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No broom speaks to me. 

In the whole shop of them, there’s only silence. Not even the cobwebs or spiders or dust bunnies uttered a word of advice. 

"Does it matter if one doesn’t speak to you?" Ji’s catty voice breaks the silence. My notoriously fibbing black cat jumps off my shoulder to bat at a spider. The spider jumps, and I insert an eek in my head. It skitters away. 

"Papa and Zaza say so, and I trust them." They are two of the most dedicated and skilled witches in town, after all. 

"Hmm I’m not so sure," Ji says, attempting to slip behind the broom the spider hid behind.  

"Stop that," I chide. "Also, Papa and Zaza will be upset with you if they find out you questioned their knowledge, you tricksterer. I should have named you Cheshire, I swear." 

"But the spider is getting away, Arennnn!"  

Dejection settles over me, stronger than ever, as I leave the shop, no broom speaking to me. All Hallow’s Eve is in full swing, especially along Main Street. Shops are bustling, decorations are hung and strung from every place it's possible to do so, and many passersby are from out of town, tourists who’ve come for Yverwood’s infamous All Hallow’s Eve festival which is held every year. 

This is my favorite time of the year. The weather’s not too hot, so I can dress like the genderless, non-binary blob I am in my billowing witch robes, obscuring my form the way I like it, and the town is so full of energy, unlike the rest of the time, in which it is merely a quiet, sleepy little magic town. 

All Hallow’s Eve is tonight... 

If I don’t have a broom by the end of my sixteenth All Hallow’s Eve tonight, I’ll be an utter failure of a witch. I won’t be able to go through the necessary certification to become a full-fledged witch if I don’t have a broom. How will I take over my parents’ shop? What will Papa and Zaza think, being such renowned witches in Yverwood? 

Of course, they’d love me all the same, whether I was a magicless workaday or a worse-than-average witch. My heart tells me this is so, and still the not-so-nice goblin in my brain cries out lies, lies, lies! 

A person’s worth isn’t measured by their magical aptitude, or lack of magic itself, the same as one’s gender doesn’t determine whether they’re a witch or warlock, nor does one’s gender determine their worth. Those with magic are not above those without, not better than them. We are all still people, after all. A society closed off from others for lack of a trait which they ridicule people for not having magic is simply preposterous. Closing ourselves off from the rest of humanity would be a terrible idea. 

All that aside, I have big shoes to fill if I want to take over Zaza’s shop, Toil and Trouble. I want to be better than average. I want to be like my zaza, a powerful pillar of the community who people can trust with their business and admire and depend on. How can I do that if I can’t even attune with a broom?! 

You fret much, young one. 

I stop in my tracks. Was I in the presence of a psychic? My gaze darts around. 

"Did you hear that, Ji?" 

Ji looks up at me, head tilted in curiosity. "Hear what?" 

"There was a voice in my mind." 

"Sure you weren’t just thinking to yourself? You were so lost in thought." 

"I’m sure!" I glare at Ji. 

To your right, young one, the voice comes again. 

I turn that way, staring at the shop in front of me. A bike shop? Bikes are more popular with visitors for use along Main Street. Locals coming in from the outskirts of town usually prefer to take the trolley to the Main Street shopping district, and shopkeepers often have lodging above their shops. Some of the residents have cars, though unless they’ve got reason to leave town, many don’t. Bikes usually collect dust all year until the All Hallows festival. 

My fingers graze over one of the handle bars absently. With the festival this evening, all the bikes have been dusted off and put out on display. As the sun goes down, the bikes will practically fly off the racks, they’ll be in such high demand. 

You’re getting warmer, the mysterious voice says. 

My eyes catch on the bike at the end of the row, slightly apart from the others. This one is older, with parts carved, strangely, of wood. Thin strands of wicker wind around the wooden frame of it, intricate and elegant, turning and twisting. A wicker basket hangs on the front of it. Perhaps the odd voice is inside there? 

I reach out and lift the lid. A buzzing sensation spiders up my arm, and I jump backwards, nearly tripping over Ji. 

"Hey!" 

"S-Sorry," I say, rubbing my fingertips. What was that? 

Found me. 

"Are you in the basket?" 

Not quite, little witch. 

My fingers tingle with the desire to reach out for the bicycle again, as if drawn by an unseen force, by this unseen voice. 

