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“I’ve never paid much attention to snakes, and snakes do what they can to avoid me.”

––––––––
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I’M CHARISMA BLACK. You’ll get to see the whole picture of what it’s like to be me.  A teacher of mine always says, “Magic sees everything.” So, if you find my voice no longer in writing on the page, know that it is Magic, and Magic is always fair—even to a witch like me.  First, let me explain myself, though, the only way to explain myself is to explain my family. The Black family is marred by a wicked reputation that goes back generations. The only good witches and warlocks in my family were my grandparents, Merole and Roslyn Proctor on Mom’s side, but they’re dead.

I have eight siblings including a twin brother named Byron. We’re fourteen. I’m what’s known as a core-child and conjuror. My powers are strong, but I try to hide them from my family, or I’d never survive. Power is coveted, and I fear what they would want me to do with mine. I fear what the Baldarius Coven, also known as the underworld, would do to me. The rest of my tragic tale will be told in time.

Now that you know a little about me, you should know how I exist in the first place. I reside in a colony called Kalinaptra in the magical world known as Winsed. Since I’m unusual in an unusual world, I’m not just a witch—I’m a freak. And my story isn’t usually the pretty magic of fairytales...

It was getting dark. The last of the sun was disappearing behind the trees of the Avinlee woods next to the manor. It wasn’t that cold for fall, but the basin of water her mother kept dunking her head into made it feel uncomfortably crisp. It also didn’t help that before coming out here, Charisma’s mother made her change out of the expensive dress she didn’t want wrecked, which left only a white slip.

Charisma wasn’t sure why a basin made of crudely cut stones likely found in these very woods was built here. Still, her mother found a purpose for it. Charisma came up gasping for air this time. The mark on her face where her mother slapped her was still visible. Her hands dug into the sides of the basin. She knew better than to wipe her face. If she did, her mother, Mary, would quickly slam her head back in. Without the steadiness of both hands, she always hit her forehead on the stone edge.

Charisma’s hawks, Winifred and Maurice, were circling above and squawking violently.

“Your stupid birds. Can they help you now?” Mary almost laughed.  

Surprisingly, her mother let go. Charisma slowly turned. Mary had walked a few steps away, promptly turned, and pointed to where she wanted Charisma to stand. She obeyed. She wasn’t that much shorter than her mother, yet her mother was the only person that intimidated her.

Mary Black is in her late thirties, is five feet eight, and is dressed in Winsed’s finest couture. Her long, dark blue skirt is full, her corset tight. The bodice has long sleeves, and a hat lay tilted on her head. Mary’s signature red lips are striking. She’s a beautiful woman, the kind of beauty that feels unwelcoming, which Charisma felt was appropriate. “Pick a switch.”

Charisma didn’t waver. From a nearby tree, she conjured a fallen thin, yet sturdy stick in her hand. Mary grabbed it and immediately hit her daughter’s upper arm. 

She felt the jolt but didn’t react to it. Charisma built an emotional cage around herself a long time ago. She was used to this pain. A small challenging smile went across her mother’s face. She loved the battle of wills. In that sense, and in that sense only, mother and daughter are very much alike.

She struck her daughter’s hip, circled her while hitting her left leg, her back, her right leg, her right side, and her stomach. “Arms out, please.”

Charisma obliged, and Mary began striking quickly.

She reminded herself: Think of Darius and Troy. She could see the faces of her two best friends. This always reminded her there was more to life than her mother’s punishments. Her skin began to swell. Darius always picks food off my plate. A welt began to bleed. Troy’s smile is cocky, but he isn’t.

“I get no pleasure from this. However, I must act when a trusted servant tells me you’re getting love letters and not responding to them!”

I don’t need more than one guess at who the servant was.

Mary was out of breath from striking her. 

I don’t see why she has to wear a corset every day. Half the population dresses like modern mortals but with Winsed’s signature theatrical flair.

Charisma waited patiently for her mother to finish explaining the reason for punishing her. That was usually the sign of the punishment’s end.

“You will respond promptly to Dreyman Baldarius’s letters! I shouldn’t have to explain the importance of this or how insolent you seem, which is not tolerated by the coven or by me!”

After one more whack with the switch that crossed both Charisma’s arms, Mary was finished.

I’m not worried about it. Dreyman said he wouldn’t write again as I’m ‘not the romantic type.’

Mary pointed her wand at the dirt. The wand is wooden with red sapphires that poke out at the top and bottom and intermediately on all sides. A moment later, a towel laid there. “Dry off, dress, and don’t disappoint me.” She walked out of the woods.

Charisma grabbed the towel for warmth. Maurice and Winifred squawked from the edge of the basin. “I’m ok. Don’t make a fuss.”

She didn’t need her wand much anymore, and she didn’t need to mumble the drying spell. She could do it with her mind. She visualized the spell soaking into the towel. As she pulled it down her hair, magic put her hair right. The strands instantly dried and pulled back or down as if they had been brushed and all without gestures from Charisma. Charisma continued this until all the drips were gone. Her hands hovered over wounds. The welt marks shrunk until they disappeared. 

She used her active conjuring power to retrieve the blue dress she was wearing before. Charisma only needed slight concentration with this power. She held out her arms, and the dress appeared draped neatly over them. Her appearance would give nothing away. Once clothed again, she stepped out of the woods onto the paved lane and took a breath.

Charisma wears a dress so blue and fine you’d think she was on her way to an event. This coupled with her dark shoulder length hair, pale skin, big brown eyes, and striking features of high slanted cheek bones, a small narrow forehead, and a sweetly shaped mouth makes her a beautiful young spectacle.

She gazed down the lane while briefly daydreaming of running away to her friends. She took another breath and looked up at the manor house...

The Black Manor is a sprawling estate. Its massive girth sits behind opened iron gates in the country on a path locally known as “the Black Lane.” Not a soul usually wanders here unless they are as sinister at heart as the Black family. 

Charisma turned the crystal door knob and pushed her way inside. Today all is as it always is at the manor. My father, Lonny, is away on business. He owns Black Enterprises and travels a lot searching worlds over for priceless and rare artifacts. My mother, Mary, instructs servants and dotes occasionally on her many children.  

She entered a small, elegant foyer. The house is as you would expect. Most rooms are either simple or have an antique horror film vibe. 

A handful of footsteps took her into the main family parlor which has blood red walls, old-fashioned lighting, and old-fashioned furniture. Residing in such a room is Crowsly, age fifteen, Molten, the oldest at eighteen, and another set of twins, Cleya and Abagnaile, at age ten. Charisma, too, walks through it on her way to the staircase.

There was no mention of what happened in the woods.

Many of my siblings saw Mary drag me out of the house. What my mother does isn’t a secret. It’s accepted. As far as my family members are concerned, everything is preparation for my life in the coven. 

Molten and Crowsly were studying together. Molten has slick black hair, a clef chin, big lips, and big black glasses. He’s handsome unlike Crowsly who looks like a mouthless bird.  

They didn’t pay Charisma any attention. The twins, however, caught the notice of their big sister as they came down the stairs, eyeing her intently. That never boded well.

Cleya and Abagnaile dressed immaculately as is expected of them. The girls had on matching dresses of silver-blue lace with white collars; their socks are white as are their leather shoes.

“What have you done?” Charisma asked them.

Abagnaile answered. “We just wanted to play in our big sister’s room.”

If irises were daggers, they’d have flung out of Charisma’s eyes. 

The twins looked at each other with blameworthy grins. Their silence was confession enough. 

Charisma, with rhyming playing in her head, raised her hand and stared at her two sisters. The next instant Cleya and Abagnaile turned into ferrets.

