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            The Trouble with Triplets

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Set during the start of the school year; “Clara Thorn, the witch that was found” takes place at the end of this same school year.

      

      

      “I’ll start breakfast. Eggs?” Harriett asked as the triplets filed down the stairs into the kitchen.

      “And toast,” Idalia replied. “I’ll get that. No bacon, though.”

      “I don’t think we have any anyway,” Johanna noted. “I’ll start coffee.”

      The three girls spread out through the spacious kitchen. They were wearing their school uniforms, skirts neatly pressed and shirts carefully tucked-in. Their sole concession to the rest of the world were the headbands set neatly into their meticulously brushed, deep-red hair: today, Harriett wore one of dark blue, Idalia a medium sapphire, and Johanna a light azure. Without those headbands, it was impossible to tell the girls apart.

      “Since when did Mom and Dad let you drink coffee?”

      The girls froze in place, their heads pivoting to the archway that led to the living room. “Ben!” Harriett said brightly, her hand still on the refrigerator door. “You were out late last night, weren’t you?”

      Their older brother, second-oldest of their seven older brothers, grinned. “I was,” he admitted, running a hand through his thick, unruly red hair. “And—“

      “What was her name?” Idalia asked in a falsely sweet tone.

      “—it’s none of your business,” Ben continued, his grin widening. “But if you can agree to orange juice instead of coffee, I’ll take care of cooking breakfast for you.”

      The triplets’ gazes quickly converged and they came to a silent agreement, walking around to the granite island counter, pulling out three stools in a coordinated action, and climbing up into them. “Butter on my toast, please,” Harriett said.

      “There’s strawberry jam in the back,” Idalia added.

      “And orange marmalade on mine,” Johanna said.

      “My wish is your command,” Ben said, strolling over to the refrigerator. He opened it, peering inside. “Uh. Maybe not. I don’t see any eggs. Do we have the liquid ones?”

      Again, the girls exchanged quick glances. “I don’t think so,” Idalia said. “But...” Ben was still poking around inside the fridge, and Harriett gave her sister a quick nod.

      “But what?” Ben asked.

      ”Tháinig an ubh ar dtús,” Idalia said in a quiet voice. Harriett’s eyes sparkled as Johanna snickered. “They’re right here,” she said more loudly.

      “Right—“ Ben turned around, his expression tightening into a frown as he saw the carton of eggs on the counter. “What did you do?”

      “What do you mean?” Harriett said innocently.

      “Did you summon those? From a store? Tell me you summoned them.”

      “They haven’t taught us that,” Idalia muttered.

      ”They haven’t taught you anything,” Ben countered, his tone severe. He tapped the eggs. “You’re in eighth year, you—“

      “It’s seventh grade,” Johanna interrupted. “We’re in the USA, you know, and—“

      “It’s eighth year at Linginbaum’s, you’ve only just gotten your magic, and you’re not meant to be using it in the Ordinary. That’s what the bindings on the school are for. And if they haven’t taught you summoning, which I know for a fact they haven’t, then where did you get these eggs?”

      The triplets’ faces simultaneously fell into sulky scowls. “Abe left a book when he was here last week,” Johanna mumbled.

      “Abe is off studying—oh, for pity’s sake, just tell me what you used!” Heat had crept into their brothers’ voice, and the girls knew it would simply get worse unless they calmed him down.

      “The book was  Magia proscriptus,” Idalia said.

      “Magia—good grief, do you even know what that means?”

      “It’s Latin,” Harriett muttered, looking down at the countertop.

      “I know it’s bloody Latin,” Ben snapped. “It means proscribed magic. Magic you’re not supposed to do. You used the chicken-and-egg one, didn’t you? The egg came first?” Three slow nods. “Ugh.” Ben exhaled sharply, calming himself. “Almost everything in that book is bad magic. It’s one thing to just translocate a carton of eggs from the corner store to here, and it is entirely a different thing to create eggs out of thin air. In a carton, no less.”

      “We couldn’t have done just the eggs,” Johanna argued. “They’d have rolled off the counter.”

      “Rolled—come on, girls,” Ben said, forcing himself to remain calm. “You know this. Magically speaking, what are the eggs—and the carton—made of?”

      The triplets were silent for a moment as they thought about it. “Matter?” Harriett guessed.

      “Matter. And how did the magic create this matter out of thin air?”

      “Energy?” Johanna said.

      “Energy. And where did that energy come from?” Three silent stares. “Yeah, exactly. But it has to come from somewhere. Conservation of energy applies to magic, too. Aren’t you getting into physics in Ordinary school?” Three heads shook back and forth. “Of course not. So actual creation magic, which is what most of Proscriptus is, creates an energy imbalance. Let that imbalance get large enough and something will explode. Or implode, I’ve honestly never been clear on which. But the point is to not do it.”

      Ben’s eyes tracked slowly from one girl’s face to the next, back and forth, until all three slouched on their stools and nodded sullenly.

      “Sorry,” Idalia mumbled.

      He exhaled more slowly this time, and nodded. “Fine. Although—honestly, that’s a big piece of magic even for an adult, and never minding the fact that your magic is supposed to be bound. How did you guys pull that off?”

      He watched as the girls quickly exchanged another glance. He and his brothers often swore that they could communicate telepathically. “We can only do it when we’re together,” Johanna admitted. “We all have to be thinking the same thing.”

      Ben blinked several times as he processed that. “You’re going to be almighty terrors when the next term at Linginbaum’s starts,” he said with a sigh. Then he picked up the carton of eggs. “But I guess we might as well use these now that they’re here.”

      The conversation drifted into small talk as Ben moved efficiently around the kitchen, frying up eggs and feeding slices of bread into the toaster. He, the girls noted, was perfectly welcome to use his magic, since he’d graduated two years ago. Crocks of butter, jam, and marmalade drifted from fridge to countertop, toast arranged itself on a plate, and silverware snaked out of its drawer to settle in front of each girl. In just minutes, they each had a plate of steaming, scrambled eggs, a piece of toast slathered in the condiment of their choice, and a cold glass of orange juice before them.

      The girls dug in.

      “Why is there no bacon?” another male voice asked.

      “Carlton!” the triplets exclaimed in unison, carefully shouting around mouthsful of egg. Carlton gave them a small wave. He looked terrible, his thick shock of red hair even more unruly than usual, his clothes disheveled and wrinkled, and the beginnings of dark bags clinging to the skin below his eyes.

      “When did you arrive, dear brother?” Ben asked, crunching his toast.

      “Far too early this morning, truth be told. And took the wrong Border, to boot—thought I was coming directly here, to the alley, but found myself in San Antonio. I was just awake enough to translocate myself here, find an empty bedroom, and collapse. I’d have loved,” he added, an insincere frown turning down the corners of his mouth, “to have slept in.”

      “I thought you were starting post-graduate?” Ben asked.

      “Is there coffee?” Carlton asked, wrinkling his nose at the glasses of juice. “And I am. Well, I will be. Apparently, even an assistant teaching position at Linginbaum’s begins on the bottom rung.”

      “Meaning?” Ben asked. The triplets’ eyes grew wide.

      “I’m starting as a classroom assistant in an Ordinary school.”

      “No,” Harriett whispered.

      “Oh yes, sister mine. At your very school, on this very day. Although not in any of your classes, as near as I can figure out. I’ll be with the seniors.”

      “Promise you won’t even look at us,” Idalia implored. “If the others find out our brother is on the faculty...” She trailed off, the potentially disastrous social outcomes to severe to voice.

      “Give me no reason to,” Carlton replied with a grin. “So how is school going? Having fun?”

      “Ordinary school isn’t about fun,” Harriett grumbled. “At best, it’s about having decent air conditioning. I don’t know why we couldn’t have gone to Ordinary in Boston or something.”

      “Because there’s still too much Paladin activity back east,” Ben replied. “You know that. Vegas is just safer. And the binding magic takes better to older buildings, and a lot of the really old schools back east have been knocked down. Although clearly,” he added sardonically, nodding toward the empty pan in which he’d made the eggs, “the binding magic here leaves a lot to be desired. I’ll swing by after work today and have a look at it. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed anything peculiar, magic-wise?”

      “There’s a new girl in class,” Johanna said thoughtfully, earning a black stare from Harriett. “What?” she asked with a shrug. “Just because you don’t like her.”

      “It’s not that I don’t like her,” Harriett snapped, spearing another chunk of egg with her fork.

      “You’re only a week into the semester,” Ben said. “How can you know if you like her or not, if she’s new? I assume she’s a transfer?”

      Idalia nodded. “Yeah. Just yesterday. They didn’t say where from. But she’s... odd.” Harriett nodded enthusiastically as she chewed.

      “Odd how?” Carlton asked with some concern, flashing a look at Ben. It wasn’t unheard-of for Paladins to use children to try and track down witches; anything odd in the Ordinary was to be carefully examined and avoided, a fact their parents had thoroughly instilled in them.

      All three girls paused for a moment, staring at their brother as they thought. He stared back, suddenly unnerved at the intensity of their identical, blue-eyed gazes.

      “I think she’s a witch,” Harriett finally said.

      Idalia nodded. “But your eyes kind of... slide off her.”

      “She doesn’t smell magic,” Johanna added.

      Ben cocked an eyebrow. “Smell?”

      Johanna blushed. “You know what I mean. Witches all have a... smell.”

      “A smell like Underhill,” Idalia agreed. “That ocean smell, only without the salt.”

      “Ah.” Ben had never personally smelled anything of the sort on another witch, other than maybe sweat after a good game of football, but the triplets’ perceptions had always been a bit unusual. “So if she’s a witch, did you say something to her?”

      “Like what, ‘hi, we’re witches, are you one too?’” Harriett mocked.

      “Obviously not, but you could try and get to know her.” Carlton nodded agreement.

      Three sets of eyes bored into Ben’s at the suggestion. “She’s weird,” Idalia said slowly.

      “She makes my skin itch,” Johanna added thoughtfully.

      Ben looked at her in surprise. “I thought you were the nice one.”

      Johanna shrugged. “I don’t dislike her. We don’t even know her. But she does make my skin itch.”

      “She’s probably terrified of being in a new town, in a new school, with you three monsters hanging around.”

      “She’s going to get bullied,” Johanna said matter-of-factly. “She doesn’t fit in.”

      “Big argument for her being a witch,” Ben pointed out.

      All three girls shook their heads in unison. “No. Okay, maybe,” Johanna allowed as Ben opened his mouth to object. “But there’s still just something... off.”

      “Ah.” Far be it from him to try and convince his sisters of anything they’d already made up their minds about. “I suppose so long as you’re not doing the bullying.”

      “We’d never,” Idalia said fiercely. Her head swiveled back and forth as she exchanged another rapid glance with her sisters. “But I guess we can keep an eye on her.”

      “And I’ll keep an eye on you,” Carlton promised.

      “She’s poor, too,” Johanna said sadly.

      “Poor?” Ben asked. “What do you mean?”

      “She turns left out of the school,” Harriett explained. “She lives in one of the old houses Downtown. Everyone else turns right, to get on a bus. Or in a car. Like us.”

      Ben frowned. “An argument against her being a witch, I suppose. I’ve never met a witch who was poor in the Ordinary.” He shook his head, dispelling a sudden and inexplicable sense of foreboding that seemed to creep around his neck. “Anyway. How are your classes? Mom was asking.”

      “Where are they?” Idalia asked.

      “Mom and Dad? In the New York house, right now. Business. They said they’d see you this weekend in Underhill.”

      “You wanted the place to yourself,” Harriett teased.

      “I’ll admit it will be nice not to have the three of you banging around the place,” Ben teased back. “But seriously, how are classes?”

      Idalia sighed. “History, ugh. Math, ugh. English, meh.”

      “At least they dropped gym this year,” Johanna noted.

      “But we have that creepy Health class with that creepy teacher,” Harriett added. “He makes my skin crawl.”

      “But it’s only a week in,” Idalia finished with a sigh. “Right now, it’s getting to know the teachers, figuring out how they’re going to work, assuring them that we didn’t forget everything over the summer.”

      “Harriett did,” Johanna said in a mock whisper.

      “You shut up,” Harriett said, although there was no force in it. “You just—“

      They all fell silent as a loud, resounding thud echoed through the house. Ben and Carlton turned toward the front of the house.

      “That was the real door,” Idalia said. She and her sisters pushed themselves off of their stools and began moving as a group toward the front door of the house. Carlton shrugged and started poking through a drawer full of coffee pods.

      “I’ll get it,” Ben said, pushing his way in front of them. He hurried down the long hallway, its walls filled with portraits and framed artwork. He held his eye up to the peephole his parents had installed in the front door. “It’s a Girl Scout,” he said. He turned to the girls. “Did you order cookies?”

      Three heads shook a “no.”

      “Wonder what she wants, then.” He turned back and hauled the door open. “Can I help—ah. Cookies.” He’d missed the wagon piled high with boxes of expensive fundraising cookies.

      “Can we get some Thin Mints?” Johanna whispered loudly.

      “Samoas,” Harriett added.

      “Are those the coconut ones? No way,” Idalia objected.

      “I’m out of Samoas anyway,” the Girl Scout said. Harriett frowned at her prissy tone. “I have Trefoils—“

      “Dry,” Harriett said.

      “—Toffee-tastic—“

      “I require gluten to live,” Harriett snapped. Idalia hit her sister on the shoulder.

      “—Do-si-dos—“

      “Peanut butter is disgusting unless it’s on a sandwich with jelly.”

      “—Lemon-Ups—“

      “I’ll get fortune cookies if I want inane phrases.”

      The Girl Scout was clearly becoming annoyed, but she’d been trained to stick with it. Sensing a sale, she plowed ahead, speaking quickly so Harriett couldn’t interrupt. “Raspberry Rally and Adventurefuls.”

      “Oooo,” Johanna cooed. “What’s a Raspberry Rally?”

      “They’re like Thin Mints, but with raspberry flavor instead.”

      “And the other one?” Idalia was now craning her neck, trying to see past Ben and the Girl Scout to examine the boxes in the wagon.

      “They’re softer, like brownies, and they have a caramel cream topping.”

      “Cream,” Harriett asked, her voice now dripping with false sweetness, “or crème?”

      The Girl Scout’s face scrunched in confusion.

