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Becca


“EeEEEEee-heee-heee-heee-heee,” Becca cackled under her breath. Being a witch was all about the perfect cackle, one that would really dazzle Mr. Marmolejo at the auditions. She already had one she liked better than her normal laugh, which was rough and boyish and embarrassing. But she had to practice quietly, since they had actual paying guests right now (two of them!) and she wasn’t supposed to bother guests.


It was hard to do the perfect cackle quietly.


It was hard to do anything quietly when you were a naturally loud person, but when you worked at a motel, you had to try. Becca wouldn’t have picked a job at the Cape Disappointment Beach Inn, but her mother owned it, so that’s where Becca worked. Sometimes she helped with the cleaning, which was awful—the carpets were always loaded with sand. Sometimes she answered the phones, and that could be pretty fun, because she got to try out different characters, as long as those characters were Polite and Professional and their accents didn’t get too out of hand.


At the moment, she’d just been sent to get a bucket of ice, which wasn’t usually fun, but on a hot day like this, it was kind of nice.


The ice machine was on the shady end of the motel, near the side lot where her mother’s boxy 1997 Kobeni Tortuga squatted in the shadow of the woods. Peering into the dark wall of trees, Becca could forget about the cracked parking lot under her sneakers and the shabby old building and the gray little town down the road, and pretend she was somewhere primitive and magical. She didn’t like real camping, but the idea of living out in the woods sent a thrill down her spine, somehow. She’d have a creepy, dangerous old shack in the wilderness, like a hermit, or an escaped criminal, or a…


THUNCH!


Becca jumped as another load of ice dropped into the bin, jolting her back to reality. She laughed—it had been a while since the old thing had gotten her like that. When she was a little kid, the sound had been terrifying. She’d imagined a monster hiding in the machine’s rusty guts, pounding its fist against the metal.


She was twelve now, and she knew better. But she still kind of wished she would find a monster in there when she opened the door. In what had been a pretty boring summer, a monster would be something different. A monster would make things happen.


She lifted the lid. Just ice, just like always.


Becca grabbed the metal scoop and filled the bucket about halfway full, relishing the feel of the cold, damp air on her arms and face. It didn’t often get this hot in Cape Disappointment, even at the tail end of August. Usually the wind off the Pacific Ocean kept the town cool and rainy. But this year, cool and rainy had been replaced by sticky and disgusting, and the poor old machine was barely keeping up.


“Hey! Monster!” Becca said, thumping the machine. “Stop eating all our ice cubes!”


It made another unhappy clunk but didn’t manage any more ice.


On the way back, Becca detoured to the grimy trash bay and gave a soft whistle. Something rustled in the dark, spiderweb-choked recesses at the back of the bay. A fuzzy brown shape scuttled out of the shadows.


The creature in the ice machine might have been all in Becca’s imagination, but the Beach Inn did have a monster, sort of, in the form of the huge, fat tarantula that lived by the dumpsters out back. It had been there as long as Becca could remember, preying on the mice and birds attracted by Becca’s mom’s vegetable garden and lording over the other spiders. She’d looked it up, and she was pretty sure it was a Goliath birdeater, which was supposed to live in the Amazon, so probably it was someone’s escaped pet or something. And it was so big! It was probably Becca’s favorite thing about the motel, although she still slept with the window shut so it couldn’t come inside at night and rest on her face.


It was helpful, too. They never had pest problems. And it was the closest thing Becca had to a pet, so she tried to make sure it was taken care of. She tossed an ice cube onto the cement.


“There you go, girl,” she said. “Cool off a little.”


The spider crawled up to the ice cube to investigate. It wiggled one thick, hairy leg at her. Becca grinned and waved back.


Then she realized what she was doing and felt glad nobody had seen her. Obviously, it wasn’t waving.


She swayed on her feet, suddenly dizzy. She wondered if she was, just possibly, going to faint from the heat. She’d never fainted before, and she was kind of curious what it would feel like. She decided it would probably be better to try it inside, on the carpet, rather than face-first on the pavement.


When she staggered into the little lobby, her mother was at the front desk, watching a plumbing how-to video on the computer. Becca leaned ominously over the guest couch. Okay, now faint.