One way she’s gotten away with hiding advanced spells is because she learned a long time ago how to do silent incantations, but turning your siblings into animals is a craft most learn as quickly as they can—so no harm there. 

Molten and Crowsly looked up for a moment and then back down at the diagram in front of them. Molten said, “I like it better when you turn them into Siamese cats.”

“Next time I’ll give you the choice.” Charisma ran up to her room and stood a moment at the open door.

––––––––
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IT’S NOT A ROOM BEFITTING an evil girl. A large four-poster bed takes up most of the space and is in front of diamond patterned windows that expand across the entire upper and middle part of the wall. The walls are dark blue. A desk sits next to the door. Shelves take up the right side, and a dresser taller than her is on the left. It’s a sizeable space for a teenage girl, but with everything inside it, it does feel a bit snug.

Charisma entered her room. Trophies were scattered on the floor. Stuffing was all over the bed; books were torn from their spines; glass pieces were all over the floor, but she felt nothing. 

She concentrated and tried a simple spell: In this chaos I erase all traces of the brats’ disgrace.

Gold trophies she won in Dueling Club and clubs she no longer takes placed themselves back on the wall and dresser. The pillow that was ripped mended as the stuffing was refilled. Books didn’t fly across the room. Instead, they simply appeared back on their rightful shelves with their spines intact. Charisma walked over to the part of the window that extended to the right side of the bed. The thick glass was cracked. She lightly touched the fracture as the spell made the tiny shards of glass rebuild itself like an intricate puzzle.

As Charisma turned, she noticed something else. The dome which held five vibrantly colorful Malladai butterflies was cracked. They’re protective magical butterflies. When evil is near, they fly at the bottom of the dome. Sadly, in this house, they’re almost always at the bottom. She lifted the glass, and the bright black butterfly flew out. The other four followed as she took her wand, which she only used for delicately precise magic, and sealed the cracks. She went to the window and unlatched it. “Go on then, be free from this cursed house.”

Four butterflies went out the window. The black butterfly landed on its dome.

“Don’t be a stupid insect. I’m not one in need of warning.”

It glowed and “poofed” right into the dome itself. 

Charisma sighed but latched the window.

The voice of a young girl caused her to turn around. “Charisma—Troy and Darius are calling.” 

Charisma crossed her room to her desk. On her computer screen the little girl disappeared, and Troy and Darius were there.

“When are you going to get rid of May-May?” Darius made a face. “She creeps me out.” Darius Gordon is six inches taller than Charisma at five feet and ten inches. He has black short hair and dark green eyes. Black jagged marks on his wrists peek out from underneath his sweater. These marks extend up his forearms. This is a sign of the demon heritage passed to him by his father.

Charisma hovered over the computer. “She’s a specter. Is she supposed to be lots of fun?”

The boys made a face at her. “A specter that just showed up years ago. Don’t you find that odd?”

“Everything in this house is odd.” Truthfully, Charisma found the idea of a ghost wanting to be useful quite ordinary. Or at least she thinks May-May is a ghost. She doesn’t do typical ghostly things. 

She prefers to stay inside technology which is beneficial because technology, like laptops, don’t work in Winsed. Lonny Black bought a laptop for her, Byron, and their friends on a business trip to the mortal world, but Charisma could never get them to work.  Without May-May it would be as functional as a paperweight. 

The creepy, blonde eight-year-old suits her fine and manages tasks for her, so Charisma doesn’t feel the need to label her.

“Anyway,” Troy got to the point, “We want to know if you want to go to town with us.  Darius needs Professor Luudy’s ingredient sheet, and I have a hankering to go to Zavinsci’s.” Troy Mathias has light brown hair, gray blue eyes, and a crooked smile. He’s taller than his two best friends by an inch.

She nodded. “I’ll come round and get you.”

“Can I borrow your book about specters and other worldly apparitions? I’ll give it back, or you can turn me into a salamander for a week.” He crossed his arms, smiled, and sat back. “I could use the break actually.”

“I’m better at transforming birds.”

“I’ve always wanted to fly.”

“You can levitate.”

“Flying is better.”

She barely smiled at him. “Fine. See you in a few.”

They had barely nodded before she cut the connection.

Charisma went to her closet and grabbed a shawl befitting her dress. “May-May..”

Her ghostly form appeared on the screen. 

“...will you tell Thilda to ready a carriage?” She reached up on the shelf and grabbed the book Troy wanted.

“Yes,” the creepy child’s voice croaked. “But don’t you want to read the letters that came?”

Her face fell into something truly sad for the first time today. “The doctors all said they can’t treat Byron, right?”

May-May nodded. “Don’t feel bad. You’re doing everything you can.”

“It doesn’t feel that way. Maybe I shouldn’t go to town today.”

“Seeing your friends is the only thing that keeps you sane.”

Charisma glared at her.

May-May’s tone was sharp. “Disagree with me or leave.”

Charisma grabbed her purse and left hurriedly out of her room and out of the house.

––––––––
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THE CARRIAGE WAS BROUGHT around to the Black Lane. It’s wooden with three rectangular windows on each side and a larger one in back. Tassels hang in each for the purpose of pulling the drapes down. There is a wooden B emblem with black edges and a snake woven into it under the middle window that opens into the door. Lanterns adorn each outside corner. Charisma climbed in her personal carriage and set off in pursuit of her friends.

Not to worry, they’re not as dreary as you’d expect. They don’t belong in my world—not really.

The carriage made its way out of the Avinlee woods and into town where the Abigay woods run along Kalinaptra on all sides like a curvy cloud. Darius was the first stop and is nearly in the center of town on Lilytoad place. The cottage is picturesque. You’d hardly think a demon lives here. The stone has light gold and beige tones. There are small gravel rocks that lead through iron gates up to the house. Even with fall setting in, the front yard is lush like something wild from the country—Dahlila Gordon’s magic at work.

Darius is more accepted by my family, and, like my family, is shunned by the townsfolk. His parents are loving creatures, but his father’s a demon, which they don’t let him forget.

Darius came right out as soon as the carriage pulled up. His jeans were black and jacket dark green. He jumped into the carriage and closed the door the same instant. “Can we go, please?”

The carriage started moving.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m afraid they’ll invite us in for tea, and we’ll never make it to town.”

Towns are also different here. It means we’re going to the hub of the colony. Colonies are like large states and small countries, but I can’t possibly explain the entirety of Winsed all at once.

Charisma looked back at the little cottage that contains, truthfully, an odd pairing of people but people that love their children.

“Daphne’s been crying all morning. I wish we would get a bigger place. Mom got a raise and everything, but she loves that little house. She always says that’s where she fell in love with Dad.” Darius sighed.

“Put a spell around your room so you can’t hear her.”

Darius’s eyes lit up. “That’s brilliant! Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Sleep deprivation, perhaps.”

He nodded, looking down. “Is that glass on the floor?”

Charisma looked. “I must have tracked it in on my shoes. The twins were at it again.”

“Oh yeah?” 

“I turned them into ferrets.”

Darius laughed. “I wish I could turn Daphne into something that whines less, but I haven’t got the heart...or the magic.”

“Only because you never practice.”

“And you practice too much.” He felt badly for saying so. After all, he knows why she’s so dedicated to the craft. With a family as magic hungry as hers, it’s hard not to practice as much as you can. 

She only gave a half smirk in response. Darius is a very talented warlock, but his demon ancestry also makes him fear magic.

Charisma would talk to her friends about what happened in the woods, but not yet. She wasn’t ready. She always felt the need for distance first. 

The Allbright Orphanage has been converted from a large Victorian manor into a boys and girls’ home. Unlike the dark gray stone of Black Manor, Allbright is colorful. The siding is green; the trim is pale orange. The fish scale details are gray. It sits in the middle of nowhere on Hoselenthorton and while it’s in perfectly neat condition, seems vague and disturbing. It’s hardly a conduit for nurturing young minds.