      “Never mind,” Idalia said, pushing her way next to Ben in the doorway. “We’ll have a Thin Mints, a Raspberry, and the caramel one.”

      “I don’t actually have any money,” Ben said, humor coloring his tone.

      "Geluk in de zak,” Harriett whispered. A clinking noise accompanied her hand pushing forward between Ben and Idalia. Idalia held out her own hand, and Harriett deposited a pile of coins into it.

      Ben’s jaw clenched.

      “Here you go,” Idalia said, pouring the coins into the Girl Scout’s outstretched hands.

      “You could just use a credit card,” the girl groused as she pocketed the money. She passed over three boxes of cookies and, without further comment, began hauling her wagon down the short walk.

      Ben pushed the door shut with a sigh. “You got that from the book too, didn’t you? What did I just finish telling you?”

      “But we love these cookies,” Johanna said happily as she tore open the box of Thin Mints.

      “You. Cannot. Keep. Doing. That,” Ben said slowly, punctuating each word with a thump of his fist against the door. “I swear, I’ll tell Dad. And that’s enough,” he added, grabbing the three boxes before the girls could get any of the plastic sleeves opened. “Go. You’ll be late for school.”

      “Are you driving us?” Idalia asked.

      “No, I have to leave for work myself.”

      “Are you taking the SUV?”

      “Yes, you three can take the car. Boris should already be in the garage.”

      “Ew,” Harriett complained. “The car smells like feet.”

      “That’s Boris,” Idalia giggled.

      “Just go. You have money for lunch?”

      “It’s on a debit card,” Johanna said, quickly fishing hers from her skirt pocket to show her brother. “We just need to grab our book bags.”

      “Go.”

      The girls quickly rounded up their bags and trooped into the garage, where Boris had indeed gotten the old Camry running. “I can’t believe we still use this car. When was it made, the Eighties?”

      “Late Eighties,” Ben said, walking up behind them. He’d changed into a suit—probably using magic, the girls thought—and grabbed a satchel full of paperwork. “The SUV is only newer because Mom bought it from Japan. You have any idea how hard it is to get vehicles with foamed-aluminum engines, plastic body panels, and titanium frames? That Camry cost quadruple what a normal one would.”

      “Stupid iron,” Idalia sighed as she followed her sisters into the car’s back seat.

      It did smell like feet.

      “Wait for me,” Carlton called. He plopped into the front passenger seat, blowing on a travel mug to cool the coffee inside. He too had somehow become presentable, which in his case was very clearly a work of magic.

      Boris, their parents’ long-serving homunculus, pulled the old car smoothly out of the garage and into the street and turned right toward their school. Ben zoomed out behind them, turning left toward his job on the Strip.

      “Oh, rats,” Harriett said suddenly. “We were supposed to bring a favorite book to English.”

      “We could summon one,” Idalia said.

      “You know we’d be caught, doing that outside the house. The bindings are at least that good.”

      “I can’t believe Ben doesn’t know the house cancels out the bindings,” Johanna mused.

      “Ben’s so caught up in that stupid Ordinary job he forgets half of what he learned in Linginbaum’s,” Harriett groused. “And we never did get the summoning magic right,” she pointed out to Idalia. “Can we get Boris to stop someplace? There’s that book store a couple blocks from school.”

      “It won’t be open this early,” Idalia said. “But you know, we all read that wizard novel. We could… you know.”

      Harriett’s eyes widened in excitement. “You think it would work outside the house?”

      “It’s not actually difficult magic,” Idalia said with a shrug.

      “Do you remember the one to use?”

      “I do,” Johanna offered. “We just have to picture the book cover. Want to do the first one?”

      “It was A Wizard of Earthsea, right?” Idalia asked.

      “Yeah, had the big gold bird on the cover,” Harriett said.

      “Got it?” Johanna asked, squeezing her eyes tightly.

      “Got it,” the other two replied in unison.

      This time, they could feel the magical bindings resisting. The restrictive magic had been laid on them by their parents, preventing them using any of their newly released magic without supervision. That was the intent, at least; the family homes negated the bindings, an indulgence their mother insisted on.

      And something about the triplets’ magic seemed to resist the bindings.

      Their magic coursed over, through, and between them as Johanna directed it between the coils of the bindings. All three of them felt the magic building, swirling, and tensing, until in a sharp voice Johanna commanded, ”Ce tome dont je me souviens!”

      Harriett snorted. “Was that meant to be French?”

      “Your accent is horrible,” Idalia agreed.

      “Bloody French,” Johanna muttered, a curse their Linginbaum’s professors had uttered more than once in their hearing. ”Ce tome dont je me souviens!”

      “Oh, that did it,” Idalia said easily. “But you only got one.”

      “We can share,” Johanna said crossly, opening her eyes and blinking furiously. “That gave me a headache.”

      “It’ll fade,” Idalia assured her. And indeed, the three of them could already feel their magic settling back into themselves, yawning with the effort of pushing through their bindings.

      “Will Ben be able to tell?” Harriett wondered.

      “He couldn’t tell about the eggs until we told him,” Johanna pointed out.

      “Do you think he’s serious about implosions?” Idalia asked.

      “The book didn’t say anything about it,” Harriett said.

      “We skipped the entire introduction,” Johanna reminded her.

      “Still, it seems ridiculous. It’s not creating an energy imbalance, the magic provides the energy. Right?” Her sisters were silent for a long moment. “Well, maybe just for emergencies,” Harriett said in a more subdued tone. Then, more loudly, “This is good, Boris. No sense letting the others see us in this old heap.”

      “You girls,” Carlton sighed, although he didn’t object.

      “You walk a block ahead of us,” Idalia instructed.

      The car slid to a stop alongside a curb, three blocks south of their school. Carlton pushed himself out and began strolling toward the school. The triplets piled out, waited until Carlton was more than halfway to the building, and began walking slowly toward the squat, sturdy-looking red-brick structure. Boris drove off to wherever he spent the day when he wasn’t needed.

      “Gross,” Idalia muttered as they ascended the stone steps and passed through the main entrance. “I hate that feeling.”

      Her sisters murmured a quiet agreement. The exterior of the school, including its windows, walls, and doors, were imbued with magic that was meant to strengthen and reinforce the bindings on any witches that entered the building. The parents and older siblings of any enrolled witches stopped by regularly to empower that magic, ensuring that the newly-born power of their youngsters remained under tight control. Before the bindings had become customary, the girls’ parents had told them, it was not unusual for a new witch’s power to flare up and cause immense damage. These days, such incidents could attract the unwelcome attention of the Paladins, a loose organization of witch-hunters that had re-emerged in the past couple of decades.

      English, History, and Math kept them occupied for the first half of the day, followed by a warm, insipid lunch of something that aspired to be almost pizza-like in nature. Quickly gobbling their two-apiece slices of limp bread and tomato-esque sauce, the girls stepped out into the small courtyard at the school’s back, perching on a wooden bench for the remainder of their free time. It was hot even in the shade, this being Las Vegas in September, but even a moment outside the school building was to be cherished regardless.

      “I wonder what joys await us in Health,” Harriett sighed.

      “Creepster Hansen’s expert views on the human skeleton,” Idalia said after an identical sigh. “Hey,” she added in a quieter voice. “There she is.”

      The triplets looked up and spotted the new girl, her tightly-curled black hair fluffing softly in the warm September air.

      “Danica’s found her,” Johanna said softly.

      “That girl’s an idiot,” Harriett said scornfully. “Remember how she tried to take us down for passing the first quiz in English?” The triplets had simply stared the other girl down, fully aware that their synchronized, blue-eyed, bore-into-your-soul glare could intimidate most fully grown adults. Danica had settled with calling them “weirdos” and stalking off to find less confrontational prey.

      “I feel bad for her,” Johanna whispered. The other two knew she wasn’t talking about Danica.

      “You know, it is hot out,” Harriett mused. “And Danica looks awfully sweaty, doesn’t she?”

      Idalia giggled. “You think we could get it all the way over there?”

      Harriett shrugged. “We’re outside the building. We got it that far the first time we tried it in the back yard.”

      “Wait until the new girl turns away,” Johanna said. “Idalia, you remember this one?”

      “I do indeed,” Idalia said, an uncharacteristic malicious tone coloring her voice. “Oh, there she goes. Ready?” The triplets took each other’s hands. ”Le trempage qui dètend!” she whispered.

      A twist of cool, moist magic sprang from the girls, wound itself into a single stream of power, and then reached.

      “Excellent accent,” Harriett said gleefully.

      A loud scream from across the yard confirmed that Danica was now soaking wet, her hair plastered to her head and face, her school uniform practically steaming in the intense summer heat.

      The bench beneath the triplets seemed to groan slightly, and then settle.

      “Did you feel that?” Johanna asked, scooting forward slightly and turning to look back at the bench. “The bench moved.”

      “I didn’t feel anything,” Harriett said as she stood. “C’mon, His Creepiness will be expecting us.”

      Health, Science, and Art consumed the afternoon.

      “Do you see the SUV?” Harriett asked as the girls strode off the school grounds, turning right outside the main entrance.

      “No, it’s Boris and the Camry again,” Johanna sighed. “I guess it’s better than walking all that way.”

      “I wonder,” Harriett muttered darkly as they set off toward the battered old vehicle. They slid into the back seat and Harriett pulled the door closed behind her. “Home, Jeeves.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for—oh, here he is.”

      “Leaving without me?” Carlton said as he plopped back into the car and fastened his seat belt. “Home Jeeves!” he added cheerfully.

      “I don’t think that works,” Harriett said.

      “We’re ready, Boris,” Idalia said politely after they waited several minutes for the constructed creature to do something. “So literal,” she added under her breath as the car pulled into traffic.

      “I forgot my Math book,” Johanna said as she rooted through her bag. “I must have left it in my locker.”

      “You can borrow mine,” Idalia offered.

      “No, mine had all the answers scribbled in the margins. We’ve four pages of homework tonight, on top of that stupid Art project.”

      “That’s not due for a week,” Harriett said.

      “But Math is due tomorrow. Ce tome dont je me souviens!” Johanna ordered.

      “Oh, much better on the accent,” Harriett complimented her. They all felt their magic crescendo and fade as Johanna’s textbook appeared on her lap.

      “What,” Carlton said sharply, turning in his seat to glare at them, “was that, exactly?”

      “Oops,” Idalia said.

      “Ow,” Johanna complained, reaching up to massage her temples. “Too much. That really hurts now.”

      “Please tell me that was some new summoning that I’ve never heard before, able to be worked even when your powers are allegedly bound?” Carlton said.

      “Um... yes?” Harriett offered.

      “That’s good because it sounded like proscripted creative magic.”

      “Ugh,” Johanna said as she flipped through the book. “He’s right, this is a new one, not mine. No notes.”

      “Dust and damage, girls! You can’t use that stuff! It creates a localized power imbalance!”

      “Is that why my head hurts?” Johanna moaned.

      “We’re almost home,” Idalia pointed out. “There’s aspirin in the pantry.”

      “Emergency,” Harriett said with a chuckle. ”Ein analgetikum, um es zu erleichtern!”

      “Good grief, that’s the one you memorized?” Idalia asked as a bottle of aspirin appeared out of thin air and dropped into Harriett’s hand.

      “Stop it!” Carlton cried. “Seriously, how many times have you already done that?”

      “The medical section was the shortest,” Harriett said defensively, ignoring her brother.

      “I don’t have any water,” Johanna said, accepting the small bottle from her sister. “And do not do what we did to Danica!”

      The car thumped and groaned as Boris failed to miss a small pothole.

      “Don’t!” Carlton yelled.

      “This one’s easier,” Idalia said as if he wasn’t there. Rimani idratato!” A large, glass bottle full of fresh, clear water appeared in her lap. “The kitchen section was the easiest, you know.”

      The car seemed to shudder.

      “Oh, no,” Carlton moaned, unbuckling his seat belt. “Boris—“

      “Boris,” Harriett said crossly, leaning forward. “Be careful where you’re—“

      “Um, Harriett?” Johanna asked, one hand still reaching for the bottle of water. “The windows?”

      The triplets looked and saw that the car’s side windows seemed to be… leaning inward. As they watched, the glass seemed to pull inwards even further.

      “Boris,” Carlton said carefully, gathering his briefcase, ”PULL OVER!”

      The car pulled to the side of the road, coming to a smooth stop. But the body of the car continued to rattle, the plastic panels jittering against one another.

      ”GET OUT!” Carlton ordered. “Boris, you too! Quickly! Get away from the car”

      Boris and Harriett practically fell out of the driver’s side of the car, the homunculus staggering after Harriett as she scrambled into the road, narrowly avoiding being hit by a passing car. Carlton, Idalia, and Johanna burst from the passenger side, Idalia pulling her sister onto the lawn they’d stopped in front of.

      “What’s happening!?” Harriett called from the opposite side of the street.

      “I think it might just—“ Idalia began, turning back toward the car.

      With a crunch and a whump, the car imploded, spontaneously folding itself into a large ball of plastic, vinyl upholstery, and non-ferrous metals. That was followed by the sound of shattered glass slowly chinking to the ground, and then by complete silence.

      A Tesla zipped quietly past, taking no note of the once-Camry.

      Eyes wide, Harriett carefully crossed the street to rejoin her sisters, giving the former vehicle a wide berth and leading Boris by one hand.

      “I saved the water,” Idalia said, limply holding up the bottle.

      “It’s eight miles home,” Harriett sighed. “We’re going to need it.”

      “I think Ben’s going to notice,” Johanna said softly.
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        Set during summer break, before the school year where we first meet Clara Thorn.

      

      

      “Finlay, Liam! Come in out of it, lads, lunch is ready!” The boys’ mother smiled as Finlay made one last attempt to kick the ball past his older brother, who blocked it handily before picking it up.

      “You’re getting closer,” Liam said, patting his brother on the head as they walked slowly toward the little cottage.

      “Think I’ll get on a team next term?” Finlay asked.

      “You need to work on your passing game, if I’m being honest. I know it’s only eighth year, but you know how seriously everyone takes it.” Liam smiled and ruffled Finlay’s hair, but the younger boy frowned. “Ah, c’mon, don’t look like that. Passing is most of the game, not just kicking on the goal.”

