie. Fully healed, thanks to Nicole's potion, she breezed into the kitchen looking as perfect as ever. But when I asked her how she was feeling, she walked right by me. 

"Hey, Marie, I asked you a question."

Her gaze darted to me for a second before she turned her nose up. "I'm sorry, did anyone hear that? Sounds like the ghost of a dead-to-me sister."

"Grow up, Marie," Jeanie said before checking the time on her watch. With one puff of smoke, she was dressed in a suit, and then another, and she was gone. 

"How often does that happen?" I asked Nicole, who shrugged as she put our bowls in the dish rack. 

"Daily," she said then furrowed her brow. "Where'd Marie go?"

Outside, I heard a car start and rolled my eyes. "She's not leaving without me, is she?" 

"Better hurry up then, because I'm not taking you," Nicole said with a wink. 

"Crap."







Chapter Ten










The only thing that kept me from losing my mind for the rest of the week was the promise of a sparring lesson with Gavon. Every free moment I had, I was scouring the primer, looking for something that could help me be ready for whatever he had planned. But the primer was, for once, unhelpful. There was one line in the preface about attack spells, but the only thing I could find about a duel was one section:




AS TO THE MATTER OF A DUEL




In the Magical communities, it is oft the nature of Man to have disagreements. While most Magicals may settle disputes of business or trade through mediation by the Clan- or Guildmaster, on the occasion of accounts that may not be settled with words, Magic may be used in the form of a Duel. The rules of the Match will be set by the participants, or, in such cases where it is merited, by the respective Clan- or Guildmasters. 

It is recommended, however, that words be used before magic. 




I couldn't argue with that logic, but at the same time, I couldn't stop thinking about how the spell had felt and how much I wanted to feel it again. Sometimes, I wanted it so bad that my hands began to spark, and I had to quickly divert my thoughts to something less magical. 

I wasn't surprised that Marie left me at school, but the ominous black clouds in the sky were a different story. And I hadn't gotten two steps before the deluge began.

I cursed and ran back to the school, standing under the awning and wiping rain out of my eyes. Carefully, I tested a bit of a magic to dry my clothes, and to my delight, the wetness disappeared without any adverse effects.

I looked at my hands, considering how…well, un-eventful the past few days had been. The magical hum was there, but I didn't feel like my magic was bursting at the seams to get out. Only when I was thinking about sparring did things get a bit purple. 

I wondered if it had anything to do with the spell I'd used on Marie, but I couldn't ask anyone about it. Not when I was almost back on Jeanie's good side. 

So, instead, I sat down on a bench and found the notebook that I'd been using to jot down questions for Gavon. I squinted out at the parking lot, barely visible in the rain, and wondered how long the storm was going to take and if it meant a cancellation on our sparring plans. A quick check on my phone told me it would pass within the hour. 

But that still meant I was stuck here until it passed. 

Unless…

I summoned my primer from the space under my bed where I'd hidden it and flipped the pages until I found what I was looking for.




TO TRANSPORT




One of the most helpful aspects of Magic is the ability to transport oneself from one place to another. The effort is very similar to the Summoning Spell, but care must be taken, as physical harm or death can come to the untrained Magical. 

A Magical must take great care to Transport to an unknown place, and the longer the distance of the Transport, the more magic is required. This is why Transport across the Atlantic is ill-advised. 

The TRANSPORT spell occurs in three acts; 

ONE, the identification of the Magical to be transported;

TWO, the discovery of the location to which the Magical shall be transported; 

THREE, the use of Magic to transport the Magical to the location. 

It is recommended that a Magical first practice their Transport with the help of a Master until a comprehensive understanding is achieved. 




I chewed my lip. I knew the distance between my school and my house like the back of my hand, but something about the warning in the book made me nervous to try it without help. And the rain had stopped, as was the case in the weird weather capital of the world, so it was time for another three-mile walk back to my house.

~

I wasn't sure what time Gavon would be meeting me, but I made sure that every single piece of my homework was finished before I came downstairs. 

