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        Young witch Malinda Hazelthorn excels with the wand but sucks at potions work. So naturally her project for the Witches and Warlocks Special Exhibit demands both. As if that isn’t enough, a run in with Wenda Brazenwood leaves her facing the other witch’s wrath.

      

        

      
        Will Malinda survive her friend’s help, detention, and Wenda’s thirst for revenge?
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      Like it wasn’t annoying enough having to spend five days a week slaving over a hot cauldron in class, fourteen year old Malinda Hazelthorn now had to come in on Saturdays to complete her project for the end of term Witches and Warlocks Special Exhibit at the exclusive Conjure Specialty School. It was the school for witches in this part of the country but still only managed to have less than two hundred and fifty students.

      Malinda would have avoided the project if she could but there were only fifteen other kids in her year. No chance to escape.

      She never would have done it if not for her best friend, Sadie.

      They had been friends since forever, opposite reflections of each other. Malinda all gawky with her glasses and blonde hair that frizzed and never stayed in place. Sadie who seemed to have been dipped in grace and smoothness, even her dark, brown hair hung in a shining curtain below her shoulders. Her skin was porcelain clear and she didn’t even have to enchant it to get it that way!

      Malinda practically had to sacrifice a toad every night and she still ended up with blemishes.

      So unfair.

      But instead of being stuck up and snooty like some of the other highborn witches in their class, Sadie was easy going and down to earth, as long as you looked beyond her fussiness.

      Which was a little challenging at the moment.

      They were standing in Malinda’s workroom at school, a small alcove just across the hall from their classroom. It was large enough to hold a small cauldron, no bigger than a foot in diameter, on one side and a two foot long table on the other. A narrow window looked out over the teachers’ parking lot.

      It reminded Malinda of a dungeon’s window. All it needed was some iron bars.

      Sadie crossed in front of it, blocking Malinda’s view of the parking lot.

      “How do you expect to make a passing exhibit if you can’t even clear your table?” she said.

      She pointed at the bench.

      Bottles and papers and small boxes containing different ingredients were scattered on the scuffed wood surface.

      Malinda crossed her arms, crinkling the fabric of her school dress. Everything she did seemed to crinkle the fabric. No matter what, the black, ankle-length dress always looked wrinkled, even including the school crest etched at the left breast.

      Sadie’s was always straight and smooth.

      Damn, Malinda was going to have to ask her for that spell.

      “Malinda, are you listening?” Sadie said.

      “Yeah,” Malinda said. She waved at the table. “It’s easier to grab the ingredients if they’re all out. Isn’t speed part of it?”

      “Yes but neatness goes a long way and I honestly don’t know how you can tell your eye of newt from the ashes of cannibals.” Sadie leaned over the table.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll clean up.”

      Malinda pulled her wand out of her pocket. Even as she breathed in, preparing, she could feel the magical energies gathering around the slim, enchanted slip of carved wood in her hand. Sadie would always best her in potions, but this was one thing Malinda was good at. Not just good.

      Great.

      She gave a flick of the wand.

      The bottles skirted back until they hit the wall. The papers fluttered, sorting, swirling as they organized into order. Then they settled into a neat pile on the right side of the table. Box lids opened and closed as various ingredients darted across the wood surface, separating before jumping into the boxes. When they finished, the lids chomped shut and piled into two rows along the left side of the table, leaving an empty space in the middle for work.

      Just like she’d been taught in class.

      Sadie nodded. “Was that so hard?”

      Before Malinda could reply, she heard the sharp stomp of a boot behind her. A moment later and she caught a whiff of smoke. She spun around.

      Wenda Brazenwood stood in the doorway. Black, luxurious curls tumbled past her shoulders. Her eyes were so dark they looked black and luminescent against her pale skin. On her tall, willow-like frame, the school dress managed to look ethereal and flowing. She held a wand in her hand.

      “I had to see it to believe it,” she said. “You’re entering the Special Exhibit. You’re only second years.”

      Malinda tightened her grip on her own wand. Wenda was two years older than them but she had been held back a year so was only now completing her third year.

      Malinda opened her mouth to comment about that. But Sadie beat her to it.

      “We’re looking forward to the experience,” she said. “Why not take advantage of every opportunity to learn and practice?”

      Wenda gave a snort. “Learn and practice. Aren’t you the teacher’s pet? Enjoy it while you can. The real world is nothing like this place.”

      She turned away, lifting her skirts. She gave Malinda a sneering smile over her shoulder as she stepped away. Then Malinda saw the wiggle of the girl’s wand as she cleared the doorway.

      The bottles on the table fell over, spilling across the wood surface. The boxes leapt into the air, lids flapping open. Spices and ashes and other ingredients erupted into the air. In moments, the clean and organized table was covered with muck and mess.

      Malinda looked across the alcove to Sadie. Her friend’s face twisted in anguish.