"Aren? What’s going on?" Ji asks, completely and utterly confused at this point. 

"I’m not sure. Let’s go." 

I need to find out whether I’m dealing with a demon or a ghost. Best way to do that is to ask my friends. I head to The Wutherfords’ shop first. The little bell clinks as I enter. 

"Welcome in," says a very unenthusiastic voice from behind the desk, which he’s still entirely too small and gangly for at his age. "Oh, Aren. It’s just you."  

"Just me?" I tease, crossing my arms. "Is that any way to greet your best friend, Robert J. Wutherford?" 

"J isn’t my middle initial." 

"Yeah, yeah." 

"Rrroberrt!" Ji purrs and slinks in behind me, jumping into Robert’s lap and curling up for a nap.  

"I can’t come run amok with you. I’m watching the shop for my mother." 

"So responsible," I say, meandering over and hopping on the desk to sit. "Hope she’ll be back soon." 

"Hey! Don’t sit on the desk!" Robert growls.  

"Geez, Robert, stop acting like you’re fifty." 

Robert only scowls, then sighs, leaning into the wingback chair which practically devours him, as big and menacing as it is. The thing doesn’t suit him at all, but maybe one day he’ll grow into it. He’ll have to grow into his elderly demeanor, too. 

"She should be back soon. Then we can go."  

"While we wait... I wanted to tell you about something weird that happened." 

At that, Robert perks up. "Oh?" 

Now I’ve got him hooked. Things can get boring around here, especially in this shop. Ironic, considering this is a magic town. When one is surrounded by the extraordinary, it becomes mundane. 

"You know I need a broom. I was looking at the shops again. Nothing was calling my name, so I left. I was walking along, and out of nowhere, I heard a voice in my head. I searched around, and... turns out it was a bicycle speaking to me." 

"A talking bicycle? I’d question if it were possessed, but that doesn’t seem to be the case, if you heard it in your head. I doubt we’re dealing with a demon. We could ask Ezra to take a look at it. Perhaps it’s a ghost?" 

"A telepathic ghost?"  

Robert shrugs. "Ezra’s the whisper, not me. I’m just a warlock-in-training, what do I know?" 

The door jingles, and Robert’s mom walks in. 

"Oh! Hello, deary, how are you?" 

"Hi, Mrs. Wutherford! I’m good! Can Robert come with me since you’re back now?" 

"Of course. Have fun, dearies." 

"Thanks, mum! See you later!" Robert says, bolting out of the chair and scaring Ji into a yowl. 

"Thanks, Mrs. W!" I say at the same time. 

We run out the door, me grabbing up the drowsy Ji as I go. 

Collins Manor is at the edge of town, so we have to take the trolley. When we get there, it’s a long trek up a dirt road to the old manor. Robert is huffing and Ji is in his arms, asleep after complaining until Robert gave in and carried the poor, whining cat. 

The manor is equal parts creepy and cool, especially to a bunch of teenagers like Robert, Ezra, and me. Many a sleepover has been hosted by Ezra in the manor, and it's an especially popular attraction at the All Hallow’s Festival as well. Ezra’s parents decorate it and go all out, making it a full haunted house experience. The resident ghosts even help them, and though workadays and anyone who isn’t a whisper is unable to see them, they can still put on a good show by moving objects and creating other disturbances perceivable by the average person. 

The manor is all done up for the big day, covered in webs, giant fake spiders which are enchanted to move realistically, and all other manner of Halloween variety ghouls like werewolves, vampires, green witches, and trite things like that. Never understood that last one. Green witches. Why green? 

Ezra is unamused by the whole ordeal. That’s their default state, though. And Robert’s. 

A classic unamused stare is what greets us when the big, old doorbell tolls, and Ezra themself in the flesh opens the door. 

"Hey, you two." 

"Three!" Ji tells them from around Robert’s shoulders. 

"H-Hey, Ezra." Robert’s voice, probably much to his embarrassment, cracks. 

Maybe it’s because Ezra is in a constant state of done with everything like Robert, or maybe because they’re hard to impress, but Robert has a bit of a crush on them. Undecided if Ezra notices or not. I’ve been trying to play matchmaker with the pair of them and give them opportunities to be alone together for like, a year, and nothing seems to have changed yet. All of Robert’s crushes seem doomed from the start. He used to have a crush on me
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