She didn’t faint.


Aaaaaand… faint!


She was still annoyingly conscious.


“Ohhhhhh!” she wailed and flopped onto the couch anyway. That ought to show her mother how terrible it was to make her only daughter work herself to the point of basically-most-of-the-way-fainting under the blazing sun.


Becca’s mom looked up. “Honey, you’re going to get sweat all over those cushions.”


Becca made a gagging sound and let her tongue hang out of the side of her mouth. Too much? This is more like “dead.” She pulled her tongue back in.


“Becca?”


“I fainted, Mom.”


“Well, unfaint and get the ice into the freezer before it melts. And after that, Room 2 called for some fresh towels—”


“I can’t stand up, Mom! I can’t even move!” Becca flung her arms out dramatically. “I’ve been toiling away all morning, working myself to the bone without a bite to eat or a single drop of water—”


“Nobody said you couldn’t have water!” Becca’s mom said. “Have you not been drinking water?”


“Maybe. I got kind of busy. I guess I forgot.” Also, for most of the morning she’d been pretending she was an orphan and her mother was the cruel orphanage keeper who made her work for crusts of bread, and being thirsty added to the realism.


“For goodness’ sake, drink something before you pass out!” Becca’s mom paused the video and retrieved a bottled water from the kitchen of their little apartment behind the lobby. Becca twisted the cap off and gulped until the plastic sides crumpled in on each other.


“Poor kid. You have been working so hard,” her mother said, trying to tousle Becca’s hair. It was too limp and sweaty to tousle properly, so it just squished. “How about some lunch?”


Becca nodded gratefully, and her mom smiled down at her. A drop of sweat trickled down from her hairline and wended its way through her birthmark.


Rebecca and Barbara Slugg looked a lot alike. Both of them had untidy hair that was black but was really a very dark brown. Both of them had pale skin, green eyes, and long faces. The biggest difference between them was the constellation of dark splotches on Barbara’s right temple, which made her look as if she’d been splattered with ink. Becca’s mother called them the “Slugg spots,” and she was very self-conscious about them.


“You’re lucky, kiddo,” she’d said once. “You’re safe. Only the women in the family get the Slugg spots.”


That had been when Becca was six or seven, before she explained to anyone that she was a girl, so her mother hadn’t been trying to hurt her feelings by saying it. Anyway, Becca probably wasn’t going to have Slugg spots, because it wasn’t like her skin knew she was a girl, either. If she could just explain things like gender to her body and have it listen, a whole lot of stuff would be a whole lot more convenient.


So, Becca didn’t have any Slugg spots, and that honestly wouldn’t have been a big deal. It wasn’t like she even knew any other Sluggs besides her mom. She just wished she hadn’t learned that “Slugg spots” were a thing, because that made them one more part of Girl Club she got to feel left out of.


After two minutes of trying and failing to faint while her mom worked in the kitchen, Becca huffed and peeled herself off the couch, leaving a dark, Becca-shaped sweat angel. She walked back and forth across the lobby, staying in the wonderful column of breeze blasting out of the rotating fan. The wind fluffed her mop of dark curls.


She gazed out the glass front of the lobby, across the parking lot, the highway, and the grayish sand of the beach, and across the expanse of the Columbia River where it met the ocean. Rain clouds hung on the Oregon side. Maybe they would blow up here and cool things down.


“Saaaand-wiches!” Becca’s mom sang while sticking her head out of the kitchen. “I made our favorites, since you’ve been such a great helper around here. I know it’s rough having to work on your last week of summer vacation.”


Becca’s mom’s favorite sandwich was peanut butter and jelly with M&M’s on it. Becca’s favorite was anchovies, Limburger cheese, and kimchi on two thick slices of garlic bread.


That was another difference between the two of them. Becca had never had a sweet tooth. She’d rather eat food you could really taste. Food that made your tongue stand on end.


Becca took a bite of her spicy, strong, deliciously flavorful sandwich and grabbed her phone off the table. She had a text from Sarah Park.


did u ask her yet?