Jeanie was in the living room, staring at her phone. She hadn't said two words to me since the mishap with Marie, which was better than her yelling at me. But I still wasn't sure if I was in trouble or not. 

"H-hey, Jeanie," I said slowly. 

She glanced up from her phone then back down. "Yes?"

"Can I go take a walk?"

Another glance. "Why?"

"Um…" I shrugged. "Clear my head?"

She stared at her phone for almost too long then heaved out a loud sigh. "Fine. Take your phone." 

I pulled the device from my back pocket and waved it. "Got it." 

She didn't say anything else, so I inched toward the door, scurrying out before she changed her mind. The storms of the afternoon were a long-gone memory, and the sunset cast a pretty orange glow over the houses. Gavon was already waiting for me at the park, his face lighting up when he saw me approach.

"How's your sister?" he asked. 

"My s… Oh, she's fine," I said with a wave of my hand. "Nicole made her a healing potion."

Something like amusement crossed his face. "How bad was it?"

"What? The potion? It smelled for days."

He laughed. "No, your punishment."

"Oh, it actually wasn't that bad," I said, rubbing my hands along my arms. "Weirdly."

"So maybe you should give your aunt a little more credit, hm?" His eyes twinkled.

I pursed my lips at him. "Aren't you supposed to be on my side?" He laughed, a genuine sound that dissolved whatever annoyance I'd had. "I've done my homework and I've been a good girl, so…sparring lesson?"

"I suppose you won't stop asking until we have one, hm?" 

"Nope." 

Another smile from him. "We can't spar here, though. Too many people, and I'm not quite sure that we should be throwing attack spells around where the nonmagicals can see us. So we'll practice a transport spell."

"A transport spell?" I asked, excited. "I read about them today, but I didn't want to attempt one—"

"As well you shouldn't without supervision." He held out his arm to me. "Hold on, and I'll walk you through it."

I placed my hands on his forearm and waited. 

"Now, do you remember the three steps?"

"Figure out where you want to go, use your magic to find it, then go."

"Good girl. But since you don't know where we're going, we're going to do things a little differently. Close your eyes." I did so. "Now, can you find my magic?"

I released the grip on my magic and it smashed into his. He chuckled. "Bit excessive." 

"You could feel that?"

"Indeed. You've still got a lot of pent-up energy, it seems." As he spoke, I felt his magic grab hold of mine as if he were taking my hand. Then his magic and mine zoomed through time and space to a dark spot where there was sand, and water, and the smell of the ocean and—

And I opened my eyes and I was standing on the white sands next to a rolling ocean.

"Holy crap!" I said, releasing him and spinning around. "How did we do that? What just happened? Where are we? What—"

He held up his hands. "One question at a time, Alexis."

"Where are we?" I asked. "I mean, I know this is the beach, but—"

"This is a training ground for a local Air Force base about fifty miles east of you. There are no people, no roads. Plenty of space to practice. Any…mess we make can be attributed to their munitions testing."

"Mess?"

"Mess." A purple glow surrounded his hand, illuminating his face. "Are you absolutely sure you want to do this, Alexis?"

"Yes," I said. "I—"

The magical orb hurled toward me with the rushing sound of a freight train. I squealed and dove out of the way faster than I'd thought possible. 

"What the hell?" I screamed at him. "You could have killed me!" 

"You would've gotten a bad sting, but I wouldn't have killed you," Gavon said, with another deep purple spell ready in his hand. "Besides, as I said, sparring is based on instinct, not thought. The best way is to just react when you're being attacked."

I stood and brushed the sand off of my pants. "Yeah, but a little—Gack!" I fell backward, the purple spell landing square in my solar plexus and my butt landing hard on the white sand. 

"Warnings mean you think about it. Instinct is acting."

"But I don't even know what to do?"

His eyebrow quirked. "Is that true? What about what happened with your sister?"

"That was…an accident."

"That was instinct. You know what to do, you're just overthinking things."

I pushed myself off the ground just in time for another spell to knock me back down. I cried out in frustration and glared at him. "Stop doing that!"