      “I guess.”

      “Trust me, we spend more time in practice on passing than we do on kicking goals.”

      Finlay’s eyes sparked with mischief. “Is that why Galway’s the second lowest-ranked team?”

      “Ah! He’s a comedian, this one! You just wait ‘til I tell the lads on the team!”

      Finlay’s eyes widened. “I didn’t mean it! I—“

      “I’m just pulling yer leg, Finlay. Don’t worry, they’ll all be glad to meet you. But seriously, do you want to know the trick of it?”

      “Yes!” Finlay said with excitement.

      The two stopped, and Finlay’s ears pricked with excitement as Liam leaned in with a grin. “Magic.”

      Finlay frowned in confusion. “Magic?”

      “Not actually casting anything, obviously,” Liam said, taking a step back and tossing the ball in the air before catching it again. “You can only use the spells your position is allowed. No, you just gather a bit of your magic, and kind of… focus it. Into your legs, mostly. I do my ankles.”

      Finlay was positive Liam was having him on. “Your ankles.”

      “I’m serious, now. Yes, my ankles. It helps with the passing game, just kind of reinforces you a bit.”

      “I guess.” Finlay didn’t sound convinced.

      “You should try it.”

      Now Finlay’s face tightened into a scowl. “You know I can’t, with—“

      “Ah, the school. Got your magic still bound. Well, you know, any adult can ease that off a bit for you.” Liam’s grin widened.

      “You would?” Finlay asked in a hushed voice.

      Liam squinted his eyes a bit as he focused on his brother. Finlay felt a cool, gentle flow of magic as the school’s magic-blocking bindings were slightly loosened. “There,” Liam said when he was finished. “Now don’t go flaming up the countryside and all, but at least now you can have a bit more to play with. So look, all you’ll do is—“

      “Ah, c’mon boys. Enough of football for now. Come eat.” Both boys jumped, so focused had they been on their discussion. They jogged the rest of the way to the cottage, and their mother stood out of the doorway and patted their backs as they wedged through the home’s tiny front door.

      “I still can’t believe all this, Ma,” Liam said as they walked down the hallway.

      “Took ages, but your sister’s a right hand with the magic,” their mother said proudly.

      And with good reason: from the outside, the little cottage didn’t look like it could hold more than four people, and even they would have to be dear friends to put up with the closeness. Inside was an entirely different story. The hallway was big enough for those four people to walk abreast and not brush the walls, and it led to an almost dizzying array of well-appointed rooms. They passed a formal sitting room just right inside the front door, with a spacious coat closet to the left. Past that was an immense kitchen, a dining room that could comfortably seat a dozen, and a bathroom that wouldn’t have fit inside the cottage’s physical footprint. Past that was a comfortable family room, followed by a half-dozen bedrooms, each with its own bathroom and walk-in closet. “Not that the old layout was cramped or anything, but Bridget has for certain spruced it up a bit!”

      “Seems like overkill,” Liam remarked. “What with it just you and Da and Finlay during breaks.”

      “Well, it cost nothing but your sister’s cleverness and a pile o’ magic,” Ma replied with the wave of a hand. “Although she’d a mind to install some of those contraptions the school is so taken with. Had a class on the making of them last semester, it seems.”

      “They’re helpful as all for dishes,” Liam said.

      “Well your Da put his foot down. Doesn’t hold with it, nor do I, and he couldn’t stand the idea of those brass pipes running this way and that. Ruins the charm of the place, he says, and I couldn’t disagree.”

      “When’s Da home?” Liam asked as they stepped into the kitchen. He and Finlay hopped onto stools at the expansive island counter, where two steaming bowls of shepherd’s pie were already waiting.

      “Just before dinner, as usual,” Ma replied as she began puttering around on the other side of the island, wiping dishes and putting utensils away. “Long weekend, though, as he wanted to spend some time before you’re back off on your travels.”

      “We’re actually in Galway for a good bit,” Liam said as he tucked into his lunch. “Season doesn’t start until October.”

      “Why can’t they have summer games?” Finlay groused as he blew on a spoonful of gravy-laden mash to cool it. “I never get to see you play.”

      “I actually meant to speak to you about that when your Da comes home, Finlay,” Ma said slowly. Finlay looked up expectantly. “What would you think about going to Linginbaum’s full time, from now on? You’d have more—“

      “Yes!” Finlay cried, his face lighting up with joy. “Are you serious?”

      Ma chuckled. “Aye, I’ve spoken with the Headmaster. You’re doing well enough in your Ordinary studies that he feels you could keep it going there, instead of going to Ordinary school for half the year. And since Linginbaum’s observes all the Underhill holidays, you’d be able to come back for at least a few of your brother’s games.”

      “That would be amazing!”

      “Then I guess,” Liam said with a wide smile, “I might as well give this to you now.”

      “Give me what?”

      ”Ghairm an bronntanas!” Liam ordered. A burst of glimmering lights accompanied the arrival of an intricately wrapped box, bound with an equally intricate bow.

      “A puzzle bow?” Finlay asked, his eyebrows scrunching.

      “The paper, too,” Liam said gleefully. “The goal is to get it all undone without tearing anything.”

      Finlay looked doubtful. “I don’t know...” Then he looked to Ma, who was grinning widely. “Wait, can I...”

      Her smile widened even further. “I don’t see as to why not. You’ve your magic now, and you’re in the house, no?”

      Finlay’s eyes widened in delight. “I know the one, too! It’s from the primer you got me for Winterfest!”

      “Read that cover to cover already?” Liam teased. Finlay blushed. None of his siblings had been particular scholars, focused as they’d all been on sports. “No, I’m teasing,” Liam assured him. “You’ll outdo us all. Go ahead, now.”

      Finlay turned his gaze to the package, his entire expression tightening as he concentrated. ”Go réiteofar an puzal seo agus an t-ábhar atá léirithe anois, go mbeadh beannachtaí laistigh agus mo bhuíochas go maith agus go n-aithneach!” he recited quickly.

      A loud pop made everyone jump, and Finlay immediately blushed a bright crimson.

      “Oh, and well done, that,” Ma said approvingly, acting as if the pop hadn’t happened. “You’ve worked on your accent!”

      “And don’t worry about the popping,” Liam assured him, patting him on the back. “When I was first starting it was the smell of rotten eggs.”

      “Oh, I remember!” Ma laughed. “We made you practice in a shed for fear of never getting the smell out of the curtains! No, I’ll take your pops any day, lad!”

      Finlay grinned as his magic rapidly disentangled the intricate ribbon and unfolded the wrapping paper without a single tear. As the trimmings fell away, a plain, white cardboard box was revealed. Finlay quickly pulled the top away and gasped. “Liam!”

      “It’s one from the team’s official stocks, not a shop,” Liam said proudly. “Bit early for your birthday, but if you’ll be coming to my games I’ll need you properly dressed.”

      From the box, Finlay withdrew a football jersey. It was emblazoned with the name and logo of Liam’s professional Wizard’s Rules team, the Galway Gryphons. ADDINGTON stretched from shoulder to shoulder across the back, above a large 12, Liam’s number. “It’s grand! Thank you so much!”

      “And that’ll stay here,” Ma said in a mock-stern voice. “I’ll not trust it to whatever Bavarian laundry nonsense that school is still using!”

      “Actually—“ Liam began, but he was interrupted by a loud, abrasive clanging noise that seemed to fill the entire house. “What in heck, Ma?” he exclaimed. Finlay had already clapped his hands over his ears.

      “Oh, it’s the pest alarm,” Ma shouted over the din. ”Teachtaireacht faighte, stuáil anois í!” she ordered, and the clanging ended at once, leaving three sets of ears still ringing.

      “Pest alarm?” Liam said too loudly, still struggling to hear himself.

      “Aye, Bridget thought it best. We’ve been inundated by Beacha Bréagach all summer, tearing out flowers and driving off the true bees. Even got into the neighbors’ properties. Mrs. O’Connor’s roses have suffered to no end.” She wiped her hands on a towel and tucked it into a pocket. “I’ll see them banished back to Underhill,” she said marching off.

      “Ma,” Liam said, hurriedly sliding off his stool, “those are dangerous insects. How’d they get into the Ordinary anyway?”

      “I’ve no idea, but I’ll not lose more of my lilies to the little monsters. You’re welcome to come and help.” She stalked down the hallway toward the front door, Liam and Finlay in close pursuit.

      She threw open the door to a black cloud of buzzing, oversized insects. ”Díbirt!!” she cried flinging a hand before her. A flash of blue light cleared a cone-shaped space before her as a swath of magical false-bees disappeared. She stepped through the entrance and began thrusting her outstretched arm in random directions. ”Díbirt! Díbirt! Díbirt!” she ordered, each time clearing a cone of insects from the sky.

      But even as she did so, more simply filled in to take their place, forming an angry cloud around the three of them. Finlay quickly closed the cottage door behind him, and he, Ma, and Liam stood back-to-back amidst the swarm.

      “That’s not sending them to Underhill, Ma,” Liam yelled over the din. “You need a Border or a false-ring to do that! You’re just pushing them away a few yards!  Sciath agus a chosaint!” he added, causing a tall cylinder of green light to surround them. The false-bees began bouncing off of the shield, sending bright green sparks skittering along its surface. “That won’t hold forever. Should we call for help?”

      “There’s a book!” Finlay said. “We read about it last semester. Management of Magical Pests and Pertubations, I think.”

      “Oh, I remember that one. English author, wasn’t it? Bishop? Burgess?”

      “Burke!”

      “If it’s a standard textbook, they should have it in the shop in the village,” Ma said. “Oh, they’re on the daisies, boys!”

      “Bright blue cover,” Finlay told Liam.

      ”Íosluchtaigh leabhar a lorg agus a fhios agam,” Liam said.

      “The French is quicker,” Finlay mumbled.

      “Perish the thought, child,” Ma said, managing to sound aghast despite the urgency.

      The book’s arrival in Liam’s hands was accompanied by a twist of blue sparks. “Here, Finlay, look it up,” he said, handing the book to his brother. “Meantime, Ma, do you know the cloud-clearing one?”

      “Aye?”

      “We use it in football when there’s a wisp-trap. Just blasts them out of your way.”

      “Oh, clever lad.” Ma pointed a finger toward her patch of daisies and shouted,  Glan an t-aer!”

      ”Glan an t-aer!” Liam shouted almost in unison, pointing at a particularly dense grouping of insects. ”Glan an t-aer!”

      Each time, a purplish light burst from their fingers, accompanied by a woosh of air. The bees were blasted outward, many falling to the ground dizzied and confused.

      “Ma, if you don’t mind some spears of fire,” Liam proposed.

      “Oh, I never could myself, but burn them down, lad!” Ma agreed.

      “No!” Finlay shouted. He’d finally found the right spot in the book. “No, this says fire will just enervate them! It says to use ice! Cold and ice!”

      “Ah, I can try, but that’s magic of wind and water,” Liam moaned. “Never my strong suit. Ma?”

      “I’ve never been quick with nought but earth,” Ma fretted as the bees began descending on another patch of neatly tended flowers. “I’m an Irish lady, after all, not some continental hussy!”

      “I’m decent with both,” Finlay offered.

      Ma considered it as the false-bees continued attacking every bit of foliage insight. They’d even descended to the ground and began methodically munching through a thick patch of clover. “In the house, in front of the house, same thing to me,” she said firmly. “If you’ve got the magic, take these horrors down!”

      “The words are right here,” Finlay said, running a finger over a line of text. “But it’s Welsh.”

      “Oh, with all the consonants,” Liam said, turning to look over his brother’s shoulder. “You got it?”

      “What’s this one?” Finlay asked, pointing to a word.

      ”Oerwch,” Liam said, sounding it out. “Sort of like oy-goose.”

      Finlay sounded out the incantation, holding to a slow, steady pace. ”Dewch â'r oerfel, dewch â'r oerfel, calon ac anadl y gaeaf arnom.” As he spoke, he felt his magic shifting and swirling around him, spinning larger and larger. It pushed outward through Liam’s green, cylindrical shield, rapidly expanding to encompass the entire garden in front of the cottage. It stretched further still as Finlay carefully fed it with his magic, reaching past the neighbor’s gardens and across the road. Loud pops echoed, causing Ma to jump a bit each time.

      Then, with a sudden snap and a final, booming pop, the temperature dropped thirty degrees. Their breath misted out of their mouths and noses, and a dusting of white frost appeared on the grass. The bees seemed to slow in their frenetic flights, twirling slower and slower until they began falling out of the sky. Before long, the ground was covered with tiny black bodies. As quickly as they’d fallen, they began turning to black, cool wisps of mist, and within seconds the entire swarm had vanished.

      “That was a mouthful,” Ma said, turning to smile at Finlay. “But well—oh, lad!” she exclaimed quickly catching her son as he dropped the heavy textbook and fell to his knees. “Oh, that was well done but a bit much?”

      “A bit,” Finlay said, smiling. He’d gone pale, even his freckles seeming to turn transparent on his face.

      “Brr,” Liam said, helping Ma pull Finlay to his feet. “Finlay, if you can learn to keep your feet after doing that kind of magic, I can’t imagine a football team not picking you up!”

      “Even with my passing game?” Finlay asked weakly, smiling up at his brother.

      “Well, there’s time to work on that,” Liam grinned.

      “Let’s get some more lunch into you before you’re off kicking that ball again,” Ma said as they pushed back through the cottage’s front door. “And just wait until we tell your Da what he’s missed!”
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      “Ed, I can’t believe your parents just let you come down here,” Clara said, carefully biting into her second beignet. Powdered sugar sprinkled off like snow, dusting the table and joining the thick layer of sugar already on the floor. “Also, these are amazing!”

      “Only in the mornings and afternoons,” Ed said. “Never toward sunset, it gets too crazy. I’m surprised your parents were okay with you coming out here, actually.”

      Clara shrugged as she finished off the beignet. “They talked to your parents, and it’s only for the weekend. Besides, Dad started his new job last week, and Mom starts hers this week, so they’re not home much right now. I’d rather be out here with you than knocking around the house by myself.”

      “What’s your Mom doing?”