      “I was trying to be nice,” she said. “Why would she do that?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter how nice you are,” Malinda said. “Some witches are bitches and that sure applies to her.”

      She jerked a thumb back in the direction of the door.

      Sadie tried to keep a straight face but Malinda could see the way her lips twitched.

      “You shouldn’t say things like that,” Sadie said.

      “What?” Malinda blinked wide behind her glasses, all innocence. “Witches?”

      Sadie pressed her lips tight together until they were a thin, pink line. Malinda tilted her head and gave an exaggerated blink.

      That did it. Sadie burst out laughing. And unlike everything else Sadie did, she gave a hilarious snort every few laughs which was well, just hilarious.

      So when she laughed, that got Malinda laughing, and then Sadie would keep laughing.

      By the time they managed to stop, Malinda’s sides were aching and she was gasping for breath. Sadie was hanging on to the window ledge to keep her balance. She wiped tears from her eyes.

      She gave a final cough and straightened while Malinda was still bent over, clutching her sides.

      “Let’s get that table cleaned up and start again,” she said.

      Malinda nodded and stood up. She winced as her sides twinged. Too much laughing, if there was such a thing.

      “Right,” she said. “Let’s get started, after all, we are witches.”

      And that started Sadie laughing all over again.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost four by the time they finished the first pass through their presentation. It was to be a mix of potion work and wand work, representing the establishment of the Guild to regulate the use of magic. Stupid and boring but Malinda was trying to add some flair to it.

      She still thought some light effects would help but Sadie kept overruling her.

      As Sadie bent over the cauldron, separating the final ingredients from the practice spells, Malinda flicked her wand at the broom. It pivoted and floated toward the corner near the window. A few more sweeps and it finished clearing the last of the flecks of dropped spices from the beige tiles.

      Just like Gran had showed her, Malinda traced several decontamination symbols in the air over the little pile of dust. She had always told Malinda it was better to make sure any magical abilities was disabled in any magical item before it was disposed of. You never knew what could happen if you left something with magical properties still active.

      With Malinda’s luck, she did not want to find out.

      She finished the final symbol and pointed her wand at the pile.

      “Fiera,” she said.

      The pile burst into flame, flared upward almost as high as her knees, and then vanished.

      “I wish I could do that so easily,” Sadie said.

      “I could show you,” Malinda said.

      Sadie shook her head. “I’m not that good with the wand. I’ll just stick to the basics.”

      The basics. Malinda shook her head. For a witch who was a wizard with potions, Sadie was anything but basic.

      They closed the door and put a simple binding spell on the lock, just enough to keep the door closed. They weren’t allowed to add a full blown lock on it; the teachers wanted to be able to inspect students work stations at any time.

      At least with Sadie’s help, Malinda’s station wouldn’t look like a complete disaster.

      When they stepped out of the school, the air had a tinge of coolness to it, a hint of the autumn to come. Malinda breathed in the cool air, tasting the hint of car exhaust mingling with the ripe vegetation.

      The school was a large, brick, castle-like building set back at least thirty feet from the street. Thick, twisting bushes lined the walkway on either side. They also twisted along to the left of the building, blocking the view of the school parking lot like witches were ashamed of driving cars to the school.

      On the right was a mix of fruit trees growing in a haphazard pattern on the expanse of school ground. It stretched around the right side, creating a natural barrier to the next street.

      Sadie sniffed the air. “Is that peaches?”

      “It’s too late in the season for peaches,” Malinda said.

      “Like that has ever stopped anyone,” Sadie said. She angled to the right and waved at Malinda. “C’mon, let’s check it out.”

      Malinda checked her watch. “I have to be home for dinner. Gran said.”

      “You will, I just want to take a quick look.”

      Sadie reached the bushes blocking the trees on the right. She glanced back at Malinda. She held up her wand.

      “Do you want me to try getting through them?” Now that would be a disaster.

      Malinda sighed. “I’ll do it. You’ll probably end up with those thorns growing out of your head.”

      Sadie grinned and stepped back.

      Malinda lifted her wand. Even from this distance, she could feel the pressure of the magic enchanting the bushes to keep people out. Students were only supposed to enter from the school door. The enchantments were to discourage anyone, including students, from cutting through the bushes.

      But they weren’t super strong enchantments.

      Not for Malinda anyway.

      “Caleero al bestio,” Malinda whispered. The wand flowed in front of her, tracing cleansing symbols in the air. It seemed to move without her even moving her hand, like the wand was a part of her. It had always felt like that, from the first moment she’d pick up a stick as a baby. As easy as pointing her finger and just as much a part of her.

      If only potions were so simple.

      She finished the final trace and blew at the bush in front of her. The leaves trembled, stronger and for longer than her tiny breath deserved. A moment later, the branches began to creak as they moved, lifting and turning aside.

      Parting.

      Leaving a clear path straight through.

      Malinda turned to Sadie and bowed.
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