Troy comes from a line of powerful oracles, but he has yet to show signs of his ancestry. His family was pure and good, but sadly his parents died, and he’s now an orphan.

When Darius and Charisma pulled up in front of the orphanage, some of the boys, including Troy, were already outside.

“Ahh man,” Darius moved to join Troy since he was in a fight with two others, but Charisma grabbed his arm.

“Let him deal with them. He never needs our help.”

Sure enough, a moment later a boy fell on his hands, and the other backed off. Troy, smiling, turned to the carriage. His lip was bloody, but he wiped off the spectacle like it was the nothing that it is.

“What got into them?” Darius asked as Troy settled in his seat, and the carriage headed back to town.

“Nothing. We were just having fun.” Troy still smiled as he looked back at the fight he left behind.

Don’t let my friend fool you. Troy Mathias is the best of us. Since his parents were murdered, he’s had a pension for anger, and the boys at the orphanage always start it.

Charisma handed Troy the book he requested.

“Thanks.” He tucked it to the side. The carriage kept going at a steady pace. The first thing they saw once entering town is the Witchelton Hotel and many witches, wizards, and other creatures coming and going.

Troy shook his head. “The Bloodless freak me out.”

Charisma looked again at the hotel to see a Bloodless exiting and walking toward the center of town. The man is very very pale, bald, with bloodshot red eyes, and is in his natural form. The Bloodless can mimic anything dead. They’re hated since there rarely is a good reason for taking on the form of a deceased loved one. Their true names aren’t known. They’ve been coined ‘Bloodless’ since they’re the only known living entity that doesn’t bleed any substance of any color.

The town knows Charisma’s carriage, and its presence receives an equal number of averted eyes and displeased stares. The distaste at the sight of them has never really bothered the adolescent bodies in the carriage. 

Charisma Black is known as a pretty and delicate looking thing, but with an ancestry as infamous as hers, her quiet, inverted personality is misperceived. 

Darius Gordon is half demon. Those who don’t know this can easily discern this fact by the marks on his wrists and forearms. 

Troy Mathias is the only one of this click that is looked upon with any resemblance of a decent heart, but his taste in friends is a rather deep mark against him. 

Long ago, the Black family, along with others from the Baldarius Coven, had their sights set on shifting power to one of a darker whim with less structure, order, and enforcement. They did gruesome things to try to obtain this ideal. Though this shifting of power ended, it’s assumed (and assumed correctly) that this ambition is still imbedded in new generations. Consequently, all are still wary.

These wary looks made Charisma think of her family and those that frequent her household since it’s a legacy and not her that causes such impolite staring. By now she expects their gazes and knows their suspicion is warranted. 

Those with sinister magic are more civilized now. Heads no longer roll in streets, and corpses don’t dangle from shop corners. Apparently, a remarkable thinker with sense appealed that such barbarism paints an unfavorable picture that causes prudent watch and resistance to their cause; however, practice in illegal spell-work they do. They’re just secretive now under the coven’s leader, Bolkein Baldarius.

Kalinaptra is an old colony surrounded by forest and sea. There’s a grassy lane with small plots of earth on either side. One side has access to the ocean. The carriage stopped and let the three out as they like to walk this area. They walked past a group of kids their own age. The kids were explaining the prison on an island far out at sea to what must be a new student to the magical world. Most people are born and raised in Winsed, but there are others from other worlds including the mortal one.

“It’s like Alcatraz then?” A boy of five feet and seven inches with dark skin, short black hair, and large brown eyes asked as he and his friends stood on the cliff at the stone overlook.

“What’s an Alcatraz, J.T.?” Their schoolmate Wendle Hyde asked. He’s five foot seven, Hispanic, has shaggy brown hair, and brown eyes.

“It’s a prison back home.”

“What, from the mortal world?” Another boy, Hunter Wood, seemed fairly astonished. Hunter is blond with blue eyes and is five foot nine.

“Yeah, it’s nice to see not everything is different.”

“Does your Alcatraz have evil creatures locked away in mirrors and other trinkets because if they got out they’d surely murder us all?” Wendle Hyde wondered.

“No.” The new boy looked out at the water, with terrible wonder. “No, it doesn’t.”

“It’s not really the same then, is it?”

People were also playing in the grassy knoll near the low stone wall. A boy was walking his dog on a leash. The dog started pulling towards a squirrel but couldn’t reach it. In an instant, the dog made his collar disappear. “Really!” The boy yelled as he chased after his dog. “Third time this week!” 

Yes, magic exists everywhere and has the potential to be inside anything.  

Charisma, Troy, and Darius went into Rossman’s ingredients shop first. The store owner gave a small, polite smile at the sight of them and looked away. The shop is in a section of an old building at the heart of town on a street called Thames. The counter is up a couple steps and the rest of the shop consists of narrow aisles spanning in multiple directions. Herbs hang from the ceiling and occupy every window.

Darius got out his ingredient sheet. “Professor Luudy is gonna kill me this semester.”

“You made one mistake.” Troy reminded him.

Darius ignored him. “Now I have a test to make up for the disaster last week. If I fail, I’m out for sure.”

Last week, Darius had an unfortunate incident with an overcooked potion that nearly suffocated the whole class. “You won’t fail.” Charisma touched a glass jar with some sort of white fungus growing in it. “I don’t know why you didn’t just borrow these things from me. Our potions pantry is more stocked than this place.”

“It’s good for us to get out.”

Troy smirked like what Darius said was a joke.

“Besides, your potions pantry has some seriously disturbing ingredients.” Darius consulted the list. “Three large prawns, acacia root, and a durmsberry.”

Charisma plucked a root from a pot; Troy grabbed a package of prawns and handed them to Darius. The three of them went up to the counter and put the two items down.

Charisma asked, “Where are your durmsberries?” 

The shop owner, a tall skinny fellow with the air of a buttoned-up history professor, put his hand to his chin. “They should be in back.” He moved as if to retrieve them.

“Don’t bother.” Charisma held out her wand, and a bit later, a large squishy violet bulb whooshed passed a middle-aged witch’s head and into her hand.

Troy looked impressed. “Conjuring it would have been faster.”

“I need to practice movement spells, otherwise they take forever for the object to actually get to you.” She shrugged. “The movement was uneven.” She said disappointedly.

The witch who had the bulb fly by her head said, “Why I never! The rudeness of some people!”

Charisma glared at the witch, and the witch stopped talking.

“That’ll be all,” Charisma prompted Mr. Rossman.

Darius paid, grabbed the package, and left.

Charisma put on her gloves as the wind is chilly so close to winter. She took one final look at the witch.

She seemed to convey in putting her hand to her chest that she was frightened of the teenager, but Charisma didn’t do anything magical. She didn’t have to; that’s the power of her tarnished family name.

––––––––
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TROY HELD THE DOOR to Zavinsci’s open for Charisma. “Try not to smite anyone with those brown eyes of yours.”

“I’ll do my best,” she said teasing him in her usual quiet and somber way, “but no promises.”

Zavinsci’s, as always, is crowded. The ends of the aisles face the door. Grand spiral staircases in each corner go to an upper level. The one on the right goes to the second floor. The one on the left skips the second and goes to the third. This is an establishment of popular items for students, joke paraphernalia, and silly and crazy wonders. The truth of this is apparent for all the colors that greet you at the entrance—purple and gold being the dominant preference.

Even more so, this place holds practical items like message boxes—a message system in which items can be placed in the box and show up at another specified location, or memory boards where you can literally put dozens of memories into it and have them replay over and over on your walls. It shows only what the owner of the board has seen and experienced from their perspective.