I haven’t had a chance yet, Becca texted back.


dont put it off til its TOO LATE! Sarah texted back, along with a picture of herself as the Ghost of Christmas Future from last year’s fall play. The tattered black robe was less scary than it might have been due to Sarah’s goofy grin and bits of the pink unicorn on her T-shirt showing through. Behind her, Becca could see Mr. Marmolejo, the director, sitting backward on his chair as usual. Maybe he tried a little too hard to be “cool” and “relatable,” but he was probably the nicest teacher in school, and Sarah said being in the play had been the most fun she’d ever had. And that meant something, because Becca had known Sarah since the first grade, and when Sarah had fun, she had FUN.


Sarah’s right, Becca thought. Her mom was in a good mood. And Becca had been helping out all day, proving how mature she was. This was the time to ask.


“So, Mom,” she said, “you know the school does a couple of plays every year, right? Well, this fall, they’re doing The Wizard of Oz, and auditions are this Saturday. It’s okay if I try out, right?”


It was always iffy bringing up after-school activities—any activities, really—with her mother, who had a knack for looking at things that were interesting and seeing things that were dangerous. And right on cue, Becca saw her mom freeze, just for a second, while complications flashed before her eyes.


“Oh, honey…” Her mom frowned. “It’s just—I have so much stuff to fix around here, and if you don’t come home on the bus, I’d have to pick you up.”


“No, you won’t.” Becca parried. “Rehearsal’s only twice a week. And Sarah’s going to try out, too, and everybody who auditions gets a part for sure. It’s a school rule. That’s why Little Shop of Horrors had five trees and eight Ronettes last spring, Mom! And Sarah said her dad said I could get a ride home with them after, so I’ll still be able to help out and do my homework and everything. And Mr. Marmolejo even asked me last year to audition! He practically promised me the best part.”


“The lead…,” her mother fretted. “It’s so much attention.”


“That’s okay, I love attention!” Becca said.


“Well, that’s true.” Her mother sighed. “If you’re really comfortable with it—”


“Thanks, Mom!” Becca said. She let herself relax. That had gone surprisingly smoothly.


“Just don’t be too disappointed if you don’t get Dorothy, honey, okay?” Her mother patted her hand. “A lot of kids will be going for the lead. There’s no shame in being a Munchkin.”


“Oh, I’m not trying out for Dorothy,” Becca said. “I’m—”


She remembered too late that she’d already resolved not to bring this part of it up until she was good and committed, then tried to shut her mouth.


“For what?” her mother asked.


“Okay, don’t freak out, but I was going to go for the Wicked Witch of the West.”


“Becca—”


“You get less lines than Dorothy does, but it’s way more fun!” Becca blurted. “And Mr. Marmolejo said my cackle was perfectly malevolent!”


“Honey, why on earth would you want to be a witch?” Becca’s mom’s forehead wrinkled.


“Why wouldn’t I?” Becca shot back. “It’s fun, Mom. And, look, I know you have a thing about witches, but it’s not, like, necromancy or anything—it’s Wizard of Oz! It’s from the olden days!”


Becca’s mom had always been a little weird about witchcraft. It wasn’t about religion, like it was for some kids’ parents. And it wasn’t that she had any problem with Becca doing girly things—last Halloween, she hadn’t wanted to get Becca a witch’s hat for her costume but was fine with her dressing as a mermaid. She just really didn’t like witches.


“Honey, I just—I hate thinking of you seeing yourself that way.” Becca’s mom put her hands on Becca’s shoulders. “You’re not a bad person. You’re my sweet, wonderful kid.”


“Mom, it’s—it’s a play. It’s pretend.”


Her mother had nothing and she knew it, but she wasn’t going to let this go. “Becca, this is very visible,” she countered. “You know you have to be more careful than the other kids about calling attention to yourself.”


Becca could feel her frustration sparking and catching fire. Oh, so it was that again. It was always that. Ever since she’d come out to her mom, there had been nonstop worrying about where she was going and who she was talking to and was she absolutely sure she was perfectly safe at all times? It was exhausting. She didn’t need to be reminded every day that there were people who had it out for trans kids. She knew.