"Make me." 

I would've laughed, except he was serious. 

I was able to get to my feet again before another spell zoomed toward me, but I ducked out of the way. It exploded into the sand behind me, showering me with fine grit. I swerved left then right then another hit me square in the chest and I found myself face up, staring at the darkening sky. 

I looked over at Gavon. The son of a bitch was smiling. 

"Ready to quit?" he asked. 

"Not on your life," I grunted, coming to stand. "Let's—"

Another attack spell had me scrambling, but this time I felt the growing power in my own hand. It was the same calmness, the same knowing that I was in control. That this spell would do what I wanted it to do. And when he struck again, I would be ready. 

He didn't keep me waiting long, and once I'd dodged his spell, I released the power from my hand, the release washing over me and filling me with excitement and something else I couldn't place. I readied another spell in my hand, taking in the swirling, pulsing purple that cracked and sparked. It looked dangerous, and yet, it was part of me. I didn't fear it—I reveled in it. 

"What is it?" Gavon asked. 

"Just…I've never looked at my magic like this before," I said, mesmerized by the power I held in my hand. "It's beautiful."

Gavon had a strange look on his face, one I couldn't pinpoint in the fading light. My magic whispered to take advantage of his distraction, and I released a purple orb of my own toward him. He sidestepped it with ease, and I earned a small chuckle. 

Then the world tilted and I fell to my knees, feeling very much like I was going to empty my stomach on the ground. 

"Yes, I forgot to mention that," Gavon said, sounding like he hadn't forgotten it at all. "Attack spells use a lot of magic. So when your magic is very quickly depleted, you will feel pretty awful." 

"I'm…" I swallowed through my dizziness. "I'm low on magic?"

"Not dangerously so," Gavon said, kneeling in front of me. "And it will replenish with rest."

"How come you aren't…aren't on the ground?"

"I've been doing this a very long time," he said. "With practice, you'll be able to build your tolerance and stamina. But I think that's it for tonight, hm?"

All of that, for just one minute of sparring? "No," I said, struggling to my feet. "I'm fine. We can continue."

"Are you sure?" Gavon asked. "You shouldn't push yourself if—"

"I'm fine." I pushed myself out of the sand, only to topple back over. "I promise. Just need a second. One second."

His face filled my vision. "I think that's enough for tonight, Alexis." 

I blew air out between my lips. "Can we try again tomorrow?"

"That's inadvisable. May take you a few days to fully recover."

"But if it feels so…why?" I apparently also lacked the ability to form coherent sentences. 

"Because you've had your magic for less than a week, if you'll recall." He held out his hand and I took it, carefully rising to stand. "Now I'll send you back home. Go get some rest, all right?"

Before I could respond, his magic surrounded me and I found myself standing in my bedroom. A thousand questions circled in my head, but my body fell back into bed and I was asleep in seconds. 




The man before me was menacing, his eyes borderline insane. He stood in the threshold of my house, as if drinking in this moment and this night. Behind him a bolt of lightning split the sky, and thunder echoed.

"He's not coming, you know."

My voice answered, "He'll come. But I don't need him." 

But that wasn't my voice. 

"Oh? You've been practicing?"

My magic gathered in my hands, almost by instinct. I had been practicing. We'd been practicing for months. But not for this, never for this. Not with my girls sleeping upstairs. 

Where was he?







Chapter Eleven










"Alexis, I know you're a teenager, but it is one in the afternoon! Get your ass out of bed!" 

I opened my eyes slowly, blinded by the brightness of the room, then lifted my too-heavy head to look at Jeanie who stood in my doorway. 

"Get up." 

"Why?" I moaned, rolling over slowly and pressing my head back into the pillow. 

"Because…because I said so," Jeanie said. "You can't spend your life in bed."

Oh, but that sounded so nice. "I wanna."

"Are you sick or something? Or are you…Lexie, did you go out drinking last night?" 

"Wha?" I lifted my head to look at her. "No?"