      “She’s a manager at the Mob Museum! It’s a really cool place, only about eight blocks from the house. So she can walk, and no more cleaning other people’s houses.” Clara’s mouth twisted into a frown for a moment—she’d hated that Mom had needed to take up cleaning work just to keep the family solvent. “Dad mostly works Downtown too, and they’re issuing him a truck for when he needs to visit job sites. They’re thinking about selling the old clunker.”

      “We sold the car when we moved here,” Ed said with a nod as he licked sugar from his fingers. “Parking is terrible, Dad works from home, and Mom says she’s going to be a bartender the rest of her life, now.”

      “It actually sounds fun,” Clara mused, running a napkin across her lips. “This stuff is super messy,” she added, brushing sugar off the table.

      “It’s part of the charm,” Ed grinned. “You done?”

      “If I eat another one I’ll be running in circles like an eight year-old, so yeah,” Clara said, matching his grin.

      “Then on to the main attraction!”

      They stood and made their way out of the cafe. “I thought the donuts were the main attraction?” Clara asked as they stepped onto the sidewalk.

      “Beignets, not donuts. No holes, more sugar. And no, this was just the opening act! I figured if you were going to be here for the weekend, we could do some tourist stuff.”

      “Oooo,” Clara said, her eyes lighting up. “So what’s first?”

      “Bourbon Street!”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Right this way!”

      Ed led Clara the six blocks down Decatur and across the street. They walked another three blocks, passing bars, parking garage entrances, tiny stores, and worn-looking hotels. “Welcome,” Ed said as they rounded a corner, “to the world-famous Bourbon Street!” He spread his hands in front of him, inviting Clara to marvel at the spectacle.

      “Oh,” Clara said, clearly nonplussed.

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I mean…”

      “I’m kidding. It’s not much to look at in the morning.”

      That, Clara could agree with. The “world-famous” street was… a street. As they began walking slowly down the sidewalk, Clara noted the many bars, restaurants, and shops that lined both sides of the street. Her eyes lit upon a windowless storefront, its walls adorned with pictures of—“Ew.”

      “Yeah. Mom says there aren’t as many strip clubs as there used to be, but they’re still popular.”

      “We’re both like seven years too young to even be here,” Clara observed.

      “Yeah, mostly. We can go in all the restaurants. Dad’s huge into oysters. Desire’s Oyster Bar is on the next block, it’s his favorite. And we did a staycation in the hotel there, they had a great pool.”

      “So it’s mostly… bars? And strip clubs?”

      “Mostly bars. Most have jazz bands at night, which is the best reason to come down here. Dad brought me for oysters one time, and we walked down the street after—they shut it off to cars, so the whole street is just for walking—and listened to all the bands. I love jazz.”

      They walked for a few moments in silence, Clara’s head swiveling as the inventoried the businesses they were passing. “I’m kind of surprised,” she said in a low voice, her eyes scanning the street gutters, “how clean it is.”

      “Hah!” Ed laughed loudly. “I said the same thing. Dad says by the end of the night, it’s all piles of trash. Guys get drunk and pee right the street. There’s broken bottles, beer cans, you name it. But early in the morning they have crews come out with street sweepers and pressure washers. So by now it actually looks presentable. And then tonight, it’ll all start over.”

      “Wow.” They walked a bit further, passing bars that were just opening for the day, people grabbing a second cup of coffee, and shopkeepers sweeping the sidewalk in front of their businesses. “What’s a hurricane?” Clara had stopped to look at a bar that appeared to be little more than a closet. The owner had swung open the top half of the door, and was settling onto a metal stool with a worn-looking paperback.

      “A cocktail. Fruit juice and booze. They’re the most famous drink here.”

      “Is he selling them out of that cooler?” Clara pointed at the huge orange Gatorade cooler that was perched on a second stool, next to the man reading the book.

      Ed shrugged. “Probably. New Orleans isn’t fancy. C’mon, the place I wanted to take you is on the next block.”

      They resumed walking. “So you do have a destination in mind?”

      “Well, I wanted you to see all this. But yeah.” He turned and gave her a mischievous grin. “I wanted you to meet a witch.”

      Clara stifled a laugh. “I’ve met witches, Ed. I am a witch.” She lowered her voice with that last part. “So are you.”

      “I prefer ‘magic user,’” Ed said with an insincere sniff. “No seriously, a New Orleans witch. A voodoo witch.”

      “Those are real?”

      “Oh, yeah. Mom says the shop is pure tourist stuff, but the lady who owns it is legit.”

      “So how is voodoo different from... like, you and me?”

      Ed stopped and stared at Clara. “Seriously?”

      “Um, yeah?”

      “Did you not pay attention at all when Professor Beley did the whole lecture on magical cultures and backgrounds?”

      Clara blushed. “Maybe? Honestly, I’ve never been big on history.”

      “Ugh.” Ed scanned the shops along this section of street and then grabbed Clara’s arm. “C’mon, let’s get a hot chocolate or something. I should explain before we go see her.”

      The morning rush was just winding down, so Ed was able to quickly procure two steaming mugs of hot chocolate. Clara claimed a small table near the door, and Ed brought the beverages over. As Clara blew on hers to cool it, Ed adopted his lecturing tone—albeit at a very low volume—and began speaking.

      “How our magic works and what we can do with it depends on the culture we come from. American magic is basically the same as Western European magic, same as Australia, England, Scotland, Ireland, all that. It’s good for small, homey things and for big, crazy things like fighting battles.”

      “Wow, that’s kind of all or nothing.”

      “It is. Take Asian magic—that’s much more about the middle of the road, helping build buildings, helping crops, that kind of thing. Eastern European magic tends to be large-scale practical stuff, too. Witches in those cultures were seen as assets to their community. Most healing magic comes from those cultures.”

      “Okay.”

      “Voodoo is derived partly from African magic, primarily the Ivory Coast areas. It’s an old magic, and it’s less about warming tea or getting rid of pests, and more about defending the tribe. Being connected to nature. Their gods play heavily into the magic, and they’re big believers in ghosts and spirits.”

      “Wait, those are real? Ghosts, I mean?”

      Ed shrugged. “They think they are. Some people—the ones who write books on this stuff, I mean—say they’re not real, but that they’re mental constructs witches use to direct their magic. Like we’d use phrases or hand gestures. But the point is that their magic is considered sacred. So you have to be respectful when we see her.”

      “Ah. Okay. I can be respectful.” Clara’s parents had driven ‘respectful’ into her from a very early age. “You’re sure it’s safe, though?”

      Ed shrugged. “No less safe than building Borders in the middle of the night, I guess.”

      “Touché.”

      “I mean, I’d feel better if my magic wasn’t locked up.” Adolescent witches were layered, but their parents and their schools, with magic that helped lock their magic down. This was intended primarily to keep it from running amok until they’d gained full control over their powers.

      “You know,” Clara said, sipping her cocoa, “it isn’t really locked up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s locked out. I can see it, if I concentrate.”

      “What do you mean by locked out?”

      Clara considered the question. “It’s a bit like a shield. But it’s not keeping your magic in. It’s keeping magic out. So you can’t absorb it, can’t use it. Like, you’re fine, but you just don’t have any juice.”

      “I’d never thought about it. You really think we absorb magic?”

      “You do. All of you, I mean. I can see it, when you’re doing it, although I have to look really hard. I’ve been getting good at it, in classes.”

      “You do kind of just sit there.”

      “My magic doesn’t work the same. You guys draw it in and shape it and then let it out. Mine I just... manipulate it. Directly. That’s what I do in class. I sit and watch you guys, watch how you’re shaping it. Then I can do the same thing.”

      “So wait, does that mean your magic isn’t locked down?”

      Clara grinned. “Don’t tell anyone. The Headmaster spent a week trying, and that’s how I figured out that it’s really just keeping magic out, not locking it in.”

      “Weird.”

      “That’s me.”

      Ed chuckled, but then his expression turned thoughtful. “But it doesn’t totally block magic, right? I can still do defensive stuff. And obviously we can do magic in class.”

      “I think it still lets a little in, yeah. And the professors can tweak it in class. I haven’t quite picked up exactly how, but they do something to it.”

      “Huh. Okay. Finish up, then, and we’ll go in.”

      They quickly drained their mugs, took them to the counter, and then left the shop. They dodged a moped as they crossed the street, where Clara craned her neck back to look at the sign over the door. “Marie... Lave-ow?”

      “Laveau,” Ed corrected her. “Lav-oh. It’s French.”

      “There’s a lot of French here,” Clara noted.

      “New Orleans was originally a French colony. The U.S. bought it in 1803. You didn’t cover the Louisiana Purchase in—oh, right. History.”

      “History,” Clara agreed grimly. “In we go.”

      An electronic bell chimed as they walked into the shop, and Clara’s eyes widened as she took it in.

      There was a lot to take in.

      The walls were dripping with... things. Wooden masks. Beaded necklaces. Stuffed figures. T-shirts. Glass counters were filled with even more treasures: stacks of playing cards, baskets of dice, books... there wasn’t a square inch of the space that wasn’t holding some kind of merchandise.

      A young woman standing behind a counter gave Ed and Clara a bright smile, and opened her mouth to say something. But as Clara watched, her expression grew flatter and her mouth slowly closed. She gave them a curt nod, turned, and pushed through a beaded curtain into a back room.

      “What was that all about?” Clara whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Ed whispered back. “Maybe she knows—“

      “Witches.” An older woman strode through the curtain and into the shop. She wasn’t much taller than Clara, but her skin was several shades darker, and her hair was bound into a tight, long tail. She regarded Ed and Clara carefully for several seconds, and then her face broke into a broad, bright smile. “Bienvenue, les enfants. You are a bit young for Rue Bourbon, no?” Her voice was deep and rich, her Creole accent smooth and slow.

      “I—I wanted, that is,” Ed stammered, pointing to Clara. “To meet...” he trailed off, his eyes locked on the shopkeeper.

      She chuckled. “It is all right, petit champignon. I do not bite. You may call me Marie. And you are?”

      “Edmund, ma’am,” Ed said instantly. “And this is Clara. Clara Thorn.”

      “You’re Marie Laveau?” Clara asked, pronouncing the name carefully.

      ”Mon, no,” Marie said with another deep chuckle. “That Marie was the most famous voodoo queen in all the world, but she is long since passed. I am simply ‘Marie.’ You are visitors to our city, then?”

      “I live here,” Ed said. “She’s from Las Vegas.”

      “Las Vegas,” the woman sighed, nodding approvingly. “A sister city to Nwalins, in many ways.” Then her brow creased. “But I have heard your name before, no? Thorn?” Clara’s heart beat slightly faster as the woman regarded them. Then, after a long moment, Marie’s eyes flew open. ”Oui, yes, I have! You are not the girl who made the new Borders?”

      Clara nodded as her face grew hot.

      ”Ma chérie, there is no need to blush! Come, come, let us leave the shop to the tourists. You wanted to see a voodoo witch, and now you shall have tea with one. Patricia!” The younger woman who’d almost greeted them popped through the curtain. “Mind the shop, child, while Marie takes tea with her guests. Come, come,” she added, shooing Ed and Clara through the curtain ahead of her.

      The back room was tiny, but in all ways the opposite of the shop itself: the walls were bare, save for a single oil painting of an old Black woman. A single round table was crammed into one corner, with three small chairs pushed underneath it. Battered filing cabinets lined one wall. “Young man,” Marie said as she bustled over to the cabinets and began fussing with a tea set. “You live here. Do your parents practice the voodoo traditions then?”

      “No ma’am,” Ed mumbled. “We’re not originally from here.”

      “Ah, so you follow the European ways,” Marie said, nodding knowingly as she began pouring tiny cups of steaming-hot liquid from a pot. “A pity. There are so few of us who see the world as we do, these days. Manglier tea,” she added as she carried the cups to the table on a small tray. “Excellent for the immune system, especially during the winter.” She pulled the chairs out and gestured for Ed and Clara to sit as she settled herself. “Now, what brings you children to me?”

      “Clara’s... new,” Ed said, blowing on his tea. “She didn’t know she was a witch until the start of this last semester. I wanted her to meet... another witch.”

      “A big, bad, scary voodoo witch?” Marie said with a clever smile.

      “No, no,” Ed said quickly, his teacup halfway to his mouth. “I just... it’s different here, and back in school everyone—“

      “I tease child,” Marie assured him, patting his hand. “Drink your tea. But you say you did not know you were a witch, petite? How can this be?”

      “Everyone thought Clara’s parents had been killed,” Ed explained, sipping his tea and nodding approval. “This is excellent, I’ve never had it before. Anyway, Clara was Lost.”

      Clara glared at Ed and blew on her tea.

      ”Dis que ce n'est pas le cas!” Marie explained. “And now not only Found, but the builder of Borders between the Veil?”

      “The Veil?” Clara asked. She sipped her tea and found the flavor both bitter and overly sweet at the same time. She placed her cup on the table and eyed it warily.

      “The Veil, mon coeur. The tissue that separates Underhill from the Ordinary, the membrane that the Borders must pierce to carry us through.”

      “Oh. Well, then yes. I guess so. I’ve been building new ones, about one a month.”

      “Which means you are a mathemagician,” Marie said, nodding.

      Clara tilted her head. Not many witches seemed to know about her unique kind of magic. “Actually, yes. How did you—“

      “Risewell and I were acquainted,” Marie said. Professor Risewell had built the previous generation of Borders, and had been the only mathemagician in the world for decades. “So you see magic.”

      Clara nodded.

      “And you,  petit homme?” she asked Ed. “Do you see magic also?”

      “No, only Clara can do that.”

      ”Mon, non,” Marie said, shaking her head with a smile. “We of the voodoo tradition can all see magic. Not like you,” she added, nodding to Clara, “but we can see the auras. The halos. The wash of magic all about. The souffle d'esprit, we call it here. The breath of the spirits.” She leaned toward them, fixing them with a twinkling stare. “Would you like to see it?”

      Ed’s eyes widened. “You can do that?”

      Marie leaned back and smiled wider. “Oh, oui poupée.” She drained her tiny cup of tea. “Finish your tea, children. Most would be grateful for a gift from a voodoo witch.”

      Ed finished his in one long sip. Clara eyed hers again, and with a sigh—be respectful!—she picked it up and tossed it back. It had, fortunately, cooled enough not to burn her mouth, and she managed to minimize the amount that touched her taste buds. Still, she struggled to maintain an even expression as the bitter flavor passed over her tongue.