And that’s before you got into her mom’s other hang-ups. Going into town? Watch out for kidnappers! Taking a shortcut through the woods? Watch out for bears! Staying home and watching a movie? It better not be Wicked or Hocus Pocus or even Kiki’s freaking Delivery Service, because those have witches, and witches are bad people who would give her nightmares.


“Mom, I really want this. Please let me do it.”


Becca’s mom twisted her fingers. “Can’t you be the lion or something? The lion is fun.”


“But I want to be the witch!” Becca said. The Wicked Witch was cool, and she’d be good at it, and she was so tired of her mother’s weird little freak-outs over nothing.


“Honey, I’m just not comfortable with that.”


“You’re not comfortable with anything,” Becca snapped, “which is why you don’t do anything!”


Her mother flinched.


That was mean, part of Becca’s brain told her. Also, you’re blowing all your maturity points.


But why shouldn’t she blow them? The answer was already no. Being “mature” was getting her exactly nowhere, so why not say what she really thought?


“You have nothing going on! You don’t go anywhere! You’re scared of everything!” She seethed. “So you just—sit here, being boring, and trying to make me just as boring as you are!”


“I’m sorry,” Becca’s mom said, looking miserable. “Sometimes part of being a grown-up is doing what’s safe, instead of what’s ‘interesting.’”


“But, Mom—”


“Becca, I’m getting a stomachache. I’m not talking about this anymore.”


And she left. She just left the way she always did, walked right out of the apartment and back to work as if nothing had happened. She never yelled or got angry herself, even if you got angry with her (and that meant if you did get angry with her, you had to feel awful about it afterward, even if you were right).


It was impossible to win an argument with Becca’s mom because she’d just pull in her head like a turtle and quit talking to you. Usually while getting a stomachache or (Becca sometimes suspected) pretending she was getting a stomachache.


That left Becca shivering with anger and with nowhere to let it out. She wanted to break something. She wanted to throw something.


She picked up the sandwich.


And then you’ll have a big mess, and you won’t have a sandwich, and Mom will just think you’re a gigantic baby.


She put the sandwich back on the plate.


Why did her mother have to be such a timid little noodle? She called it being a “grown-up,” but there was nothing about being an adult that said you could never do anything interesting ever again. Lots of adults did cool stuff. The internet was full of them. The problem wasn’t adulthood—it was Becca’s mom and her broken fun gland.


I’m glad I’m not like that, Becca thought, and she wondered again where the part of her that was so dramatic and emotional and hungry for things to happen came from. It sure wasn’t from her father’s side of the family. There was anger in them, but it was a cold, quiet anger, not like Becca’s, which bubbled up hot whenever the world tried to tell her she couldn’t do something she wanted or be something she was. And yet somehow the combination of her parents had produced Becca, a non-boring, actually interesting person, and now her mom was trying to fix that. Becca hated trying to be fixed.


She couldn’t be in the play, a freaking middle school play, because it would make her too visible. That was how her mother had put it.


Well, what kind of person wanted to be invisible?


I wish something would happen around here, Becca thought, scowling down at her sandwich.


And then:


I wish I could meet wherever my being-interesting genes came from.


And finally, with another hot plume of anger:


I wish my mom would just shut up and do what I ask her for once!


Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the air crackled. It felt magical, as if, in this moment, all of her wishes might come true.


So why did she have this terrible sense of dread in the pit of her stomach?
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Sister


Becca heard the bell over the lobby door jingle. She stood up and peered through the vent between the kitchen and lobby. She needed a distraction right now.


The woman who’d just walked in looked like an old-fashioned movie starlet going out incognito. She wore fashionable sunglasses, a chic jacket and slacks, and a scarf that tied down her dark, thick curls. Every bit of her wardrobe was a deep, bottomless black. Her sleek little sports car, parked across all the handicapped spaces, matched her outfit. It was a glistening sliver of darkness, a glazed black hole.


As if the woman had planned it, there was a flicker and a peal of thunder, and the sky exploded into rain.


The woman strode up to the front desk. As she grew closer, Becca’s mother shrank in her seat, until the visitor was looming over her. The woman pulled off her scarf and glasses, tossed her mane of black hair, and smiled.