"I didn't hear you come home," Jeanie said, running her hand over her face as I face-planted back into my soft and wonderful pillow. "Lexie, please don't do this to me. I already have enough trouble with Marie. Please don't turn into her." 

"I didn't drink. I'm just tired," I said, my words muffled by my pillow. I lifted my head to look at her. "I swear, Jeanie."

"Then get your ass out of bed and go…do something," Jeanie said.

"Why?" It came out more a whine.

"Because…because…" A pause. "Because I said so. Now get up!" 

Her thundering footsteps echoed down the hall and I pushed myself away from the most comfortable pillow ever invented and stared at the open door. The aches that seemed to settle in my bones were more pronounced when I sat up, especially in my chest and butt. I sat up all the way and checked under my shirt for bruises, but there were none. Perhaps Gavon was taking it easy on me, but I was going to need a few more rounds of this sort of thing before I wasn't sore the next day.

Releasing my shirt, I looked at my hands, remembering how beautiful my magic had been. I closed my eyes and tried to gather the power again, but even the hum was muted. Gavon had said using too much magic would make me weak. But this was worse than just feeling depleted—I felt like I'd been hit by a truck. There was no way this was normal.

I debated asking Jeanie, but something told me she wouldn't know, and, besides that, she'd probably ask what I was doing to lose so much magic. But since the answers thus far had been in the primer, I climbed off of my bed and retrieved it from the dust-covered floor. Yawning loudly, I began flipping through the book. 




ON THE HEALING ARTS




With daily use, a Magical may wield his power without consequence. A well-practiced Magical may indeed exert a large amount as part of their daily regimen. 

However, if an extraordinary amount of Magic is wielded, or a Magical is untrained, then it will happen that the Magical shall become faint, even to the point where they lose conscious thought. In very rare cases, a Magical may release all of their Magic, and they will perish. 

When a Magical is first learning to wield magic, a Master may find their Apprentice to require the use of a Healer; 

Take note that an untrained Healer may also suffer the consequences of more than a daily usage of Magic; 

In the absence of a Healer, a healing potion may be used instead. 




Well, as Marie wasn't talking to me, a healing potion was going to be my only option. But where was I going to get one of those?

"Alexis, you have five minutes to get out of your room or else!" Jeanie called. 

I slammed the book shut and slid out of bed, grumbling about why I had to get up when there was really nothing for me to do. My body creaked and moaned as I walked across the hall to the bathroom to take a shower. I moved like a sloth, staring at the pink tile for five minutes as the warm water washed over me. It soothed my aches and pains, but it didn't do much to clear the fog from my brain. 

After dressing ridiculously slowly in a pair of pajama shorts and an old shirt, I finally made my way downstairs. It was a pretty day, the sun was shining, and Nicole was the only one in the kitchen. 

"You look like death warmed over," Nicole said, eyeing me. "What's wrong?"

"I dunno," I lied, shuffling over to the coffee pot and starting the process of making a fresh pot. 

"Did you go out drinking last night?"

The glass carafe almost fell out of my hand. "Why does everyone think that's what I've been doing? Do you guys even know me?"

"I don't know, you've been…strange lately," Nicole said, flipping the page of the magazine she was reading.

"Speak for yourselves," I grumbled, pouring the water into the pot. "You and Jeanie have done nothing but yell at me since I got magic."

"I haven't yelled at you, except when you hurt Marie," Nicole said, glancing up at me. "Not that she didn't probably deserve it, but… And Jeanie's well, she's just Jeanie."

I frowned and watched the coffee drip into the carafe. 

"You know how she is," Nicole said after a moment. "She's just…never gotten the hang of this whole parent thing. I mean…she was my age when we came to live with her."

I looked at my sister and tried to imagine my aunt as her age taking in a seven- and three-year-old and a newborn. Jeanie seemed like the last person in the world who'd want to raise kids, and now, knowing that there was an entire family available, it made even less sense to me. Especially as my earliest memories were of Jeanie struggling to finish her education. 