      “So what do we have do to?” Ed asked. “To see the magic, I mean.”

      Marie chuckled. “Just the tea, mon doudou,” she said, the corner of her eyes crinkling as she smiled. “Marie’s manglier is special for witches. You wanted to see a voodoo witch, and now you have.”

      Alarmed, Clara waited to see if she was going to turn into a frog or something, but she felt fine. A bit better than fine, in fact: the warm tea seemed slightly invigorating.

      “Sightseeing is done, children. Or just beginning, tu vois? Time to go.” Marie stood, and Ed and Clara quickly rose as well. “Go, go,” she added, shooing them back into the shop. “Go explore, go see. Then maybe you come back and tell Marie all about it!” She chuckled again, and this time Clara thought she heard something mischievous in her laugh. “And children!” Marie called as Ed and Clara walked out. ”Méfiez-vous des friandises des étrangers!” She laughed heartily as the two youngsters stepped onto the sidewalk.

      “Ed,” Clara said quietly, “do you think she—oh. Oh, wow.”

      All of Bourbon street had exploded into color. Clouds of canary, tangerine, scarlet, and bubblegum outlined every building, spilling into the street. Wisps of periwinkle, lapis, and chartreuse surrounded the passersby, and small tendrils of color reached out to link the people and the buildings. Between it all, rose, coral, and cobalt swirled in an indistinct haze.

      “I think I might be sick,” Ed said.

      “It’s a lot,” Clara agreed. “But you know—“

      “No,” Ed said, panic rising in his voice. “I’m serious.”

      “Oh. Oh! Um... there! Follow me.” She grabbed Ed’s hand in hers, leading him quickly to the end of the block and around the corner. St. Peter, the street sign said. “Is this better?”

      Off Bourbon Street, color still filled the air and swirled along people and structures, but the colors were thinner and more muted. The air felt remarkably less dense.

      “Yeah,” Ed said, breathing deeply and wiping his forehead. “This is what you see all the time? How do you deal with it?”

      “Actually, no,” Clara said with a bit of a frown. “I only see the symbols. The equations. They’re actually harder to see now. This is like... just ambient energy. It was a lot thicker on Bourbon.”

      “Everything is thicker on Bourbon,” Ed muttered.

      “What?”

      “Something Dad says. Do you think this will wear off?”

      “I imagine so.” Clara waved a hand in front of her face, marveling as the colors eddied and swirled before her.

      “Please don’t,” Ed pleaded. “It’s bad enough when it’s relatively still.”

      “I think it’s neat.”

      “Ugh.”

      “It gets thinner if we keep going this way,” Clara said, pointing away from Bourbon Street.

      “Yes please.”

      They set off, walking slowly as their vision adjusted to the new sights. “You know, it’s a little like vertigo,” Clara mused as they went. “None of it’s moving at the same speed or direction, so it’s disorienting.”

      “I picked up on that,” Ed muttered.

      “I wonder why she did that. Without even asking. She could have poisoned us!”

      “Voodoo is magic of mischief, too,” Ed groused. “I should have mentioned it. She probably thought it would be funny to play tricks on the kids who came to look at her shop.”

      “Well, to look at her,” Clara corrected him. “Like an exhibit in a zoo.”

      

      Ed was quiet for a moment. “Point.”

      “Are you feeling better now?” The colors were indeed thinner and more muted here, and Clara could once again see the little streams of magic—numbers, letters, symbols, and equations—that flowed from the trees and bushes planted along the sidewalk.

      “Yeah, it’s not so bad here. Hey, that’s cool.” He stopped and pointed.

      Clara looked, and spotted the thicker swirl of colors that were twisting into a saloon. All the color seemed to thicken there, condensing out of the air and pooling in the street before running like a psychedelic creek through the door of the bar. Clara peered more closely, and saw that the equations of magic in the area were also bending and twisting, mingling with the ambient energy as it flowed into the building.

      She’d seen something like this before. But where? “Ed, where are you going?”

      “I want to see what it’s doing.” He stepped across the street, maneuvering between two cars.

      “It’s a bar, Ed,” Clara said, quickly following him.

      “I’ll just poke my head in,” he promised.

      As they walked, the colors seemed to splash and bounce under their feet, as if it was a real, physical liquid and not invisible, Technicolor energy. Clara could almost feel it flowing now, feel a slight rush against her ankles as the power was... drawn.

      Drawn.

      Clara’s chest grew tight. “Ed, I don’t think—“

      “Just a quick look,” he said as he stepped up to the door.

      “Well hello, little boy,” a man said from inside the saloon. He stepped into the doorway, blocking Ed. “Want to come inside?”

      “Ed, RUN!” Clara shouted.

      The man was dressed in a long, heavy, black leather coat that reached almost to his feet. It was bulky, and Clara knew that bulk came from sheets of iron that had been sewn into the coat’s lining. A complex-looking set of brass goggles hung from the man’s neck.

      A paladin.

      Ed saw it too, and was hot on Clara’s heels as she took off down the street. They dodged more cars as they crossed the road, anxious to put distance between themselves and the witch hunter. Clara risked a glance back and saw that the man was jogging easily after them, and that two more similarly dressed men had emerged from the saloon to join the chase.

      “Here,” Ed said, huffing to keep up. “Turn here.”

      They darted down a side street, and Clara scanned for someplace they could duck into. But they’d left the business area, and all she saw were doors to residences. Locked doors. “We need to get back to Bourbon,” she said. She was holding herself back so that Ed could keep up, but she never even considered leaving him behind. “Back someplace where there are people. Did you bring your phone?”

      Cellular phones were useless Underhill, and a lot of magical children didn’t bother carrying them in the Ordinary either. Clara’s parents had never been able to afford one, but Ed’s—

      “No, I forgot to charge it last night,” Ed huffed. “Left ahead.”

      As they bolted around the corner, Clara again risked a glance back, and saw the lead paladin catch sight of them just as they surged forward. “They’re still on us, Ed.”

      “This is Bourbon,” Ed said. The late-morning crowds weren’t enough to hide in, Clara saw at once, and she once again began scanning for a shop, or an open restaurant, or anything that they could duck into.

      “There,” she said, pointing to a building with wide openings along its entire ground floor.

      “Not there,” Ed panted as they began running again. “Trust me. Next block.”

      Clara turned and saw the paladins pound to a quick stop as they hit Bourbon. They caught sight of their quarry and began running again, weaving in and out between the light crowds and motor traffic.

      “C’mon, Ed,” Clara said, looking back. Ed’s face was red with exertion and Clara realized he wouldn’t be able to keep up much longer. In fact, he was already running substantially slower than he had been, and the paladins were catching up. “Here,” Clara said, grabbing Ed’s hand and lunging into the first open doorway she saw.

      It was a bar. Two patrons, already well into large beers despite the relatively early hour, looked blearily at them as they dashed into the building.

      “Hey, kids aren’t all—“ the bartender protested.

      “There’re men chasing us,” Clara yelled shrilly, still moving into the room, her eyes darting here and there in a search for shelter, a back exit, or anything.

      “What?” The bartender sounded confused, but stopped protesting.

      Clara drew up short at a fireplace, Ed huffing and sweating at her side. She turned back toward the entrance just as the three paladins thudded to a stop outside and stepped into the dimly lit space.

      “Ah, you’ve found our runaways,” the lead paladin calmly said as the bartender opened his mouth. “So sorry they’ve caused a disturbance, we’ll have them out in a jif.” The bartender’s gaze darted between the tall man and the two young witches, clearly unsure whose side to take.

      The three hunters advanced on Clara and Ed, stepping around an empty table. Clara released Ed’s hand and clenched her fists, her eyes now scanning the magic around them. Every bit of energy in the place was being drawn toward the iron in the men’s coats, but perhaps there was enough to—

      The men stopped short.

      Clara felt a heavy hand come to a gentle rest on her shoulder. She didn’t take her eyes off the hunters, although they were no longer looking at her. Whoever had stepped up behind her had obviously caught their attention.

      “Wrong kids,” the man standing furthest back muttered as he took a step backwards.

      “Our apologies,” the lead paladin said with a polite nod.

      The three men turned and left as quickly as they’d come in. The hand lifted from Clara’s shoulder, and she turned to see who was behind her.

      Nobody.

      Ed was standing next to her, his eyes wider than she’d ever seen. They were inches from the huge, cold fireplace. There couldn’t possibly have been anyone standing behind her.

      “C’mon Ed,” she said quietly.

      “You two can stay as long as you need to,” the bartender said. Clara looked, and his eyes too were opened wide. He looked a little pale, too. “Do you need me to call the cops?”

      Whatever Marie had given them was starting to wear off, and the colors in the room were slowly dimming to normal.

      “We’re okay,” Ed said softly, moving slowly toward the exit. “We’re heading home. I’m just a few blocks away.”

      “You want me to call someone?”

      “Actually, yeah,” Clara said, interrupting Ed before he could decline. She reeled off Ed’s Mom’s phone number. “We’ll wait right out front for her. Could you just tell her where we are?”

      “You got it, kid,” the bartender said, already dialing. Clara and Ed stepped outside, looking frantically to see if the paladins were waiting for them. But the men were gone.

      Clara heard the bartender behind her. “Yes ma’am, the girl gave me your number. No, they’re fine, I can see them from here. Jean Lafitte’s Blacksmith Bar. Yes ma’am, Bourbon and St. Philip.”

      “Clara,” Ed whispered furiously. “Did you feel it? Did you see it?”

      “Feel—I felt something. A hand. It was yours, wasn’t it?” She’d started to believe she’d imagined it, but Ed’s hand on her shoulder made the most sense.

      Except Ed had been standing on the other side of her.

      “That was a ghost, Clara,” Ed said, his voice low and urgent.

      “I don’t—“

      “Ed! Clara!” Ed’s Mom ran from around the corner, and Clara knew from the magic still trailing from her that she’d translocated herself. “Are you okay?”

      “We’re fine, Mom.”

      “It was paladins,” Clara murmured.

      “Paladins?” Ed’s Mom knelt in front of them, her face painted with anxiety. “Are you sure?”

      “They saw us. They chased us. Here,” Clara said. She was starting to tremble as the adrenaline left her system.

      “Jean Lafitte saved us, Mom,” Ed whispered.

      “What?”

      Ed pointed to a plaque that had been attached to the exterior wall of the bar.

      
        
        Jean Lafitte was a French-American pirate and privateer who operated in the Gulf of Mexico during the early 19th century. He was known for his smuggling and piracy activities, as well as for providing assistance to the United States during the War of 1812. Lafitte and his brother, Pierre, were based in Louisiana and played a significant role in the Battle of New Orleans, where they fought alongside Andrew Jackson's forces against the British.

      

      

      His mother’s eyes darted between the two of them, before she nodded firmly and stood. “I’m taking you home. Right now. We’ll discuss it there.”

      Clara and Ed exchanged glances as she led them into a quiet space behind the bar. Magic wrapped around them... but not before Clara had a chance to mutter “Thank you.”

      A quick, cold breeze touched her cheek as she vanished.
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        Set during the winter break after “Clara Thorn, the witch that was found,” during Clara’s first year at Linginbaum’s

      

      

      Elsie blinked as the early morning sun managed to wedge itself through the bare millimeter between her bedroom windows’ curtains.

      Ugh, she thought. For some reason, this didn’t feel like it was going to be a good day. Being home with her Moms for the winter break was awesome, mostly, but today... something hung in the air.

      She rolled out of bed and flicked a finger of magic toward it. The Moms hated the idea of magic being bound, and had substantially dialed back the school’s bindings the moment they’d gotten her home. More than enough for her to magically arrange her bedsheets into the perfectly crisp, perfectly squared-off style Elsie preferred, although she frowned a bit as the temperature in the room shot up a couple of degrees. With Clara’s help over the past few months, Elsie had managed to control her magic sufficiently to avoid shooting gouts of flame alongside every spell, but there was clearly still room for improvement.

      Another lick of magic slid the curtains open, revealing an uncharacteristically sunny morning outside. England was usually dull and gray in the winter, a weather scheme that suited Elsie just fine, but today seemed to be trying extra hard to be sunny and wonderful. Ugh, she thought again. More evidence that something was off.

      Elsie sniffed as she examined herself in the mirror. She turned to her closet, quickly scanning her sparsely decorated, meticulously arranged bedroom. Very few things, and each one on its specific place, exactly as she preferred it—and a near perfect opposite of the rest of house. She reached into her closet, withdrawing one of her non-school uniforms: black jeans, a crisp white button-up shirt, and a thin black leather jacket. Stark, neat, and in full opposition to her Moms’ customary attire.

      Back in the mirror, Elsie quickly applied a light touch of makeup: black eyeliner, a bit of foundation to take the color out of her cheeks, and today she decided to try a medium-gray matte lip finish. She pursed her lips and carefully examined the results in the mirror. The Moms would sigh and roll their eyes, which made it perfect.

      She pulled her hair back into a severe ponytail, watching critically in the mirror to ensure her hairline looked as symmetrical as possible. A couple of quick wraps with a black elastic—

      No.

      It crashed over her even as her fingers, operating on autopilot, finished ensuring her hair would stay put.

      That’s it. Her heart felt tight and heavy. Today’s the day. Her stomach roiled slightly, decisively informing her that breakfast would be not only unnecessary, but distinctly unwelcome. That’s what’s wrong.

      She jumped, whirling toward the door as it slammed open. Two women, clad in flower-patterned kaftans, pushed into the room, their arms stretched toward Elsie, their long, nicked fingernails reaching greedily toward her. Elsie fell back against her dresser, her eyes widening and her heart pounding. The women’s long, wavy hair streamed out behind them as they advanced.

      ”HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU!” they chanted, their faces stretched into terrifying facsimiles of smiles. ”HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU!” They whirled, throwing their hands above them, the taller one’s almost touching the ceiling. ”HAPPY BIRTHDAY, DEAR ELSIE!” Their spins complete, they once again reached toward her, their fingers now grasping and clenching. ”HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU!!” they finished with a flourish of hands.