The three made it past little kids jumping up and down and one scowling at his mother as she insisted on it being time to leave. Charisma, Troy, and Darius climbed the stairs. By this time, more people were aware of their presence. They didn’t get disapproving or cantankerous looks so much as people casually left the aisles and area where they were.

Troy reached his hands into a clear box and pulled out a lot of striped round objects the size of mortal world quarters called popper balls, which cause disorienting sights and sounds when thrown. “These will do nicely at the Hole when feuds break out. I should get some curse throwers too.” 

The Hole is a nickname the orphans call Allbright.

Charisma pointed to the curse throwers, and Troy moved in that direction. On their way over to them, a boy bumped into Charisma.

He started stuttering an apology.

Charisma held up her hand. “It’s fine, Hunter.”

Relief washed over his face as he moved to go. “Did you hear that, J.T.? She knew my name.” Hunter said to the new student who brought up Alcatraz earlier.

“Why does no one ever think we know who they are? C has only sat next to Hunter in history class all year.” Darius looked back at the boys in a baffled manner.

Troy grinned crookedly as he sorted through curse throwers. “Because we’re an enigma that’s why—we’re so strange no one thinks we could possibly see anything or do anything or be anything normal.”

They walked around, pointing out the interesting, stupid, and all the things they wished they had. Charisma grabbed a mask and struck a pose. “How do I look?” The mask didn’t change her features, but it added leopard spots as the mask faded into her skin.

“Oh, excellent C, orange spots really suit you.” Troy laughed.

Charisma reached into her skin to take it off and fanned herself mocking due flattery. “Thank you.” She grabbed one with a long beaklike nose. “And this one?”

The boys laughed so hard they could barely speak, but Darius finally did. “You look like Lady Dorcas.”

Charisma feigned insult before laughing too. 

Lady Dorcas is the warden at the Hole. She’s a tall lady at six feet; she has no discernible chin and a very large, pointy nose.

Troy picked up a trick sword and raised it. “How dare you insult Lady Dorcas—just because she’s vile inside and out is no excuse!”

Darius picked up a sword too. “Are you willing to die for your Lady Dorcas?”

Charisma gestured delicacy and distress as part of the rouse the boys started since her current role is Lady Dorcas, and the plot is defending her honor.

“I am!” Troy shouted, and the boys swiped at each other. The thing with magic, though, is that nothing is what it seems, and it wasn’t long before the boys realized they wielded duplicate swords. When Troy slashed at Darius, an extra hand and arm began to grow. 

Darius grazed the side of Troy’s ear and another one popped up next to the original. They both started laughing but kept going. A thrust to Troy’s gut made him stop and stare. “I don’t think anything happened.” He looked up with a queer look on his face. “Oh...I’m suddenly very hungry.”

Charisma giggled hysterically. “Oh for heaven’s sake, give me those!” She took the trick swords and put them back in the stands as she read the sign. “Shake the extra parts, and they’ll go away.”

“How am I supposed to shake an ear, Charisma?” Troy demanded to know.

Charisma walked up to him and began to flick his ear. After a couple times, it disappeared. A quick shimmy to his torso made the extra stomach disappear too.

“But seriously,” Troy rubbed the stomach he was born with, “We should eat.”

They went to the counter, handed over the proper sum of whicks and lumps (a whick is worth a dollar and a lump is worth five dollars) and left in search of food.

Twilight shadowed the heart of the town as they stopped in at Aggie’s—their favorite diner. They grabbed their usual table by a window. The three ordered, and no one avoided them or stared awkwardly in their direction. 

They’re such regulars at Aggie’s they’re basically three flies on the wall. This small diner is packed with school kids and a few parents. 

Aggie herself is running around with such a thick air of unparalleled dark elegance it could be its own perfume. Her obsidian black hair is pulled back into a slick ponytail besides loose strands on either side of her face. She’s a young witch in her thirties with narrow hips and a small chest. Her movement is sleek as her tall stature moves about her diner. She brought the three outcasts their orders. “Here you are lovelies, anything else?” Black ombre nails, tattooed fingers, cat-eye eyeliner, and the faux black leather half-apron with studded laces over a black long-sleeve crop-top could seem unapproachable, but her large hazel eyes and sculpted features were as welcoming as they are kind.

“No, thank you.” They all mumbled.  

She is one of very few people who don’t treat us as outcasts. We never know how to respond to that.

“Shout if you think of anything.” She turned and walked away with wide burgundy trouser pants sashaying with her movement. The sophisticated sound of her pumps got lost as she disappeared into the hubbub.

“I’m never going to get used to nice.” Darius shook his head as he grabbed the ketchup.

“At least she doesn’t look at us like we’re murderers or something.” Charisma reached for the salt.

“I personally haven’t murdered anyone this week. How about you, D?” Troy dove into his hamburger as Darius took a run-away tater-tot and a pickle from Charisma’s plate.

“I can’t say that I have, but tomorrow’s a new day.” Darius kept going. “Besides, if any of us were to snap, it’d be you C—all that bad blood in your family and power to boot.”

Charisma wasn’t offended. She’s known Troy and Darius for so long they can pick at all the private places in her life. It doesn’t faze her. Still, she retaliated on principle. With a silent spell and a look, she caused his soda to bubble over and splash him.

“Hey now...”

“Don’t pick on me then. After all, you are a demon.”

Darius raised a finger as he corrected her with a mouthful of hamburger, “Half demon.”

“It’s a wonder I survive among you lot.” Troy teased.

“Yes yes—fighting, plotting a mutiny,” Charisma leaned across the table towards Darius, “How we’ve rubbed off on him.”

“He’s far too good for us.” Darius stuffed fries into his mouth.

“Oh, piss off.” With the last words of Troy, the three moved on.

Wendle and J.T along with Hunter came into Aggie’s. J.T. looked around and was instantly relived. “Oh, good. You eat hamburgers.”

Hunter clapped the newbie on the shoulder. “What do you think we eat, Potterbaum, toads and insects?”

J.T. gave a look that denied what Hunter said, but there was relief in his voice. “No, no of course not.”

Wendle smiled mischievously. “Well, we do, but only on Wednesdays.” Wendle winked at Hunter and led the now unsure J.T. Potterbaum further into the restaurant.

Aggie spotted the newcomer and moved to make introductions and give him his first meal free. Her throaty voice and welcoming spirit set the newbie at ease.

Darius was looking at her. “Did you know she changed her name when she came here? Aggie was her grandmother’s name.”

“Makes sense.” Charisma realized. “I always thought Aggie sounded too bland for her.”

Troy added, “Mom told me women who were born in men’s bodies in the mortal world aren’t treated well.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t really know. I guess mortals made life unsafe?”

“Why would that be? She’s the nicest adult I know, and no one is nice to us.”

Troy made a face and a gesture like it obviously made no sense. “That’s just what mom told me.” He stood. “We better get going.”

They left the appropriate amount of whicks, lumps, keyros, and lugs (ten dollars). They stepped out of the belled door. It was misting outside. Charisma adjusted her shawl as they got in the carriage.  

Darius’s stop was first. 

Darius stepped out of the carriage and Charisma followed. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll spell your room, so you can’t hear Daphne anymore.”

Darius’s eyes widened with excited relief.

Troy joined them too.

They approached and entered the double doors of the stone cottage. They walked into an open space with the living room and kitchen in full few. The master bedroom door could be seen from the front door since it’s in the living room. Darius’s room, however, is behind the kitchen. Dahlila came out with baby Daphne in her arms. She’s a skinny woman with long red hair, big blue eyes, and an even bigger smile. Daphne was chewing on something. She has the same red hair and blue eyes as her mom. “Are you hungry? Should I make tea?”