"Just cut her some slack, okay?" Nicole said. "She's trying her best. And I'm no help." She looked down at the magazine, a small blush creeping up her neck. "I really wish Gram would've…" 

"Would've what?"

"Sent someone down here. Someone better equipped to answer your questions. Jeanie's just…I mean, I know she's pretty good with magic, but she's not great at it. You need someone who's been practicing—really practicing—for years."

"And why can't I go up to the compound or whatever it's called?"

Nicole stared out the window for a second. "That is a question Gram will have to answer."

I wondered if that response was genuine or magically compelled. I also began to wonder how much of the lies I'd been fed my whole life were because of Gram. 

I thought of Gavon and smiled. "Are there any other people with magic in this town?"

"Not for a few hundred miles at least," Nicole said. 

That was interesting; Nicole didn't know about Gavon. Did Jeanie know about him?

"I'm surprised you haven't had more questions about magic," Nicole said, before adding, "Not that I could answer any of them but, still…"

This was my chance! "You could teach me how to brew a potion. A healing potion."

Nicole's eyebrow lifted. "Why? Hangover cure?"

My face soured as I sucked down coffee, and Nicole laughed.

"Fine, fine, you haven't been drinking. But a healing potion isn't what you think it is. They're usually for magical ailments, that kind of thing." 

"So? Maybe I'll get a magical flu and need it." 

Nicole sighed loudly. "Also, I'm not…I don't really make potions."

"That thing you gave me the first night—"

"The first potion I'd made in probably ten years," Nicole said with a half-smile. "And I screwed it up by putting too much valerian root and knocking you out. And that healing potion for Marie was…well, it wasn't very good either. It should've perked her right up." 

"No, they were great potions. You should make more. Make me a healing potion. Or at least teach me how to make one."

"Even if I wanted to, I don't know how I'd teach you. While I don't have a lot of magic, the magic I do have is…unique. You and I can mix the same ingredients and come out with vastly different potions." 

I remembered Gavon telling me the same thing, but I wasn't deterred. "But there must be some potions that don't require potion-maker magic, right?"

"Oh sure," Nicole said. "But I don't want you brewing any."

I frowned. "Why not?"

"Because potion-making is dangerous, smelly, and messy. And there's no point to it, not with modern medicines. And to my eyes, you look completely healthy, except for staying up too late." She paused then continued, "That's what Jeanie's been trying to tell you all this time. Magic's not something you can use to get ahead in life."

"So why does Marie have a red convertible?"

"Because Marie's a horrible person," Nicole said with a laugh. "And I don't want you to turn into her. She's going to get a rude awakening when she graduates and has to make it on her own. You can't just wave your hand and make things happen."

To my eyes, that was exactly what magic was, but I didn't argue. "So you won't teach me how to make a potion?"

"No, but how about we go out for the day? Spend the day together?"

"Why?"

She snorted. "Because you're my sister and it was your birthday this week? Also, Jeanie told me I had to get you out of the house because you've been sleeping too much."

Going back to sleep sounded like a better plan, but I didn't say it.

~

I couldn't remember the last time I'd spent the day with Nicole, and I kind of wished I was a little more awake to enjoy it. She and I piled into her neat little compact car and hit the highway, when Nicole announced we'd be going to the mall.

I groaned. "Why?"

"Why not?"

"Because…there are people there." 

"You're sure in a mood today, Lexie."

"I'm tired," I said, yawning to prove a point. "And you're dragging me to the mall. Which I hate. Because people."

"Duly noted." Nicole shook her head. "Where would you like to go instead?" 

"Mmdunno."

"How about the bookstore?" 

I sat up. "Yes, please." 

Nicole reached across to jab her thumb into my thigh. "Brat." But she exited off the highway, driving toward our small city center. 

We passed by the exit to Nicole's university, so I asked, "How's school?"

"Could do without the forty-five minute drive every morning, but other than that, it's great." Nicole flashed me a smile, and I pressed my head against the glass. 

"Why don't you just have Jeanie magic you there?"