Becca gasped when she got a good look at the woman’s face. Her features were like a movie star’s, too. The only unusual feature was the elaborate splatter of birthmarks that wended its way up the left side of her face and across her forehead, ink black on pale skin, like the photonegative of a galactic arm. The marks were almost familiar—only these were darker and more numerous than her mother’s, covering more skin with a more detailed pattern.


They were the Slugg spots.


“Hello, Rhubarbara,” the woman purred.


“Malatrice?” Becca’s mother responded in a scared-rabbit whisper.


The woman—Malatrice—stared for a long moment, and then her grin got even wider. She threw her arms wide. “Rhu! It’s been so long! How have you been? I’m so sorry I didn’t call ahead; I seem to have lost your number.”


“I—I didn’t have a phone when I left, Trice—it’s been… decades…”


“Well.” Malatrice laughed. “That would explain that, then, wouldn’t it? Oh, honestly, Rhu, don’t look at me like I’m going to eat you. I’ve just been here and there, all over, reconnecting with family, and thought I might as well pop in and see how you’ve been doing for the last… five, ten… wow, twenty years! Boy, oh boy, you really did just move to the literal edge of nowhere, huh? We’re practically in Kubikiri territory down here.”


“You wouldn’t be here unless—unless something happened.” Becca’s mother sounded a little braver now. “Unless you needed something from me. What is it?”


“Rhu! Really? I can’t just drop in on my own sister? I have to have some ulterior motive?” Malatrice pulled out a golden flask from the inside of her jacket, unscrewed it, and took a gulp.


Becca’s heart pounded in her chest. Sister?


Part of her wanted to run out into the lobby, to find out just what was going on, but another part—a scared-little-animal-instincts part—looked at Malatrice’s smile and said, Danger. Becca drew back, keeping herself out of sight.


“Are we still sisters, then?” Becca’s mom asked.


“Oh, Rhu, we’ve always been sisters! I know, I was a bit of a diva back in the day. I was a child! Is it really fair to hold it over me after all this time?” Malatrice flung out an arm dramatically. Liquid sloshed out of the flask and spattered the floor with murky droplets. “Same old Rhu. You never could let go of the past. It’s time to move on! We’re family!”


“So, you definitely need something from me.”


“I—not necessarily! Maybe I just want to see what kind of life you’ve built for yourself ! Maybe I just want to be proud of my sister for… for… getting a job at a desk, and, and…” Her eyes flicked around the room, searching for anything. “Owning an electric fan, and… putting on so much weight! And shoes on both feet! Matching ones, even! Left, right, the whole package! You’ve really made it, Rhu!”


“Trice…”


“Oh, fiiiiine,” Malatrice groaned. “Honestly! I was going to let it come up organically, but you just had to be all Rhu about it.”


She pulled a leather-bound book from her pocket and let it drop on the counter. It fell open to a page covered in bright-purple chicken scratches.


“What I need is for you to sign this.”


Becca’s mother picked up the book. “What is it?”


“Paperwork. Family stuff. Just give me a signature and you can crawl right on back under your lonely old rock.”


“I’m not lonely—” Becca’s mother began, starting to turn toward the kitchen. She stopped herself and coughed. “I mean, uh. I have the guests. My job.”


“Ooh, a job.” Malatrice snorted. “That sounds fun. Well, you just pop your name right down there, and then you can get back to making other people’s beds and stress eating and all the other wonderful things you’ve filled your happy little existence with. Here, look what I’ve got!”


She reached into her jacket again and brought out a crystal decanter in the shape of an old-fashioned inkwell. She gave it a shake. Purple liquid sloshed against the glass.


“Must be a while since you’ve seen the good stuff, huh?” Malatrice said. She yanked out the stopper, waved the inkwell under her nose, and inhaled. “Mmm.” She sighed. “Chateau d’pain d’épice 1977. Landmark year for violets and indigos. I’ll even let you have a taste afterward. Oh, and don’t worry. I remembered you need a pen.”


“What’s this for?” Becca’s mother asked, turning back a page in the book. Malatrice slapped her hand.