      They closed the distance to Elsie and embraced each other tightly, seemingly ignorant of the fact that Elsie was trapped between them, pressed into their bellies and bosoms, her white shirt wrinkling almost instantly. “MOMS!” Elsie shouted, her voice muffled by the copious amount of person surrounding her. “STOP!”

      The two women released her, grinning from ear to ear. “We’ve a special day planned!” the shorter Mom announced.

      “You’re gonna love it,” the taller one assured Elsie with a wink.

      Ugh, Elsie thought miserably.

      “C’mon, let’s get some breakfast into us,” shorter Mom said, shooing Elsie ahead of them.

      Elsie tensed slightly, as she always did, when she left the ordered, controlled safety of her room and entered the cluttered, chaotic home. The walls were lined with shelves and photos. The former contained a dizzying array of bric-a-brac, mementos, and tchotchkes, all covered in a thin layer of dust that, for some reason, Elsie’s Moms refused to magic away. The photos were of relatives, Elsie has a baby, the Moms on various trips across the world, and strangers that Elsie had always assumed were friends, although she’d never met any of them. Underneath the photos and keepsakes, the walls were covered in faded, flower-patterned wallpaper that changed from room to room.

      To Elsie, it felt like an abandoned storage closet had exploded inside the house. It had made her slightly tense ever since she’d been little, from the moment she realized that the world didn’t have to look that way.

      Breakfast was already waiting, and Francine—“F-Mom,” to Elsie, and the shorter of the two women—had carefully prepared Elsie’s favorite: a full English breakfast, with every element—the canned baked beans, the mushrooms, the sausage, the eggs, and the bacon—all slightly separated, with a thin margin of white plate showing through between each. They’d skipped the blood sausage, which all three of them found “a bit gross,” and piled buttered slices of sourdough on a separate plate.

      “No tomatoes?” Elsie asked as she slid into a seat at the table.

      “Squirrels got at them again,” Geraldine—the taller of the two, nicknamed “G-Mom” by Elsie—said with a shrug. “I’ll do another batch tomorrow.” Geraldine was the gardener of the family, and loved to spend hours puttering around the sizable plot of land in the back of the house, feeding magic into the soil and bringing plants to maturity in hours, in almost any season.

      “So what’s the special day?” Elsie asked, forcing herself not to sigh as she spooned beans into her mouth. As if I didn’t know.

      “It’s a surprise!” F-Mom chirped as she speared a sausage on her fork.

      Elsie forced her shoulders to relax. It wouldn’t be: they’d done the same thing, every year, for as long as Elsie could remember.

      KidZania.

      They’d use magic to travel to the Westfield from Willesden, as neither F-Mom nor G-Mom could stand being in any kind of motorized vehicle. They’d check into a fake, “kid-sized” city, and Elsie would have the joy of working in a “profession” or two for the day. Last year they’d pushed her to take “airline pilot training” and put in a stint in the “wrap kitchen,” assembling sandwich wraps. For this, she was awarded “kids,” which she could deposit into the “bank” in exchange for a fake ATM card. Eventually, if she labored hard enough, she’d earn enough to buy a t-shirt at the department store across the hall.

      Elsie hated KidZania, hated its glammed-up presentation of the world. Hated that it indoctrinated people to work. What was the point of being a witch if you had to work for everything? That was literally the point of magic, wasn’t it? To do the work for you?

      But the Moms loved it. They found KidZania “charming,” a way to experience how humans lived every day, a way to “participate in their world for just a moment,” as F-Mom had once put it.

      On the upside, Elsie thought as she ate while the Moms nattered about this and that, this would be the final year Elsie would be welcome at KidZania. This was her 14th birthday, and she’d age out of their programs. I can make it through one more year, she told herself. It did make the Moms really happy, and they had no idea how much Elsie disliked it.

      Elsie’s disdain for KidZania didn’t come just from the fact that it was so… childish. It’s that it was sanitzed. Safe. It was spending an hour in a fake world, doing a fake job, in exchange for fake money, which would buy her a very real souvenir that would go into the bottom of her closet, never to be seen again. There was no adventure. No danger. No reality. The Moms were proud, self-proclaimed hedge witches, happiest when they could work with the earth, herbs, and potions. They were, in Elsie’s mind, hippies, even if they’d technically been born a decade too late for that movement. They adored routine, simplicity, and clutter. Elsie, on the other hand, longed for more. Adventure, yes. A challenge. Danger, even. The start of the school year, when Clara had arrived, the Borders had collapsed, and they’d had to essentially save Underhill, had been paradise for Elsie. Elsie’s magic ran hot, pushing her to try new things, to try unsafe things.

      KidZania was the exact opposite of what Elsie would call a good time.

      “Off we go!” G-Mom chirped as she took F-Mom’s hand. Elsie gave a resigned sigh and held out a limp hand for F-Mom to take. The Moms’ magic swirled around them, and the world spun as they traveled. The journey would take a few stops.

      Elsie let F-Mom grip her hand tightly as they traveled from one suburb to the next, inexorably drawing closer to wasting four hours of Elsie’s life. “One more hop,” F-Mom said happily as they appeared in a neat, quiet suburb not far from Westfield. “Ready?”

      “Sure,” Elsie sighed.

      The magic swelled and ebbed, and they were in the car park, staring at the entrance to KidZania. Elsie’s heart sunk, but she let her hand fall from F-Mom’s and began trudging toward her doom.

      “Um, Elsie?” G-Mom said. Elsie turned, and saw that the Moms hadn’t moved. “Where you headed, dear?”

      God, they were going to make her ask for it. “KidZania?” Elsie said, trying and failing to inject happiness into her tone.

      The Moms exchanged glances and frowned. “I suppose, if that’s what you want,” F-Mom said slowly. “But don’t you hate that place?”

      What? Elsie’s jaw worked a few times, but no words came out.

      “Oh, we know, dear,” G-Mom said with a patient smile. “We know you’ve indulged us these past, what, five years?”

      “Six,” Elsie corrected her automatically.

      “Six, then. But you’ve about aged out. We’ve enjoyed seeing you there, you know. It’s so innocent, so easy, all the little jobs. And you did love the little pizzas, didn’t you?”

      Elsie considered, and then reluctantly nodded. The little pizzas had been good. And she’d gotten to make her own, with all the weird toppings that neither of the Moms would eat.

      “So there you are,” F-Mom said gently. “But for our people, you’re a woman now, and we thought you might want to do something a bit more grown-up.”

      “Then why are we here?” Elsie asked, confused. She took the few steps back to her Moms, and realized she was at eye level with F-Mom and just a head shorter than G-Mom. She’d really shot up this past year.

      “Oh, Westfield is a nexus,” G-Mom said easily. “Half a dozen ley lines converge here. Easier to travel to almost anywhere from here, even to France, believe it or not.”

      Elsie frowned. “Really?”

      “Absolutely,” F-Mom assured her. “Bit of a magical airport, in a way. You know that little herbalist’s shop here?” Elsie nodded. “She’s a witch. She has a back room with all sorts of wonderful things. Even buys bundles from us in the summers. She gets amazing foot traffic, what with all the witches using this place as a hub of sorts.”

      “So where are we going, then?”

      G-Mom grinned, and Elsie’s heart jumped a bit at the gleam in the older woman’s eyes. “We know you think we just putter around the garden and such,” she said. “And we know full well that you want something more exciting for yourself. That’s the fire in your magic talking.”

      Elsie lowered her eyes. “I didn’t mean to—“

      “No, child, it’s fine,” F-Mom assured her, patting a shoulder. “For the most part, we do just putter around the garden. We like it. It relaxes us. But sometimes we also have to chip in. Help out, as it were.”

      Elsie looked up. “Help out who?”

      “Everyone,” F-Mom said, her smile now full of mischief.

      Elsie hesitated just a moment before asking, “So where are we going?”

      “Oh, you’ll see,” G-Mom said, her grin now matching her wife’s. They each took one of Elsie’s hands, and their magic surged.

      In the next breath, Elsie was being pounded by a freezing, driving rain then seemed to be blowing from every possible direction. She staggered for a moment, clenching her Moms’ hands as they all hunkered a bit lower, bracing themselves against the stiff, cold wind. Her Moms’ flowery kaftans billowed out, flapping violently in the gale.

      “Where are we?” Elsie shouted over the storm.

      “A small rock in the North Sea,” G-Mom shouted back, apparently perfectly at ease. “Half a tic,” she added, releasing Elsie and F-Mom’s hands. She held her arms above her, tilted her head back toward the sky, and muttered something Elsie didn’t catch. Almost instantly, the wind that had been buffeting them vanished. “There, a little shield so we can chat.”

      “That won’t hold,” F-Mom warned as she patted her clothing back into place.

      “Of course not, we’ll just need a moment.”

      “Why are we in the North Sea?” Elsie demanded. Just a few feet away, she could see the rain pummeling the edge of whatever G-Mom had thrown up, kicking up a fierce mist.

      “So for a few months now, there’s been a terrific storm brewing out here,” F-Mom said, smoothing the front of her kaftan. “Quite unusual, really.”

      “Unusual? It’s trying to be a hurricane,” G-Mom snorted. “Quite unseasonable, which is how we knew it wasn’t natural.”

      “What do you mean it isn’t natural?” Elsie asked, confused.

      “Daphne from Edinburgh noticed it first,” F-Mom said, peering past G-Mom’s shield into the storm. “There’s something pushing a great deal of heat into the sea hereabouts, which is how hurricanes really start. So we’ve all been taking it in turns to come out and drain some of the heat back into the earth. Holds for about a week.”

      “Why not just let it... do whatever it would do?” Elsie asked.

      “With something feeding it, it’d be the strongest storm on record, and it’d never move. It’d just sit here. We’re worried it’d scour half of Scotland bare.”

      “Thirty seconds,” G-Mom said, although she didn’t seem concerned.

      “There’s a dozen or so of us who’ve been taking it in turns to just keep it a fierce storm, rather than letting it blow up into something more dangerous. We’re hoping eventually whatever’s powering this will run out of juice,” F-Mom said quickly. “So you just hunker down and watch your Moms do their thing,” she added with a smile. “Go ahead, dear.”

      “Three, two, one,” G-Mom said quickly.

      Elsie’s ears popped and she crouched lower to the rocky ground as the shield fell and the storm resumed lashing them. “This doesn’t feel like heat,” she shouted.

      “Oh no, that’s being directed into the sea,” F-Mom hollered back as she raised her arms. “But it heats the air, which causes a column of warm air to rise up. Starts the cyclone movement. So we’re just going to take it down a notch.”

      “Taking it down a notch” seemed to involve whipping the storm into an even mightier frenzy, Elsie observed. She crouched down on all fours as the gale increased in strength, the rain slamming into her face so hard it hurt.

      “It’ll get a bit worse before it gets better,” G-Mom yelled.

      Elsie could feel their magic now, and for a brief moment wished she shared Clara’s ability to see magic. The air around them was indeed growing colder as the women drew heat from it, directing that heat into the cold, jagged rocks on which they stood.

      “Have they taught you shielding yet, dear?” F-Mom asked, her voice strong and calm.

      “That’s next semester,” Elsie called back, turning her face out of the wind and rain that now blew steadily from a single direction. “After Ordinary school.”

      “Oh, we forgot to tell you, dear!” G-Mom yelled, her arms now moving in broad circles as she corralled more heat out of the air.

      “Tell me what?” Elsie shouted, trying to make her voice as loud as her Moms’ without actually screaming. The whole situation felt unreal: they were having some kind of dinner table conversation on a rocky outcropping in the middle of the North Sea while a storm tried to blow them into the freezing waters.

      “Apparently Linginbaum’s is going to start teaching the last few Ordinary topics you need,” G-Mom replied. She was now pumping one arm in what would have been, in any other situation, a very rude gesture. “So you won’t need to go back to Ordinary unless you want to.”

      Elsie’s heart leapt. She’d hated Ordinary school, and knew that most of her classmates did as well.

      “Seems after all the fuss with the Borders too many parents were worried about having their children out and about in the Ordinary,” G-Mom continued, now thrusting both arms up and down.

      “Cowards,” F-Mom said cheerfully, copying her wife’s movements. The air was definitely cooling. “Hang on, Elsie, this will be the tough bit,” she added.

      A blast of wind hit them like a cannonball. Both women crouched almost to their knees, bracing themselves physically and magically. Elsie was caught completely off-guard though, and slid backwards several feet before she was able to summon enough magic to anchor her to the rock. She cast it too quickly though, and a gout of flame shot upwards from where her hands were gripping the rock. She flushed, embarrassed. “Sorry,” she called to her Moms, shifting slightly on the rocks to get a better stance.

      “It’s fine,” G-Mom assured her. The blast of wind had died down almost immediately, and the rain had lessened to a steady downpour. Both women had begun turning slowly, their arms outstretched. “But we were wondering if maybe you could help with this bit?”

      “What can I do?”

      “Much as we appreciate your enthusiasm for summoning fire,” F-Mom teased, “how are you at putting fires out?”

      Nearly every young witch had a quirk about their magic, an unintended side effect that tended to fade as they gained experience. Her friend Ed’s was to make every nearby bladder immediately fill, while her friend Finlay made popping noises. Elsie’s magic tended to produce gouts of flame of varying sizes, depending on how hard she was concentrating. Clara had shown them how to tweak their magic, how to reduce the magical spillover that powered the quirks, but Elsie hadn’t quite mastered it. She flushed with embarrassment. “I’m okay at it,” she allowed. “But I have to put the power somewhere.”

      “We just drain it into the earth,” F-Mom said.

      Elsie considered that for a moment. “I don’t think I know how to do that. Could I just do something with it?”

      “Hmm,” G-Mom considered and she slowly spun ‘round and ‘round. She’d started flicking her hands up and down, as if shooing insects. “How about lights? You’ve always been good at those.”

      Lights would be perfect! She’d used globes of lights when practicing with Clara. “I can do lights!”

      “Have at it, then,” F-Mom called cheerfully.

      Elsie took a deep breath, and carefully stood upright. The winds had calmed enough that they merely whipped her hair about her head, but didn’t try to knock her flat on her back. She focused, feeling the warm energy that was still in the air around them, and reached out for it. She braced herself, spreading her legs—

      Elsie’s left foot scrabbled for purchase, and her stomach clenched as she pitched over sideways and fell into a wide crevice.