She sighed. "Lexie, magic isn't—"

"I know, but it almost seems like if you're not gonna use it, why have it?" I yawned again. "It's not like your appendix or anything. It's useful."

"I suppose it would be if I had it."

My eyes opened. I'd hurt her feelings. "Nicole, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to—"

"It's fine."

I slouched in my seat and picked at my hands the rest of the awkward car ride. Nicole was soon distracted by hunting down a parking lot, and I did my best to help her find one. We parked a few blocks away from the center, and I was more than happy to get out of the car into the pleasant October air. 

While my town had the big box stores, we also had one small independent bookstore in our city center. Even better was the small coffee shop next door, which usually satisfied Nicole while I perused the overly crammed shop.

"Do you want anything?" Nicole asked. 

"Coffee, please," I said, hoping that she still wasn't angry about my insensitive comment. "And…could you spot me fifty bucks? Gram gave me birthday cash, but I left it at home…Or wait, couldn't I just—"

"Lexie, this is how you get into trouble," Nicole warned me. "I'll pay for whatever you want. No magic."

I wasn't sure I had the energy to summon the bill from the other side of town anyway, so I accepted the offer. While Nicole went to get us some coffees, I entered the store, breathing in the scent of old books and the almost-magical hum inside the shop. 

I nodded to the old clerk and ducked between two rows of books. I ran my fingers along the spines, wondering if there were any magical books tucked between the spaces of financial management and investment books. Then again, if my family were the only magical ones in the area, why would our local bookstore have them?

"Reading something good?"

A smile grew on my face at the voice behind me. "Gavon! What are you doing here?"

"Was in the area and I saw you in here. Thought I'd check up on you after our match last night."

So does he live here or not? I dismissed the question and offered him a smile. "I'm sore as hell and exhausted."

His eyes twinkled. "Sparring's not so great after all, is it?"

"Are you kidding me? I love it! When can we do it again?"

He surveyed me like he was gauging my magic. "You've got a few days of healing left to do. I'd say we should hold off on any more matches until Friday at the earliest."

"Friday?" I said a little too loudly, catching the attention of the clerk at the front of the store.

"Oh, it's not that bad," Gavon said, plucking a book off the shelf over my head. I turned my head to read the title, eCommerce and You: Making Your Fortune in the Modern Age, then looked back at him with a frown. 

"I can't wait until Friday," I said. "Why not…tomorrow?"

"Trust me when I say you won't be feeling back to normal until the end of the week." He finished flipping through the book and tucked it under his arm. "Look at you."

I looked down at myself, wondering what he saw. "I'm fine. Been caffeinating."

"Caffeine does many things, but it doesn't replenish magic, I'm afraid." 

"Isn't there something that you can do? The primer said something about a healing potion. Or a healer—"

The stern look on his face cracked a bit. "Don't you happen to have one of those in your house?"

"Yeah, but she's not speaking to me after I…you know…the whole wall thing."

"Might be a good chance to kiss and make up then."

I groaned. "Come on, Gavon! Help me make a healing potion! I want to keep sparring."

"I'm sure you do, but taking shortcuts is never the way to accomplish anything—especially in magic. You'll just need to heal on your own. Or ask your sister for help."

"You know, I'm starting to think magic is one big cop-out."

"That's the spirit," Gavon said, sliding another thick book into my hand. "A consolation prize, to keep you busy for the next few days."

The Warrior's Guide to Dueling

"Sweet!" I cheered. "The primer is really lacking in this department."

Gavon laughed. "George Fisher, the man who wrote that primer, was a bit of a pacifist."

"He's a bit wordy too," I said, turning over the old book. I smiled at Gavon. "Thanks for this."

"Get some rest. I'll see you on Friday." And just like that, he was gone in a puff of purple.

"Lexie?" Nicole's voice echoed through the store. 

I gripped the old book as she turned the corner, but yet again, Gavon seemed to have bewitched the book so she couldn't see it. And while I was grateful neither she nor the clerk asked me about it, I was starting to question why he felt the need to keep things from my aunt and sisters too. 