“No, Mom, we’re fine. We’re just going to my room for a minute.”

Once in Darius’s room Charisma said, “It will only take me a second.”

Darius plopped down on his bed. “It will be so good to sleep tonight! You’re the best, C.”

Troy leaned against Darius’s desk and crossed his arms.

“It’s hardly worth mentioning.” Charisma was focused on moving her hands around the walls. When she was done, she plopped an amethyst crystal into Darius’s hand. “This is the conduit of the spell. Set it by the door when you need it.”

“Have you heard Daphne lately? I’ll always need it.”

“Regardless, you can control when you get sound or not.”

“Maybe sleeping through the night for once will help me in potions. Thanks.”

“As I said, don’t mention it.”

“See you at school tomorrow.”

When the two left Darius’s room, Wraithe sat at the peninsula facing the way the two came from. He stood on their entrance. He has dark, slightly curly hair down to his shoulders and the same jagged marks on his skin as Darius has except Wraithe’s can be seen completely covering both arms and most of his neck.

This is his human form. His demon form is far more menacing. 

“Troy—Charisma—It’s good to see you both again.”

They nodded and Charisma added, “Thank you, Mr. Gordon.” Demons have no last names, so he took Dahlila’s when they married.

“How’s your family?”

“They’re well.”

“I suppose that’s a good thing.”

“I suppose.”

Wraithe turned his attention to Troy. “And you, how are you getting on?” His eyes lingered at the mark on his lip.

“Well enough.”

Wraithe nodded his head like that was an unfortunate statement but one he couldn’t argue with. “If either of you ever need anything, you’re more than welcome here.”

It’s sad, I suppose, that a demon feels badly for us.

“Thank you.” Troy looked to Charisma who then said, “Yes, thank you.” 

As they moved to go, Daphne started crying. They quickly heard a thump coming from Darius’s room as he placed the crystal by the door. The two made their way out of the stone cottage holding a peculiar family, even for the magical world, and got back in the carriage. The rain started to pick up and with it, the fun of the evening started to melt away. Troy in particular carried a heavy solemnness as he looked out the window.

“You could always stay with me again.” Charisma offered.

“I can tough it out.”

“You don’t always have to you know...” Charisma stared at Troy, but he didn’t look at her. “It wouldn’t hurt to open up a bit and talk to us. We know you’re angry.”

The muscles of his jaw flexed, but he still didn’t say anything.

“Anyway...if you can sneak away, you can always come over.”

He didn’t respond, but Charisma knew he heard her.

They pulled up to Allbright—the Hole. As Troy opened the door, he turned to Charisma, “I’ll be round after school regardless.” He took the book she lent him and walked the long bare yard in the rain to the orphanage door where Lady Dorcas stood waiting. The outline of her big dress, and the cane she walks with, though, nothing ails her, was an ominous greeting.

As the carriage pulled away, Charismas was left with her thoughts. The rain isn’t dreary to me, but then again, I’ve always liked dreary things. Families are going in for the night; shops are closing; the lanes hold an occasional passing carriage. That horrid feeling of doom—the kind that makes your stomach ill—didn’t set in until I could view the Black Lane parting the Avinlee woods owned by my family. Winter is near and the trees have shed their leaves, they’re bones now—bones of a once flourishing thing. My hawks soar in the distance above the trees as they see my carriage. No doubt, they’ll be at my bedroom window in seconds.

The carriage stopped with a jolt at a side door of Black Manor. Charisma got out and took the stairs, undisturbed, to her room. She opened the windows. Maurice and Winifred sat on the windowsill but didn’t come in. Maurice is brown. Brown and rust colored banding decorate his wings. Winifred is speckled and banded in every shade of brown with uniformed banding on her wing feathers. Maurice squawked and held out a leg as if pointing behind her. Oddly enough, even in the magical world, he was pointing to an actual thing.

There was a package on her bed.

The wrapping was plain and black. Nothing adorned it.

“May-May?”

Light from the screen lit the room. The little girl’s voice croaked, “Yes?”

“Did a maid bring this in?”

The package was in view of the laptop. “No.”

“Did it come from the Message Box? It’s small enough.”

“No.”

“Do you know anything about it?” 

May-May sighed and went without word.

“I guess not.” Charisma mumbled to herself. Charisma tried to use her core-child ability to sense the magic. The magic felt somewhat strong, but it didn’t feel sinister. Without caution, she ripped it open.

A stunning sapphire necklace fell out.

She picked up the silver chain. The dark hues of the sapphire gleamed. A very small note was attached. It read: You are more than you think you are. You’re more than what you’ll find yourself to be. Don’t let anyone know you have this. It’s almost as important as you.

It was signed: G.

“What?” Her confusion was said aloud. Charisma turned the note over expecting more information or a symbol, but nothing more was there. She spent a couple hours performing every spell on it she could think of. Nothing more revealed itself. 

She was frustrated and annoyed by her frustration. She tossed it on a dresser and crawled into bed. The words on the note kept creeping into her mind: Don’t let anyone know you have this.

Charisma got up, grabbed the sapphire necklace, and put it in an ornate pewter box. She moved her hands to the sides and around it as she hexed it. Though what’s within vexes me, hex this box for protection as if Magic were protecting me.

She still thought of the sapphire as she lay in her four-poster bed. It couldn’t be from anyone she knew. She didn’t recognize the handwriting and didn’t know anyone who would trust her with a secret except for Troy, Darius, and Byron. She also didn’t like the idea that G could reveal themselves at any time. She hates surprises. She hates a mystery unsolved.

Who...or what could enter this house without anyone here knowing? Who would be dumb enough to try? 

The mystery annoyed her. The silence annoyed her because it didn’t bring a solution. This house is either silent with misery or haunted by perilous deeds. Tonight, it started with the first and ended with the second. As sleep was finally coming, disturbing noises broke her from her peaceful reprieve. 

Her room is rather close to an old torture chamber, and screaming was coming from that direction. Charisma couldn’t ignore it. She pulled back the covers and walked down the hall to a very tall door with medieval looking locks. 

Charisma was wearing a white nightgown and had bare feet. She looked around to make sure no one was coming up behind her. The noise she heard grew. She knew it was a real person—a female too.

“Is someone there?” She asked.

“Help me,” there was a series of sobs, “please.”

Charisma turned the knob, but it didn’t open. She pressed her forehead against the door as she still held the knob. She closed her eyes and began to work on the lock with a spell in her mind.

“Charisma,” a stern voice spoke from behind her. It was her mother.

She let go of the knob quickly and turned to face her.

“What are you doing?”

“I heard something from inside the torture chamber.”

Mary Black gave a smirk. She spoke slowly as she often does. “All sorts of noises often come from torture chambers.”

“Who’s being tortured then?”

“That is no concern for a child.”

“Yes, but this child can hear it.”

Mary walked up to her daughter and looked down at her. “Do not talk back to me, child.”

Charisma said as meekly as she could, “I meant no disrespect.”

Though it’s bedtime, redness could be detected on Mary’s lips. Her dark hair was still pinned up away from her attractive face. Her posture is straight and very lady-like. Her robe is quite a show piece with scalloped embellishments around the neckline. “Still,” Mary raised her head, “I think you should be punished.”

Charisma’s heart quickened.

“You have a tendency to meddle where meddling doesn’t belong, and we can’t have you growing anymore soft-hearted than you already are.”

“My heart isn’t soft.” Charisma said sternly for this she knew to be true.

“Disagree all you want. It will be the snake pit for you.” She grabbed Charisma’s arm and dragged her down the hall. They went down two flights of stairs to a hatch near one of the many basement doors. Mary opened it and pushed Charisma into the darkness. Mary lit her wand to see what had become of her beloved daughter. 