“Ah ah ah, Rhu! None of your business. You’ve made it very clear you don’t care about the family.” Malatrice’s smile froze over. “Just sign.”


“Violet ink is for… oaths and bindings, right? I’m not going to sign something like that without knowing what it is.”


Malatrice huffed. “Look, this is just a technicality. I need the signatures of Great-Grandmother’s entire bloodline and, ugh, I knew you were going to be a great big pounding headache about it.”


“This is for an Ascension, isn’t it?”


“It doesn’t matter—”


“It is! That’s the only thing that has to be unanimous like this. How did you get these signatures? Mother wouldn’t have signed this.”


“She most certainly did. See?”


Becca’s mother looked down at the page. “You wore down Mother? You must have had to throw a tantrum for a solid week.”


“Oh, honestly, why don’t you shut up?!” Malatrice snapped, the last of the false sweetness peeling away from her voice. “It was four days at most. At most! And as if you know anything at all about what’s been going on in our family anyway, you—you underspotted mutant! You’re not even a real witch! Gobbling your sickening human food. Working a desk job!”


At the word witch, Becca gasped. Malatrice, on a roll, didn’t seem to hear her.


“If you ask me, you shouldn’t even count after you left to go play human, but I don’t make the rules yet. Oh, what do you want, Rhu, for me to beg? Isn’t it enough I had to degrade myself like this—to come here, and talk to you—just to get your lousy, rotten little signature?”


Becca’s mother sat up straighter. “Well—w-well, you aren’t getting it.”


“Rhuuuuuu!” Malatrice whined. “Fine, I’m sorry I called you a mutant, okay? Just sign it! Pleeease?”


“No.”


“But it doesn’t even matter to you!” Malatrice stomped her foot. “Everyone else signed it!”


“Well, ‘everyone else’ made a huge mistake, then.” Becca’s mother dropped the book back on the table. “Putting you in charge would be a disaster. I’m never signing this.”


Malatrice stepped back, her green eyes flashing and her nostrils flaring. The thunder smashed again, muffled only slightly by the sheets of rain.


“Oh, yes, you will,” she snarled. “I asked nicely. I gave you a chance. But there’s more than one kind of binding, Rhu.”


She lifted the inkwell to her lips, tilted her head back, and gulped greedily. A thick violet sheen the same color as the ink slid over her long and formerly jet-black fingernails.


“Trice—”


“Oh, would you just shut up and do what you’re told?” Malatrice shouted.


She dropped the inkwell and began waggling her fingers, up and down, back and forth. At first, Becca couldn’t figure out what she was doing. Then she saw the words taking shape beneath Malatrice’s fingers—sheets of them, made of thin strands of liquid ink, hanging in the air.


“Trice, please, there are humans around! Someone could get hurt! Let’s just talk about—”


“We’re done talking,” Malatrice growled. Letters and words and paragraphs and complicated diagrams spewed from her fingertips. Her fingers were moving so fast, the ink coming from them didn’t even look like writing—more like pages spilling out of a printer. But the shapes weren’t all rectangles, the way paper pages would have been. There were triangles and lines and three-dimensional mazes of ink, some in a deep-plum purple, some in a dusky lavender, and some in every shade of purple in between. In the middle of it all, two large circles were taking shape and surrounding her mother like the rings of Saturn.


“If someone sees you, they’ll run for help.…” Becca’s mother turned her head, again, just barely, toward where Becca was hiding.


Becca understood what her mother meant, but she couldn’t move. Her mind was whirling with everything she’d heard.


Human? Witch? It couldn’t mean what it had sounded like, because it sounded like Malatrice was saying that she—and Becca’s mother—were—were—


If it had just been Malatrice, she could have believed it, especially with those curtains of glistening ink taking shape in front of her eyes. It was hypnotizing, watching Malatrice’s work. It was scary, but it was beautiful, too.


Then Malatrice struck like a snake, lunging through a gap in the cascade of words, her teeth bared as her hands darted forward, clawlike, streaming ink like jet trails. Becca’s mother put up her hands to shield herself.