      She screamed in panic and pain as she slid down a jagged rock face, the gray light above twisting and turning out of sight. Her shirt ripped and her skin was slashed as tiny fingers of sharp rock clutched at her as she slid downward. It lasted just a moment before she tumbled to a stop, rolling along another rocky surface. “Ow,” she complained. She’d come to rest on her stomach, and she carefully slid her hands and knees under her, pushing herself upright. “Ow,” she moaned again as her back pushed into sharp rocks above her. ”Eclaire-moi,” she said, casting the first spell for light that came to her disoriented mind.

      The rocks around her began to glow a gentle yellow, and she quickly took stock. She’d tumbled down a wide diagonal slope, the lower side of a crevice that wasn’t much wider than she was. She’d rolled into a seam of sorts that wasn’t quite a meter high, but seemed to stretch quite some distance ahead.

      “Elsie!” G-Mom’s voice, magically amplified, drifted down the crevice.

      “I’m okay,” Elsie called back.

      “We can’t see you,” F-Mom called, her voice filled with concern.

      “I’m okay,” Elsie insisted. “I can—“ Wait. The glow from her magic was supposed to be an even, diffuse light, but what was that bright flickering in front of her. “Just a minute,” she called back, her worry and small pains momentarily forgotten. ”Un peu moins brillant,” she whispered, directing her magic’s light to dim. The flickering grew brighter, and she realized it was just a meter or so in front of her. ”Retour aux ténèbres.” Her light faded, and the flickering spot in front of her glowed a bit brighter, its vague form resolving into...

      Salamander, Elsie thought with both interest and alarm. It looked like a cartoonish gecko: wide, expressive circular eyes of gold, a rounded head and body, and short legs that ended in wide, webbed feet. Its body was a bright orangey-red, and its wide mouth seemed to be frowning. “You don’t belong here,” Elsie told it softly. Salamanders were fire-spirits from Underhill—they weren’t mean to exist here in the Ordinary.

      The salamander pulsed a bright blue before returning to orangey-red, as if agreeing with her.

      “Elsie, we can’t fit down this crevice,” F-Mom called. “We’re going to—“

      “Wait a minute,” Elsie said loudly. “There’s a salamander down here.”

      “A sala—“ F-Mom started to say. Elsie got the sense that G-Mom had shushed her.

      “There shouldn’t be a salamander here,” G-Mom’s whisper, carried by magic, floated into Elsie’s ear.

      “Duh,” Elsie muttered. Then something occurred to her. “Moms, how long did you say this storm has been going on?”

      Elsie could hear them conferring. “About six months, dear,” F-Mom said softly. The magic that brought her voice tickled Elsie’s other ear.

      “The Borders,” Elsie sighed. “This little guy must have gotten through. He’s the one who’s been heating things up.”

      “Oh, and we’ve all been channeling that heat right back to him,” F-Mom cooed.

      “Probably keeping him alive,” G-Mom observed. “Cold as it is out here, no place for a flame spirit.”

      “How do we get him back?” Elsie asked. “The nearest Border is back near London!”

      “Best left to a specialist, love,” G-Mom said. “There’s a fire witch in Wick, we’ll do a Sending once we leave. Little creature will be fine for a few more hours at least.” As if in agreement, the salamander again flashed bright blue. It cocked its head at Elsie. “Right now, let’s see about getting you out?”

      “I’ve got this,” F-Mom insisted. A moment later, a strong loop of magic coiled around Elsie’s waist, smelling strongly of earth and lavender, F-Mom’s signature scents. “Now, won’t do to drag you up,” she said thoughtfully.

      Elsie was about to suggest levitating her up when the magic began quickly rolling her back up the sloped lower side of the crevice. Her stomach protested sharply, threatening to send her breakfast back up the way it had come, but before that could happen she rolled up and out of the crevice, tumbling lightly to a stop on the hard, rocky surface. The rain had died to a sparse drizzle, and the winds relented to a stiff breeze.

      “Oh, my dear,” F-Mom said, scurrying over and kneeling beside her. “You’re all torn up!”

      “I’m fine,” Elsie insisted, sitting up.

      “Nonsense, what’s the point of being a hedge-witch? Can’t do anything for the clothing, of course, but for all these cuts...” A brief, bright frisson of magic skittered across Elsie’s skin, closing her myriad tiny cuts and even soothing her still-irritated stomach. “There, all better now.”

      “You sure he’ll be okay?” Elsie asked, peering back down the crevice. She felt an odd kinship with the little spirit.

      “I’ve done the Sending to Elma,” G-Mom assured her. “She’s the worst at travel magics, but she’ll get someone to bring her over before sunset. Meantime, the storm’s died down again. I expect once that little creature is back where he belongs, we’ll be quit of all this.”

      “Now,” F-Mom said, standing and helping Elsie rise to her feet, “there’s the matter of the rest of your birthday.”

      Elsie’s eyes widened. “I thought this...”

      “Child!” F-Mom said, aghast. “Do you truly think we’d bring you to this little rock in the middle of the North Sea as your sole birthday outing? Nonsense!”

      “We’d thought for something adventurous in the morning, which I think we can safely say we’ve achieved,” G-Mom said. Elsie nodded enthusiastically. “So perhaps a movie for the afternoon?”

      “Yes, please!” Elsie said. She loved movies.

      “So we’ve a choice,” G-Mom said. “You remember the little fancy cinema we took you to in Leeds that one time?” Another nod. “Well, they’ve two films on offer. We were thinking Pretty Pretty Princess Ponies—“

      “Really?” Elsie interrupted with a frown. “Is that even a real movie?”

      “It’s apparently got all the young girls pining for livestock,” G-Mom assured her with a grin. “Of course, they’re also showing Terror in the Night Part VII, but we weren’t sure—“

      “Absolutely that,” Elsie said firmly, breaking into a smile.

      “Have we even seen Part VI?” F-Mom wondered as they took each other’s hands for the travel magic.

      “I’ll walk you through it,” Elsie promised as they vanished.

      In the rock below, the little salamander curled into a comfortable circle of warmth, enjoying all the heat that had recently been bled into the rock.
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        Set during the winter break after “Clara Thorn, the witch that was found,” during Clara’s first year at Linginbaum’s

      

      

      Brinley Marsh stepped into her family home. Situated near the upscale enclave of Fá Éadrom in Underhill, the house presented an elegant façade to the world: stately columns supported a three-story porch and framed an imposing two-story front door. Inside, the main entry hall stretched a hundred meters off the soaring foyer.

      Façade was a good word for it, Brinley thought bitterly. Her parents didn’t come from wealth, but they were desperate to fit in with Underhill’s Old Families. Mother was, at least; Brinley suspected her father would have been happy to live in a shack and hang out at the most run-down possible Ordinary bar he could find.

      As a result, their grand home emulated the mansions of the very wealthy, but by means of a thin veneer. The bigger-inside-than-out magic they’d been able to afford extended to only three dimensions, not the four or five that Brinley had seen in Phoebe Witcher’s home. That meant you couldn’t step into a room that was itself bigger on the inside than it seemed, and Brinley was certain that had not gone unnoticed during Mom’s constant stream of cocktail parties and garden mixers. The materials, all created by magic, were also just a hair below “rich:” the Travertine marble wasn’t quite as smooth as it could have been, the rich wallpapers weren’t quite as textured as they could have been, the heavy drapes weren’t quite as velvety as they could have been. To Brinley, who’d spent more than a little time inside her wealthier classmates’ opulent homes, her own simply screamed “wannabe.”

      “Brinley dear,” her mother’s voice drifted down the hall. “So good to have you home. Won’t you join us in the salon?”

      Brinley rolled her eyes. Mother’s fake-cultured accent was intended to cover her native, more common-sounding Irish brogue, but to Brinley’s ears it didn’t fool anyone. Brinley had spent enough time in the Ordinary as a little girl to pick up a healthy Irish accent of her own, although it had moderated a bit given the equal amount of time she’d lived almost exclusively Underhill.

      The “salon” was one of the first rooms off the long entry hall, accessed by a pair of frosted glass French doors. The room was light and airy in keeping with the current style—Mom had refurnished, wallpapered, and redesigned the room just last year. Mom was perched in a fragile-looking chair that looked as if it was made from flower stems, while Dad was slouched into a more substantial recliner, his nose buried in a book. The recliner had been Mom’s sole concession to her husband, and only because he’d allowed her to have it recovered in white Aniline leather that had been meticulously embossed with a delicate tracing of rose petals.

      “Brinley dear,” Mom—“Mother” to her face, please—repeated, her expression set into a carefully crafted smile. “How was the journey?”

      Brinley leaned into her accent. “Top of the mornin' to ya, Mom. 'Twasn't much of a journey, seein' as ye had the school magic me directly onto the front lawn.” Mother frowned and Brinley thought she heard Dad stifle a laugh. “It was fine, Mom,” Brinley sighed, speaking in a normal voice. She looked around the room. “No Christmas tree?”

      Mom sniffed. “You know we don’t celebrate that holiday in this house. It was just an appropriation of the original winter festivals.”

      Right, and you weren’t raised as Catholic as they come, despite being a witch, Brinley thought. Aloud, she simply asked, “Any plans for the holidays, then?”

      “I’d rather have thought you’d be with your friends from school. Aren’t the Witchers going skiing? Were you not invited?”

      “I was,” Brinley replied, trying to keep her molars from clenching. “But I thought you didn’t want me in the Ordinary anymore.”

      “Of course I don’t, dear. The Ordinary is full of filth and danger. But if the Witchers invited you to their chalet during break, then I’m certain they’ll have arranged for you all to be perfectly safe.”

      You were raised in the Ordinary, same as me until you moved us here. “They’re only staying a week. After that they’re going to the Bahamas.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “To Musha Cay?”

      “Yeah, I think that was it.”

      “Oh, you simply must go, Brinley!” Mom was a bit breathless now, and Brinley could see the avarice in her eyes. “We’re you invited there as well?”

      Brinley shrugged. “The whole trip.”

      “All of your school friends are going?”

      Friends, hah. Mother had pressed and made introductions to ensure Brinley fell in with the “right crowd” when she’d started at Linginbaum’s, and from there it had just been easier to stick with it. Doors seemed to open more smoothly where Phoebe and her family were involved. But friends? “Pretty much. Sinclair and Augustus are. Lucy’s terrified of snow.”

      “You must join them, Brinley!” Mom insisted.

      “Let her be, Erin,” Dad muttered. “If she doesn’t want—“

      “Shut up, James,” Mom snapped. “This is her future we’re talking about! The whole point of this school is for her to make the connections she’ll need to succeed later in life! Brinley, you’re to join your friends for the winter break. Do you have a means of contacting them? Will they be accompanied by anyone in their family?”

      Meaning, do you get to come along? “Yeah, I know how to contact them,” Brinley sighed. “Everyone was going home for a day anyway. They’re not heading to Gstaad until tomorrow afternoon. I can just show up at the Witchers’ place in the morning.” Which was conveniently just up the hillside. Mom’s ambitions revolved firmly around the Witchers, one of the oldest of Underhill’s Old Families.

      “Then it’s settled.” Mom’s eyes glazed over for a moment, a sure sign that she was summoning her magic. ”House, Bagáiste do Brinley. Seachtain sciála agus seachtain ina dhiaidh sin ar oileán trópaiceach. Caitheamh tráthnóna leathfhoirmiúil. Gach rud sna stíleanna is déanaí.”

      Brinley’s grasp of the Old Tongue wasn’t as strong as her mother’s, but she managed to pick up a few words of the spell. The house would be packing luggage for her, a week for skiing and a week for the beach. Something about dinners, probably semi-formal attire. Brinley would have preferred school uniforms over what current fashion dictated for “semi-formal dinners,” which seemed to revolve mainly around high, itchy collars. She sighed. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Sounds horrible,” Dad mumbled.

      “Shut up, James. You’ll thank me when she’s an executive in one of the Witchers’ enterprises.”

      “Like that apple orchard?”

      “Shut up. Those apples are prized by everyone Underhill, they sell for ten times what an Ordinary apple goes for.” Brinley had never had one of the legendary golden apples that the Witchers grew, which were said to be infused with delicate yet powerful magic. But as far as she knew, even Phoebe had never tasted one either. “Since you’re spending the night, Brinley, let’s go over your comportment, shall we?” Mother rose and gestured for Brinley to follow her. “Let’s move to the dining room. House, socraigh an tábla le haghaidh dinnéar iomlán ard.”

      Ugh, Brinley moaned to herself.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m surprised your parents still own this place,” Brinley said. The Witchers had been vocal supporters of the so-called Oberherr Doctrine, which advocated for all witches to remain Underhill at almost all times, and to severely curtail travel between Underhill and the Ordinary. “For that matter, I’m actually surprised you even like skiing.”

      “Well,” Phoebe said with a mischievous grin as she lowered her ski goggles over her face, “it isn’t really so much about skiing.” She pointed to a human couple who’d just started their run, and Brinley felt a pulse of magic.

      Because of course her parents loosened her bonds, Brinley thought as the humans’ skis entangled, sending the duo tumbling to the ground and rolling downhill for a dozen meters. “Heh,” Brinley offered without much enthusiasm. Phoebe was a nice person to have on your side, but she was very childish and very petty.

      “Second, this will be the last year. They’ve already listed it.”

      “Really? I like the beach,” Sinclair said.

      Brinley rolled her eyes. Sinclair Hunt, Phoebe’s boyfriend, managed to come from an Even Older Family than Phoebe, and Brinley suspected that generations of inbreeding were responsible for his vapid, tiresome demeanor. At least he’s pretty.

      “Now that Underhill’s geography is stabilizing, Father plans to build ski and beach resorts there. Witches only, and we’ll obviously have the best pieces of property for them.” Phoebe’s tone couldn’t have been any more smug or self-satisfied if she’d built said resorts herself. Unsaid was the fact that Underhill was only growing less restless thanks to the Border-building efforts of Clara Thorn. Clara was decidedly not from an Old Family, and had done something to get firmly on Phoebe’s bad side.

      “Will they sell the flat in Paris as well?” Brinley asked carefully. That particular property—an expansive, sprawling indoor-outdoor estate magically hidden in a modest two-bedroom apartment—was a primary benefit of having Phoebe as a friend. Brinley loved Paris, and the Witchers were lenient about letting their friends and hangers-on use the place.