Charisma was within the wand-light. Writhing around her were hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of snakes. “I’ll have someone come for you in the morning.” She then promptly shut the hatch.

The pitch blackness didn’t make the situation worse for Charisma. Almost immediately, she could feel the snakes trying to get away from her. There is no visible floor—even if there was light enough to see the floor. As they moved beneath her, so did she. It was all she could do to stay upright in a pit that moves. She instantly closed her eyes and let out a relaxing breath.

I don’t consider this a punishment. I’ve never paid much attention to snakes, and snakes do what they can to avoid me.
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“They’re the princes of darkness.”

––––––––
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A LIGHT COMING INTO the snake pit woke Charisma. When she looked up, she saw Man—a personal servant of her mother’s. He’s very tall and slender with a body that has always reminded Charisma of a fold-away board. He’s always been suspicious of me. There’s no doubt he was the one who ratted me out about Dreyman’s letters. His small dead eyes, oiled hair, and dry expression hunched over me as he looked for a fault, which he always seems to find. After all, I hadn’t meant to fall asleep. I normally have my horrified expressions down to a science.

“How were the snakes?”

“The same as always.” Luckily for me my voice quivered, not because the snakes were terrifying, but because Man has the favor of my mother, and I do fear what he tells her.

After a distrustful glance, he threw down a rope ladder, turned and walked down the hall. She climbed up, shut the hatch, and relocked it. The grandfather clock at the top of the stairs alerted her to the time. She sighed at the inanimate object.

The sun will show itself soon. In a few hours, I have to be up for school. When she opened the door to her bedroom, she wasn’t surprised to see Troy there asleep. He often sneaks into my room—levitation has been his most active power since he was a baby. That’s how he sneaks out of the Hole and up to my room on the third floor. It used to be Byron’s room he crashed in, but since recent events, he stays with me.

I smelt of snake, so I washed and changed.  

Maurice was on her desk. She caressed his head with two fingers. Winifred perched on her tall dresser.

They don’t normally stay inside, but Troy is a hot sleeper and left the window open. 

As she pulled the covers over her, and lied on her side turned away from him, Troy spoke. “The snakes again?”

“Yes.”

He chuckled ever so lightly. “When will your mother learn?”

“Who knows?” But she thought: soon enough, I’m afraid.

––––––––
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NO ONE NOTICED OR MINDED that Troy was at breakfast. They see him as so harmless he might as well be an adopted brother. They all adjourned in a room with a very long raw wood table right off the kitchen and with pocket doors on three sides and a swinging door on the other. This room is a plain one in Black Manor. It’s not used by company or for formal occasions. Rather, it’s a gathering place for breakfast or homework. 

Seven of her siblings were at the table being waited on—all except her twin, Byron, but she’s gotten used to his absence at breakfast now. There’s Molten, Avis, Mirrium, Crowsly, the twins: Abagnaile and Cleya, and the youngest is Ruperd at age seven.

Cleya and Abagnaile looked picturesque in their dresses and tight curls in ribbons. As the maid who served them breakfast turned to go, Abagnaile took out her wand, whispered a spell, and gave her a lashing.

The maid, startled, turned around as she grabbed her wounded bottom, but she could do nothing. Reporting such a thing to Mary or Lonny Black wouldn’t even register as wrong doing, and they only ever scold their children if they get multiple reports in a day about a single one—which the children are aware of and act accordingly to avoid it.

“You’re such a brat, Abagnaile.” Troy said as he drank from his glass.

Abagnaile gave him a wicked stare and tried the same curse on him, but he blocked it with a wave of his wand, that he is always quick to draw. At the same time, Charisma casted a simple spell with just her thoughts that sent Abagnaile hurling backwards and right out of her chair.

Troy gave a flashing of his crooked smile. Mary came in then and didn’t notice one of her youngest daughters on the floor. “Is everyone ready for school?” She looked around to see that her offspring were dressed. “Oh...Troy...you’re here.”

“I am.”

“Well...good to...see you.”

Troy grinned in as genuine a fake way as he could as neither of them cared to see each other. “You as well, Mrs. Black.”

And “Mrs. Black” she is. She’s dressed head to toe in very fine black garments. The dress is corseted with a red bodice, the jacket ruffled and scalloped; the hat has netting and her trademark red lips offset a pretty but cold face. “Everyone get in your carriages or you’ll be late for school.”

As she said it, everyone abandoned their bowls, grabbed their jackets and school things, and went out of the room down the side of the house to a door in a small foyer most often used to get to Black Lane. Charisma and Troy got into Charisma’s wooden carriage. The youngest children: Ruperd, Cleya, and Abagnaile got into another while the oldest children climbed in each of their own.

Charisma was going to tell Troy about the sapphire but was distracted. Charisma spied a girl walking along the road. Black Lane is a long road with forest on either side. It’s private for this family, but every once and awhile someone is found walking down it for fun. Most do so on a dare or to prove how courageous they are in a place where some of the evilest witches and warlocks in all of Kalinaptra dwell—or so the colony says.

The girl looks to be fourteen and is with a younger girl. Once the carriages with Charisma’s oldest siblings passed them, a curse, and a pretty nasty one too, hit the oldest one. The oldest girl’s hair blew back, her body was paralyzed, and shocks went through her body—shocks you could actually see as light spreading through her.

“It came from Molten’s carriage.” Charisma stared at the somewhat familiar girl as they rolled passed her. He favors spells that incapacitate his victims as they stay suspended in incredible amounts of pain.

The little girl with her started crying and screaming and pulling on what must be her sister, but her sister couldn’t move. Charisma has reversed many spells and curses of her siblings but not out of compassion, only ever because not doing so was too much of a distraction, or because she wanted to irritate the sibling that used the magic in the first place. For whatever reason, Charisma stuck her head out of the carriage window and looked back at the girls. She concentrated on her core-child abilities to feel the curse her brother inflicted on the girl. Charisma concentrated on pulling the curse towards her. With her hand, she took the curse away. It became a ball of energy suspended above her palm; she then chucked it into the woods. It hit a limb on a tree that immediately cracked engulfed in white heat and fell to the ground.

“Jeez Charisma, you removed a curse Molten learned at four grades higher than us.”

Charisma sat back in the carriage. “I’ve removed worse.”

“What do you think they were doing out here?”

Charisma looked through the back window of the carriage. The two girls were embracing as the oldest wiped away the tears of the youngest. “Who knows, but I guarantee they’ll stay away from the Black Lane from now on.”

“And there goes more people in town that fear the family of Black.”

“That will never change.”

“You think it will make the papers this time?”

“Molten would love that. He loves to see his name in print, and father and mother are always proud of him, but only if she tells her parents.”

Troy kind of shrugged the situation off. “Today’s Darius’s big potions test. Do you think he’ll pass?”

Charisma nodded.

“Why so sure?”

“Because he’s going to cheat.”

––––––––
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THE CARRIAGE LEFT BLACK Lane and went down the west to east side of Adam’s drive, and onto West Thorn Crown which actually goes south. The school is out in the ocean. A stone bridge leads from the road, over the beach, and out to the island the massive castle sits on. Today, fortunately, it isn’t flooded as it sometimes is. There’s a smooth stone path in front of the castle known as Carriage Lane.

The Meld Melee Academy is our school. It’s not an ordinary place, nor is it taught by ordinary people for ordinary children. Magic reigns here. This place harnesses what we were born with and teaches us what we were born without. As I grow in magic, I worry about my family finding out, but that is inevitable, so I learn all I can, because whatever is planned for me by my family, I know I don’t want. It will surely cause a demise of everything I ever wanted—to be left alone.

They were halfway across the bridge. “Why did you end up in the snake pit again?”

“I was very close to discovering who they have in the torture chamber.”