“All you can do, Rhu,” Malatrice huffed, “is slow me down, but without any magic of your own, you can’t—”


She slashed one hand to the right, leaving streaks in the air, and Becca’s mother’s arm jerked back. Papers and pads of sticky notes flew off the desk.


“—stop—”


She sliced left, knocking back the other arm. There was an ugly popping noise.


“—ME!”


She pushed forward, and Becca’s mother staggered back. The back of her head slammed against the vent, inches from Becca’s nose. A pop of green light flickered in the purple glow, and Becca jerked away, blinking.


Malatrice leapt over the desk and clapped her hands on either side of her sister’s face. Becca’s mother cried out as the circles of text irised in, then closed on her with a wet slap.


“THERE!” Malatrice released her prey, kicked a fallen wastebasket across the room, and stalked into the middle of the lobby, straightening her disheveled clothes. She stood there for a moment, breathing heavily and muttering something to herself.


“Okay. Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I’m good. I’m good. I’m nice and calm. Now, Rhubarbara, did that work? Answer me.”


Becca’s mother held herself like a puppet dangling lazily from loose strings. “Yes,” she said, in a dull, thick voice.


“Good. Here’s the ink. Here’s a pen. Now sign. The. Book.”


Becca’s mother dipped the pen in the well and wrote out a signature.


“Wonderful,” Malatrice said. “Now go to sleep forever.”


Becca watched as her mother collapsed bonelessly, tumbling over the desk and sprawling onto the carpet.


Malatrice looked down at the unconscious woman. She snatched the scarf off the floor where it had fallen and tied it back into place over her disheveled hair. She smiled.


Then she held out her hand again and frowned at her nails, which were once again black. She shook the well and frowned.


“Do you know how expensive that stuff was?” she snarled. She kicked her sister in the side, hard. Becca winced at the sound.


Malatrice pulled back her pointy high-heeled shoe, ready to kick again, when she stopped. “What…,” she said dreamily. “What is that?”


She turned to the kitchen and licked her lips.


“What smells so good?”


Becca’s mind was racing, tying together connections. This woman was, somehow, a witch, a real genuine witch, and what did witches eat in fairy tales? Her blood froze. Children.


“Oh, yes,” Malatrice said, approaching the kitchen door. “Something in here smells… mmm… delicious.”


Becca ducked under the table. Please don’t smell me, she pleaded. Please don’t smell me, please don’t smell me!


“It’s here sooooomewhere,” Malatrice singsonged. “Where are you, you tasty little morsel?”


Her legs stopped right next to Becca. “Aha! Here’s where you’re hiding!”


Becca squeezed her eyes shut, hoping it would be over quickly.


The seconds stretched out.


When she dared to open her eyes again, Malatrice was nowhere to be seen. Slowly, carefully, Becca crept out from under the table.


Her sandwich was gone.


Cautiously, she peered through the vent. Malatrice was standing at the door, Becca’s sandwich in her hand, looking out at the torrential downpour.


“Why did you do this?” she muttered to herself. “You knew you had to go back out again.”


She didn’t see me! Becca thought. It seemed impossible—there wasn’t even a tablecloth or anything—but Malatrice hadn’t noticed her. She must be almost as wild about those sandwiches as I am.


Becca ducked back down until she heard the door open and shut, then the roar of an engine. Almost at once, the rain stopped, like someone had turned off a faucet.


Her knees went weak with relief. Then she remembered her mother. She rushed into the lobby to find her still sprawled on the floor.


“Mom!” she cried, almost afraid to touch her. She knelt down. “Mom, are you okay?”


She remembered Malatrice’s words. Go to sleep forever.


Becca looked at her mother. Her cheeks still bore Malatrice’s inky handprints. Her eyes were closed. She was so, so still.


“Mom,” Becca sniffled, nudging her mother. “Mom, please, Mom, wake up.”


Her mother’s eyes flicked open.


“Mom?” Becca said, blinking back tears. “Are—are you okay?”


Her mother just sat there, staring forward. She didn’t look at Becca or give any indication she had heard.


“Say something, Mom!”


“Something,” her mother said flatly.


“You’ll have to think of smarter commands than that,” someone said in Becca’s ear.
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