      Phoebe pulled a face. “Of course not. It’s Paris, for heaven’s sake. The Ordinary might be mostly unsafe and disgusting, but Paris is a gem.”

      Brinley nodded. She couldn’t imagine Phoebe managing to live without her four-times-a-year shopping trips.

      “And we’ll keep the place in London too, I think. Father uses it for business, he’s there more than almost anywhere but Underhill.”

      They pushed off and began skiing leisurely down the hill, cutting back and forth across the slope to moderate their speed. Phoebe and Sinclair took turns flinging bolts of magic at unsuspecting humans, causing them to trip, tumble, and fall as they sped downhill. Augustus, Phoebe’s most devoted hanger-on, struggled to keep up, and seemed constantly on the verge of tipping over even without magical encouragement.

      “Is your magic still bonded?” Phoebe asked Brinley as they coasted downward.

      “Yeah, but,” Brinley said with a shrug. She flicked a hand at Augustus, who immediately fell over and began rolling downhill. “It doesn’t entirely take.”

      “Like, ever?” Sinclair asked in amazement. “Man, if Phoebe’s Mom hadn’t undone mine—“

      “Shut up, Sinclair,” Phoebe snapped. “And what do you mean, it doesn’t take?”

      Brinley executed a perfect pivot. Phoebe matched her, but Sinclair struggled and almost fell over. “Ma—Mother, I mean—says we’re descended from the Fae. School bonds have never fully taken. Especially in the Ordinary.”

      “How is here different?” Phoebe asked with a frown.

      “You don’t feel it?” Brinley took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and released it in a slow woosh. “Magic feels fresher here.”

      Phoebe’s frown deepened as the three of them pivoted again. Augustus had managed to lose both skis and roll all the way to the bottom of the hill, so they angled to speed up a bit. “It just feels fresher. Less... I guess less stale.”

      “Well that’s weird, because magic comes from Underhill. I’d think it would be fresher there.” This was Phoebe’s dogma voice, which she used whenever she was reciting something her parents had told her.

      “I didn’t think that was settled,” Brinley said. “But whatever. It still feels fresher here.”

      “Feels the same to me,” Sinclair muttered. Phoebe said nothing, but a crafty look had stolen across her face.

      “Hot chocolate?” Brinley asked as they coasted to a stop at the bottom of the hill. Augustus was brushing snow off himself, and Phoebe’s family attendant, who Phoebe insisted was not a nanny despite all appearances to the contrary, was walking over to check on them.
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        * * *

      

      “Mmmm, this is much nicer,” Phoebe said. Lucy had joined them for this leg of the trip, and the five of them had claimed a set of luxurious lounge chairs by the villa’s sparkling blue pool. “Anastasia, bring us some more iced tea,” she ordered the not-nanny. Anastasia scurried off to comply.

      “I didn’t realize your parents were going to be here,” Lucy said.

      “The place is so big we’ll never see them. But Daddy is working on a bunch of business deals, and he said this was the easiest place to get everyone together.”

      “I thought he liked the London place for business?” Brinley asked.

      “Business with humans, of course,” Phoebe said. “But most witches don’t want to be in the big cities. Underhill is just so much safer. Did you know even the poor kids won’t have to go to Ordinary school anymore?”

      “Oh?” Brinley hadn’t heard that.

      “Linginbaum’s and the other schools will be teaching everything, now. We’ll still have our tutors, of course, but everyone just felt safer with their kids not banging around in dirty human schools. And with the checkpoints going up, it’ll just be so much faster.”

      “Checkpoints?”

      “That’s what Daddy’s working on. Plus the resorts, of course.”

      “What are checkpoints?” Lucy asked.

      “Daddy’s worked it out with the councils. They’re going to be special buildings, built around each of the new Borders that have been going up.”

      That Clara is putting up, Brinley corrected her silently. “What for?”

      “To control people coming in from the Ordinary, of course. Just like immigration or something. To ensure only we can get in. For safety. Can you imagine having to go to Ordinary school and then stand in lines all afternoon just to get home?” Phoebe gave an exaggerated shudder. “I just can’t even!”

      “So wait, when is all this happening?” Brinley asked. She’d heard nothing about these new checkpoints.

      “They’re finalizing the details. That’s why Daddy brought everyone here, of course.”

      “Wait, is there a Border here?” Brinley asked in amazement. One of the Witchers’ functionaries had brought them here from the Alps, but she hadn’t imagined there’d be an actual Border on the little island.

      “No,” Phoebe said, scrunching her face. “The placement of the new Borders has been very haphazard, Daddy says. Not at all regulated or controlled. So people will still have to be brought here from the nearest Border.”

      “Brought here? Why here?” Brinley asked. She felt like she’d lost the thread, somewhere.

      “Daddy’s acquired this whole section of the island,” Phoebe said matter-of-factly. “It’s to be a grand resort.”

      Yeah, lost all the threads, Brinley sighed. “You said he was building a beach resort Underhill.”

      “Of course,” Phoebe said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “For the regular people to enjoy. The upper crust will come here. That’s why we’re not selling this place. And there will be others, too.”

      Brinley blinked. “But... the Ordinary actually is unsafe. Paladins are everywhere.”

      “Not here, silly,” Phoebe laughed. “And we have the best defensive magic available.”

      Not against cold iron, you don’t. “So your family is going to have resorts in the Ordinary for the... upper crust, and resorts Underhill for everyone else?”

      “Mmm hmm,” Phoebe said, sipping from the glass of iced tea Anastasia handed her. “And everyone will dream of coming to the Ordinary resorts, but of course they’ll be very expensive. And I told Daddy what you said about the magic feeling fresher here—that will make it even more desirable!”

      “Are there other families opening resorts?” Brinley asked, certain she already knew the answer.

      “Of course not!” Phoebe scoffed. “Daddy is securing exclusive access through the checkpoints for our guests. Anyone else would have to go through the whole process. And if we can convince them to properly manage the placement of the next Borders, we’ll have a Border right here, making it the easiest vacation in the Ordinary.”

      Of course, Brinley thought, a bit of anger starting to simmer in her chest. The Witchers had been the loudest supporters of the Oberherr Doctrine, which insisted that all witches remain in Underhill at almost all times. Rumor is that Oberherr was behind the collapse of all the old Borders, to help enforce his doctrine. So the Witchers lean into it and start building resorts Underhill—something only possible because the new Borders Clara Thorn was constructing were somehow stabilizing Underhill’s continually randomized geography. And so now the Witchers would position the Ordinary as some kind of exclusive vacation spot for the mega-wealthy.

      Despite the fact that literally every witch in the world had been born in the Ordinary, since nobody had ever conceived while Underhill.

      This is insane, Brinley thought. “You said the checkpoints would be a whole process?”

      “Oh naturally,” Phoebe said, nodding enthusiastically. “You have to have a process, Daddy says, or the queues would simply be unmanageable. So there’ll be applications, fees, waiting periods, all of that. Just not for the resort guests, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” Brinley said, exerting effort to sound genuinely agreeable. These were the people Ma sucked up to. Brinley wondered if Ma would still insist on their traditional holiday trips back to Ireland, if there was an entire rigamarole attached to it. “Thank you, Anastasia,” Brinley muttered as she accepted a cold glass of iced tea.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m telling you Ma, that’s what she said.”

      “Mother,” Brinley’s mother absently corrected. “Checkpoints.” She looked uncomfortable for a moment, her features pinched and tight. “Still, I suppose if the Witchers—“

      “Money-grubbing opportunists,” Brinley’s father mumbled from behind his paper. “Hem us all up Underhill, then charge us to get out. Good way to have a captive audience for whatever you want to do next.”

      “What are you saying?” Mother asked.

      Father lowered his paper, staring at his wife over its top edge. “You know perfectly well. How often did we come Underhill when we still lived in Killarney?”

      “There were plenty of—“

      “Almost never,” he snapped. He folded the paper into his lap. “We came for graduations and not much else. Then you insisted we move here, into this foolish home next to these arrogant rich bastards.”

      “James! You—“

      “No, you, Erin. You wanted all this. You wanted Brinley in with that little wretch of a child of Witcher’s, what’s her name.”

      “Phoebe is—“

      ”Phoebe. As if Brinley couldn’t stand perfectly well on her own in that school instead of trotting along behind that one.” Father’s ire was well and fully up, and Brinley couldn’t tell exactly where it had started. She’d known he didn’t love being Underhill all the time, didn’t love working for the Witchers’ enterprises, but he’d taken it all so quietly up until now.

      “Da, I—“ Brinley started.

      “And now Witcher wants to what, trap us here? Just like that idiot Oberherr? Erin, you were raised with the old tales as much as I. We know magic comes from the Ordinary. The Fae kept their circles and mounds open to let magic in. And thank them all that Thorn girl got new Borders up.”

      “Well you know, I’ve heard she’s actually a bit simple. Running around just setting them up wherever she takes a fancy to. It—“

      “That’s not true, Ma,” Brinley said, Father’s ire starting to catch in her own chest. “Clara’s a mathemagician. One in a generation, sometimes less. She’s... plucky. And you know she’s the Holdaways’ kid.”

      Ma sniffed, her eyes darting between daughter and husband. “Who left her with humans in the Ordinary when—“

      “When Paladins abducted them,” Father snapped. “You know who I’d want to be trailing along behind? The young witch who can create new Borders between the worlds. Borders that have made sense of this place’s insanity. Not the man who wants to build walls around those Borders so we can’t even use them!”

      “Where is this coming from, James?” Mother asked, obviously straining to not yell at her spouse.

      Father stared at her for a long moment before sighing and looking away. “Witcher’s shutting down our division. Doesn’t see the point in building steam contraptions when the geography’s gotten all stable. Says he’s going to focus on new land projects instead.”

      “That’d be his new resorts,” Brinley muttered.

      “James,” Mother breathed, her eyes wide. “You’ve been such a loyal employee! Surely he could find a place—“

      “I thought to ask, Erin,” Father said heavily. Then. He frowned. “But you know what? I thought about it for a minute. We’re witches for the love of all, aren’t we? Why do I need a job? Back in Killarney, we simply summoned what we needed, didn’t we? Plenty of magic to go around, plenty of food, plenty to drink, a sound roof over our heads. It wasn’t until we came here, to this silly mansion, that we couldn’t build ourselves, that we had to hire people to build. We’ve recreated the humans’ world, Erin. Recreated it exactly.”

      “James,” Mother whispered.

      “You know what? Let’s ask our daughter. Smart as a tack, you are, Brinley,” Father said, a hint of his old brogue creeping into his carefully cultured voice. “Do you like this Phoebe girl?”

      Brinley snorted. “She’s a right pill, that one. Spoiled and arrogant. I’d be well quit of her.”

      “Well, you’re not dropping out of Linginbaum’s,” Father said. “Good school, that one, and our family has been going for generations. But you tell her to shove off, if you want.”

      “James!” Mother exclaimed, mortified.

      “And what’s about this house, Brinley?”

      “I was as comfortable in our cottage back home. Still had a dozen rooms.”

      “Half of which we never used,” Father said with a smile. “So there it is, Erin.”

      “There what is?” Mother asked, her eyes full of fear.

      “I believe Brinley and I are done. I’ll take no job. You’re welcome to tag along, but we’ll sell this house to whatever Witcher suck-up wants it next. Brinley, fancy a chance to do something good for the world?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Think you could convince that Clara girl to build a Border we could protect? One we could keep free and open for all? Maybe that goes straight home to Killarney, as our old one did?”

      Brinley grinned. “I would certainly give it a try, Pa.”

      “Brinley!” Mother exclaimed, aghast.

      “Give over, Erin. We’ll set ourselves up proper and humble, as we should have stayed. Live within our means. Let other fools toil for Witcher’s enrichment.”

      “But Brinley’s school fees—“

      “Actually, Ma, if I move back in’t dorms, school’s free,” Brinley pointed out. “It was only the private lodging of the Witchers’ that cost.”

      “See, Erin? Free. Free with magic. We’re witches, woman!”

      “I—“

      “You’ll have to give up your dreams of being... whatever all this was about,” Father said, giving a wave that encompassed the entire house. “Being a proper Lady or whatever was in your head. Don’t know why I gave into it all, truly I don’t.”

      Mother didn’t look convinced.

      “Tell you what, Brinley. When’re you and that Clara due back in school?”

      “Monday next.”

      “I’d love to meet her. Shake her hand, thank for for the Borders. Ask if she knows about these ‘checkpoints’ of Witcher’s. Ask if she’d be interested in keeping some Borders free. I’m sure we can roust up plenty of support from other families.”

      “You’re moving back to Killarney?” Mother whispered. Her face was painted in terror, now. “The Paladins, James...”

      “Aye, the Paladins. No, I’m not so foolish as to ignore that threat. No, we’ll set ourselves up a wee cottage here, perhaps in Linginham so as to stay near the school.”

      “But no job...”

      “Ma, do you know the coins we use in Linginham? When we’re allowed down on weekends?” Her Mother nodded. “We make ‘em. It’s just magic. Whatever treats we want at the shop, they’re made with magic, right? So we’re trading magic for magic. Could make the treats ourselves if we had the recipes and ingredients, but it’s easier just to trade the magic itself.”

      “And that’s how a witch economy should work, Erin,” Father said earnestly. “Not this paper scrip Witcher hands out. No, we can find something or other to do out there. Without all this... ostentation.”

      Mother’s gaze shifted slowly between husband and daughter for several long moments. “The Witchers are very powerful,” she cautioned. Her voice was calmer now, more rational. She was thinking this through. “There will be dangers ahead of us no matter where we go.”

      Father nodded slowly. “Aye. But for me I’d rather be on the side of a young mathemagician whose parents are the sharpest counter-Hunters Underhill has ever seen.”

      Mother nodded slowly. “Brinley, I think you should act as nothing has changed when you return. At least until the end of the school year. See what else you can learn. That will give your Father and I time to... do something.”

      “Others were let go,” Father mused. “I can do a Sending. Ask after their plans.”

      Mother thought again for another long moment, and then gave a slight nod. “I suppose I should go pack a few things.”
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