“I didn’t think they used that room anymore.”

“Neither did I.”

“Something else to solve then?”

“So it would seem.”

Troy kicked her and mocked, “‘So it would seem.’ What’s the matter with you? You have about as many expressions today as your mother.”

With that, she did make an expression—one of offense.

“Ha ha, there you go, C.”

Charisma started laughing, and Troy began poking at her playfully. They were still laughing when the carriage stopped outside of the stone wall and gate of the castle courtyard. They stumbled out. Troy pulled Charisma back before she fell into a family with their backs turned to them. She got close enough that the man turned around.

It was Cornelius Heart, the Emperor of Magic. It’s their family line that keeps Kalinaptra going. Since they are practitioners of good magic, good magic reigns, which has made them the mortal enemy of conspirators like my family.

Charisma had no intention of bowing to him, but Troy grabbed her arm and pulled her down as he gave a shallow bow. Empress CreAnna came into view along with their son, Blake Heart.

Cornelius is shorter than his wife and isn’t handsome in a traditional way—more so that his intellect is charming, and his sweet disposition relaxes his face into something quite loveable. He smiled down at the handsome young man and beautiful girl dressed more for a party than for school. “There’s nothing like laughter to get the day going.”

“Yes, sir.” Troy said.

Blake stepped forward and introduced himself. “I’m Blake Heart.” He’s a tall, fourteen-year-old with thick black hair, blue eyes, and a very handsome face of long eyelashes, dimples when he smiles, and a dignified jawline. 

Of course, everyone knows who Blake Heart is. He’s the only duke in Kalinaptra.

Troy continued the pleasantries, while Charisma looked away awkwardly. He introduced himself, “Troy Mathias.”

“Why yes, your parents did great work for Kalinaptra and Winsed. I was very sorry to hear they passed.” Cornelius looked sincerely troubled by the seers’ deaths. “I’ve kept an eye on the investigation. You have my word that I won’t let it go.”

Troy looked down. “Thank you, sir.”

“And you, who is this fine lady?” Cornelius put out his hand.

Charisma shook it but let it go before she answered, “Charisma Black.”

The emperor didn’t falter much, but Blake looked to his mother whose beautiful face, framed by an up-do of blonde curls, looked troubled by the revelation.

“Daughter of Lonny and Mary Black?”

“Yes,” she said matter-of-factly.  

“Of course...I recognize you now. I think the smile threw me.”

“Well, we better be getting to class.” Troy grabbed Charisma and led her away before things became even more uncomfortable. Charisma looked back as they walked through the gates and into the courtyard. 

Blake stared after them as his parents seemed to be in a passionate conversation about the rift-raft of a girl they had accidentally met.

“Ignore them, C. They don’t know you. Besides, we have to find Darius. He’s probably freaking out.”

There are lots of crevices and hiding spots in such a big old castle. The one used by the three is inside the castle on the first level, to the left of the staircase, and down a small abandoned hall. When they walked in, Darius was hunched over his potions book with one hand pulling on his hair.

Troy laughed, “Told ya.”

Charisma went to sit beside him on the built-in seat in front of the only skinny window in this small room. “You won’t need that.” She took the book from him and put it aside.

“Why is that?”

Charisma held up her hand and presented a red stone ring on her right middle finger.

“What is invisibility going to do for my potions test?”

“With the Scorpio’s ring, I will take your test for you.”

Darius laughed. “Excellent.”

“Another rule disregarded thanks to dear old grandpa Merole.” Troy said as he somewhat squatted down next to Darius given the lack of room.

I’m not sentimental. I keep my grandfather’s ring because it’s useful. Invisibility is something I haven’t mastered yet. Even so, this ring allows me to be not only unseen, but able to move through walls. It’s the only one in existence, and I think the only reason my mother and father let me have it after the reading of his will is because they had no idea what it does. It was an invention of my grandfather Merole’s. 

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

The serious look on her face didn’t escape Troy’s notice. “What’s up, C?”

She pulled the necklace from her purse, which she also hexed as a precaution. She recounted finding the sapphire necklace and let them read the note.

“And you told us?” Darius was smiling.

“I tell you guys everything.”

His eyes widening, head tilting back, and mouth quirking confirmed the obviousness of her disregard for discretion when it comes to her best friends. There was never any doubt she would tell them.

“What spells did you try?” Troy asked.

“I tried revealing spells, a compass spell, a tracking spell...” She was shaking her head. “Nothing. All traces have been removed as far as I can tell.” She shook her head. “Why would someone do this?”

He shrugged. “So, some creepy dude’s buying you jewelry. We’ll figure it out.” Troy stood from his leaning position. “We better get to the potions yard or we’ll be late.”  

They gathered up their stuff and walked quickly to their first class. The potions yard is on the east side of the island in a courtyard. The air was a tad nippy this day but not completely unsatisfactory. Charisma sat in the middle of Troy and Darius at their usual table in back. Up a few rows on the opposite side is another table with one witch and two warlocks from families associated with the Baldarius Coven. The girl—a blonde named Lacey Skelton, looks back at their table from time to time and smiles at them as if they are all in league together. Charisma, Troy, and Darius just stared back stone-faced as they always do.

There are different types of magical people. Warlocks are males with active powers.  Witches are females with active powers. Both can use wands. A wizard is a male who only uses a wand and has no active powers, and a wizardess is a female who only uses a wand and has no active powers.

Their potions teacher, Professor Luudy came in. He is four feet and seven inches and is a Wretchware. A Wretchware is one of the most powerful creatures in existence. He has big hollow ears on the upper sides of his head. His skin is brown and wrinkled like a crumpled piece of paper. His large oval green eyes penetrated his students. 

When he talked, short sparkling white teeth peeked out between his lips. “The air is too crisp for the potion you will be required to master today.” He looked up at the white sky and raised his hand to it. In an instant, the courtyard turned into a classroom. Leaded glass windows were every few feet along dark gray stoned walls. There wasn’t much light except for what streamed through the windows. “Yes, that’s better.” Professor Luudy put his hand in his vest pocket and turned to the side. A clear board was at the front of the class. As he spoke, words appeared in burning orange on it: Sandman’s Draught 

“This is a three-phase potion. Make it to sleep during sleepless nights, use it to thwart a prevailing enemy, or use it to dig deep inside someone’s subconscious. There you can twist the mind into anything.” As he finished speaking, the diagram and instructions of the potion completed itself on the board. “Divide the work among yourselves. Complete all three phases.” 

“I’ll do phase one,” Darius offered. 

Troy started pulling ingredients for phase two, which left Charisma with the third. Troy began to cut leaves into very thin strips. As Charisma began to heat her cauldron, Blake Heart walked in.

“Can I help you?” Professor Luudy asked.

“I’m normally in your second period class, but we’re too full. I volunteered to switch.”

“Very well,” he looked around. “There, you can sit next to Miss Abernathy and Miss Darwin.” Fantasia Abernathy, who beamed at the idea of sharing a table with the duke, is a very pretty girl with long blonde hair, a button nose, and green eyes. The other girl, Constantine Darwin has dark skin, black curly hair, is gorgeous as well and is also a vampire. Constantine looked relieved at having a third person at their table as it meant less work. They sit directly in front of Charisma, Troy, and Darius.

Troy whispered to Charisma, “Who’s to be the duchess do you think—the blonde or the vampire?” He giggled under his breath and Charisma smirked at him.

Blake looked back at their table.

“I think he heard you.” Charisma whispered back.

“Like I care,” Troy said confidently.

This time Blake looked again and did so more harshly.  

Troy gave the same, but his look was more challenging, and his smirk was full of quip.