Chapter Twelve










By Monday morning, I was still feeling the aftereffects of sparring, mostly because Jeanie came into my room and kicked me out every time she caught me sleeping during the day. I couldn't tell if she was punishing me for some unknown slight, or if she really thought I was that lazy. Either way, she never asked me why I was feeling so depleted, which saved me from coming up with a believable excuse. 

I'd also spent most of Sunday trying to read my new dueling book, but would only get through a few pages before dozing off and incurring Jeanie's wrath. Still, what little I had read left me intrigued and desperate to read more. 

As I was packing my bag for school on Monday, I deliberated if I should take it with me. I hadn't chanced bringing spell books with me, mostly because I could barely fit my own books in my bag. But the dueling book was only a few hundred pages, instead of seven hundred, so it fit neatly between my chemistry and math books. 

"Lexie!" 

I pulled my backpack on and walked down the stairs to meet Nicole at the landing. "What's up?"

"I'm taking you to school," Nicole said, her keys jangling in her hand.

"What about Marie?"

"She's…being a pill this morning," Nicole said with a tight expression. That was when I heard the raised voices coming from the kitchen. "Let's get out of here before they start throwing knives at each other."

All things considered, driving to school with Nicole was much more pleasant. 

"Hey, so…can I magic myself home?" I asked as she parked in front of the school.

Nicole's eyes narrowed. "No magic at school, Lexie."

"Yeah, but—"

"And transport spells are complex—from what I hear. You shouldn't practice them without supervision."

"Can Jeanie show me?"

"How about this: when we go up to the compound, I'll make sure to get someone to show you how. If Gram says you can magically transport without help…then you can."

I stared at her. "Gram still doesn't want me to come up?" 

"It's not that she doesn't want you to—"

"And meanwhile, I'm down here…" I was going to say on my own, but I really wasn't. I had Gavon, who, although for some reason thought it better to let me heal slowly, was pretty damned awesome. 

"I know it's frustrating, but you just have to be patient. I'm sure it'll all get sorted eventually." She glanced behind me. "Get going and don't be late for class. And no magic!"

But Nicole's worries were unfounded, as my magic was still in no shape to be any trouble. I wondered how long it would take for me to be like Gavon, able to fire off attack spells like it was nothing. I was also secretly hoping the dueling book would give me some insight into how I could heal a little faster. 

My first period was English, so I prepared myself to ignore whatever discussion we were having and dive into my book. I doubted I'd ever been so excited to read. I was careful to watch the reactions of my classmates as I pulled out the dueling primer, but not even Ms. Grace's attention drifted my way as she called the class to calm down for the morning announcements. 

I chuckled to myself and opened my beautiful, big, magical, hidden book on dueling and dove in.




DUELING, 

AN INTRODUCTION




Dueling is a time-honored tradition of the Warrior Magicals to settle disputes of land, honor, and leadership. 




WHILE the specifics of the exchange of attack spells may vary from duel to duel, there are generally three types of engagements;




inter Dominus, a duel between Guild- or Clanmasters. These duels may end when one party relents or perishes. In the event of a death, the successor to the Clanmaster may choose to continue the duel. This can result in days or even weeks-long duels. In 1412, the masters of clans McDonald and Campbell entered into a duel lasting seven months and killing twenty-seven Clanmasters on each side. 




inter Hominus, a duel between two Magicals to settle personal disputes, is less commonly used, as it is often outlawed amongst clans and guilds. However, many a determined Magical has found loopholes in lax laws. Therefore, a comprehensive list of laws that Clan and Guildmasters may utilize is located in Appendix D to prevent such subterfuge.




Praecursio and Inductio are duels associated with memberships of a Guild. While an Enchanter Magical or a Healer Magical will have an effort commensurate with their specialty, Warrior Magicals will almost always duel. Depending on the age of the Magical, a Praecursio duel may test the strength of an untrained Magical against a trained magical his own age. Once the strength has been established, the Young Magical will be given to a Master to continue their training.
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