The time went by quickly as it always does in Professor Luudy’s class—too much work to be gotten on with to notice the passing of time. The three’s table finished first. Professor Luudy collected a vial from each of them and walked back to his desk. “As you finish, feel free to talk quietly among yourselves.”

Blake Heart’s table finished second. After their work was collected, Constantine pushed back her chair and addressed Charisma. “How is your brother doing?”

“He hasn’t changed.”

She looked disappointed. “I’ll come round this weekend to see him.”

Charisma nodded. My brother, Byron, used to be the third person at the table with Constantine and Fantasia. I suspected Constantine and Byron had something other than friendship between them. Her loyalty to him confirms that.

Blake whispered something to Constantine and Constantine answered. Charisma knew he had asked about Byron, and Constantine told him what had happened to him. Blake looked at her for a second with eyes of concern. 

She looked back at him with eyes of contempt.

I’ve never needed anyone to feel sorry for me, and I know Byron wouldn’t want to be pitied either.  

Eventually, the last table finished and had their potions collected. In this advanced potions class, how you’re graded is usually done by each person sampling the potion they made. Today was no exception. People were called up one-by-one. 

The first draught, when made well, gave the maker a drowsy look on their face like they were a few hours passed their bedtime. For a girl who didn’t quite make it right, she had legs like jelly and collapsed, and a boy’s top half collapsed over his bottom half as he just hung there in a violent forward bend. The professor put all wrongs to right before he let them sit and marked their grades in a journal with a wave of his hand. 

Darius got up, went to the front of the class, drank his potion, and, after a few seconds, started rubbing his eyes as he felt somewhat lethargic. 

Luudy picked up Darius’s vial. “You are half demon; this will not have the desired effect on you. Still, I see you made it correctly.”

Darius smiled. As he walked past the desk to sit down, he grabbed Troy’s shoulder. “You’re up.”

Troy wasn’t pleased. He knew what the result would be after he took it, so he did so with a disobliging look. Instantly he crumpled over and onto the floor as if he had dropped dead. Luudy revived him and gave him an A. 

Then it was Charisma’s turn to stand at the head of the class. She didn’t even blink before she swallowed the contents of the vial. She swooned into a heap on the floor. The semi-thick tulle skirt of her pale purple dress spilled out around her like a light ball-gown.

“I need a volunteer.” Professor Luudy asked. “Someone capable with a wand.”

Several hands went into the air including Troy and Darius’s, but he picked Blake Heart. Blake stood and approached the unconscious girl. He stood over Charisma’s body with his wand out.

“Link with her mind,” the professor said. “You’ll be able to see her most recent memories.”

Troy and Darius looked at each other. She was not going to be happy about this.

Blake pointed the wand at Charisma’s head. He was instantly startled by memories of wicked eyes accompanied by red lips, a creepy man looking down on her in a pit of darkness that seemed to move, a room torn apart, and water blurring her senses. As the link broke, he took a step back, wanting to distance himself from those memories.

Professor Luudy gave him further instructions. “Now twist one of the memories you’ve seen.”

Blake nodded. He knew what memory he wanted to change. He rolled his shoulders, and pointed his wand at her head again. Inside the link, instead of looking up and seeing the creepy man, she looked up and saw Blake smiling down at her with sunrays bursting behind him. He reached out his hand and took her up. The movement wafted up the smell of flowers. Had she smelt snake before? She couldn’t remember. She looked back. It wasn’t a dark pit she came out of but a bright meadow she had been sitting on.

“Any trouble?” The professor asked.

“No.”

He made a mark in his grade book and snapped his fingers by Charisma’s head to revive her. She awoke, sat up, and touched her head. She looked into Blake’s eyes. He held out his hand. 

She ignored the gesture, got up without a second glance, and took her seat. She smacked both Troy and Darius on the back of their heads. “Why wasn’t it one of you?”

“We tried but weren’t picked—obviously.” Troy explained with his usual amount of smart-ass.

Darius tilted his head to Charisma. “What did he see?”  

“Nothing,” she locked eyes with Blake as he sat, “Absolutely nothing.”

“You’re all free to go.” Professor Luudy dismissed them early. “Mr. Gordon,” he called back. “I will see you during free period for your test.”

“Yes sir, professor.” Darius answered. He, looking worried about this upcoming endeavor orchestrated by Charisma, went into the hall.

Troy offered up his own wisdom. “Brace yourself, D, we have Grongust next.”

The three of them walked into Professor Wandalin Grongust’s classroom. It’s a gigantic room, easily the size of a mortal world’s football field. The windows are floor to ceiling with two story ceiling heights. It’s full of gray stone. Normally there are cushions on the floor for everyone to sit on. Today those cushions were pushed further to the side, and desks were brought in.

Darius groaned, “Looks like it’s another day of note taking.” The tables formed a square with one missing side, and everyone took seats wherever they liked.

Troy made a displeasing noise, “Is he gonna follow us everywhere?”

Charisma looked to see Blake taking a seat on the opposite side of the room from where they were sitting. He stared knowingly in the direction of the three.

“Settle down class, settle down.” Professor Grongust came into the room. She’s a skinny woman with a feminine shape. She wears a long black dress with a slit up one side, black high-heeled boots, and has out-of-control crazy black hair. 

Professor Grongust is also made of spiders. They live mostly in her hair which does detract attention from her plain, pale face. Wandalin Grongust is an Arachne—a type of spider witch from another world. 

She raised and flicked her wand at the wall in front of the desks. A long scroll came out of thin air and fell down. The contents were about what they are always about in this class: power development. “Let’s see, let’s see,” Grongust looked around. “Charisma, you have shown to have a great ability for conjuring, which usually comes from direct bloodline.”  

Being a conjuror is something I excel at, but I don’t have to hide this power because it isn’t coveted by dark magic.  

She looked around again. “Yes, Mr. Heart...” She seemed momentarily confused by his being in this particular class but moved on. “You have keen-hearing, which is usually passed from father to child.”

Blake glared again at Troy who smiled back satirically.

The professor went on. “Most abilities do come from your own family lines, but regardless of a power’s origin, it is emotion that brings on a new ability, allows you to use current ones, or strengthens powers you already have. Inside you now is untapped potential—gifts you are unaware of that will, one day, come to the surface. Today’s task is to chronicle what powers you have and what abilities run in your family.”

The giant scroll in the room gave a schematic of how to lay out this information. It was essentially a family tree. Professor Grongust raised her wand. Instantly a very official looking piece of paper with the same outlines as the giant scroll appeared before every student.  

“Oh good, it just wants parents and grandparents.” Charisma said relieved.  

Grongust started walking the room slowly. She peered over tables to see how her students were coming along. “I think your sheet needs a bit of fine tuning. It will be interesting to see what powers are dominant in your family.” She touched Charisma’s paper and it morphed, making her give the powers of all her siblings as well. Before she walked away, three spiders fell on the table.

As Charisma covered one with her hand, Troy whispered, “Just write down evil. Evil is a superpower, right?” He chuckled.

Charisma turned her palm over. The spider had disappeared. She used her conjuring power to send it outside the castle walls.

“Hey Gordon, don’t demons eat spiders?” Pugsley Oddly mocked from one table over. He, too, comes from a family with a bad history, but his parents have respectable jobs as portal keepers (who maintain and regulate the use of public portals from other worlds and from distant parts of Winsed) so most, but not all, overlook their sordid past.

Darius answered nonchalantly, “Some do.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

Darius smiled. “You first,” with a wave of his wand, Pugsley Oddly’s mouth filled with spiders which he then began to spit out all over his desk.

Professor Grongust sighed. “Who did this?”

Darius’s hand shot up in the air. 

That’s one of the things that makes people cringe coming in contact with this particular professor, one of her powers is detecting lies, so it never does any good to try to get away with anything.
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