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  Microscopes and Magic


Marigold Nightfield had left the paths of Otari-Wilton's Bush behind, scrambling among the ferns. It was February, a late summer's day, and the wind was - by Wellington standards at least - gentle. Marigold had been there since eight. She was normally a morning person, so it didn't feel too bad, and she had happily walked past bleary-eyed commuters and traffic queues, around the hills from the house she shared with her father. She’d carried her morning coffee in a reusable cup, and her equipment in a small backpack, thinking it would only take an hour or two but now it was midday, her mission still unsuccessful, and she'd had to slather herself in sunscreen just to keep going. 
She looked around at the tangle of native bush she stood in the middle of. Otari-Wilton’s was one of her favourite places–more than a thousand native species, recreated ecosystems of different parts of the country. There was a sense of the land as it once was - and as it could be - here among Wellington’s hills. It was a fantastic research resource as well, though her official project focused on organisms smaller than plants. 
Even with the careful attention afforded them, several of the plants she came across were wilted in the summer heat. That didn’t surprise her–but the number that were outright dead did. Things just didn’t seem healthy, and while she was in search of a snail rather than a plant, it didn’t seem like a happy environment for them either. 
The reserve was busy for a weekday - she supposed anyone who could was trying to get some time outside before the weather disintegrated - and she was getting some awkward looks. If she'd thought this through, she'd have dressed in a way that made her look like she could be maintaining the bush professionally, one of the council workers. Instead, here she was in bright floral-patterned shorts and a green t-shirt with a picture of a brachiosaur looking carefully down a microscope. She'd buzzed her hair back last week, and on top of that she had a wide-brimmed purple sun hat. She was too much of a scientist not to take sun safety seriously. Even if the hat did keep getting hooked on dry fern fronds as she made her way through the bush, forcing her to stop, fight with the ferns some more, and retrieve it. Which was not helping her search.
Fortunately, Marigold had some other methods available to her. Her magic was relatively new, but she'd been practising. She breathed in, found her power inside her then reached out her arms. The fronds of the ferns curled up before her as if it was night, opening a passage through. Marigold grinned, her first real smile after a morning of frustration. She checked the ground ahead before walking through. It wouldn't do to crush the very creature she was looking for, especially now she was finally making progress. The bush seemed to work with her, rather than against her, and she felt warm. Having magic was wonderful. She had always been fine with not being a witch–until she found out what she was missing out on.
And now that she was a witch - but not forever, perhaps not even for long - she wanted to make the most of every minute of it. She’d been working on it, pushing herself on spells that required focus until she could light a flame with her hands, move objects across her room, suspend water in mid-air.
She had not been born a witch. She had become one only because her girlfriend had given her the powers of another, powers that had been locked away for decades. She knew that even as she strengthened her abilities, the power behind them was seeping away. Not knowing how long that would take unsettled her. She liked to be able to plan, to predict, to imagine how she was going to handle things before she had to. Having so many things open-ended, so many possibilities, was at once both wonderful and stressful. She knew she was lucky, but she was finding anxiety she thought she had got under control years ago seeping through.
Which was probably why she was in Otari-Wilton's Bush on a summer Tuesday lunchtime, searching for a magical snail. Research was how Marigold dealt with stress. She thought quickly. Snails emerge when it's wet, she knew that much. The spell that came to mind was at the edge of her abilities, but she felt she could pull it off. She said the incantation under her breath...
...and was immediately hit by a high-pressure jet of water, right in the face, as if someone had turned a hose directly on her. She swore, desperately searching her memory for some kind of reversal spell, turning and trying to duck away through the ferns. No matter what she did the water seemed to be aimed directly at her. 
"Hi!" 
The water stopped, immediately. Marigold blinked a couple of times to get it from her eyes. When she opened them, she saw a hand clutched into a fist, as if it had just shut off the jet of water. She focused and saw Laurel, her girlfriend of six months, standing among the ferns. Her blue hair was bobbed short for summer and she was wearing a matching blue summer dress with small white flowers, and jandals on her feet. Six months of seeing each other most days and Marigold still felt a rush of happiness when she appeared.
"Uh, hi Laurel, I'm just..."
"My fault. I should never have taught you any spells without how to put an end to them. You okay?"
Marigold brushed herself off and squeezed water from her t-shirt. Her clothes were drenched.
"I am now. Thanks."
"I brought a picnic. Let's head over to one of the tables and take a break."
Marigold dried off easily in the summer sun, and there was still one picnic table free, onto which Laurel unloaded cheese sandwiches, homemade sushi, and cold American lemonade from a swap she'd made for herbs.
"You're amazing!" Marigold said, shaking off her t-shirt to help it dry faster. 
"It's a celebration," Laurel said. "I handed in my notice today."
Marigold yelled in excitement and they hi-fived with both hands, causing a few looks from the other picnickers. 
"Two weeks?"
"Yeah, and then I am out of that place! Then the student loan kicks in and it's that and what I make from my business. Money may be a bit tight for a while, but it's a weight lifted off my shoulders, it really is."
"And it will be good to finish your thesis."
"Yeah. I know it's not the direction I want to go in anymore, but having the thing hanging over me was just bringing me down. I need to finish what I've started. I reckon if I put my head down I can get it done around the end of first semester. And it will be nice being on campus, we can get coffee."
Marigold nodded, chewing on a sandwich. She had more mixed feelings about the academic year starting, the hordes of students pushing their way through the corridors or - worse - standing obliviously in the middle of them. She was excited about tutoring first-year labs again, that brief time when they had not yet gained the veneer of cynicism that most students eventually succumb to, and were excited to be there, having escaped from god knows what small towns. 
Her own research though, wasn’t going to plan. The results of her studies - examining ways bacteria became anti-biotic resistant and the resultant changes in their structure - were all over the place. No matter how many people told her it was normal to be behind at this point, and she would be just fine, she was struggling to believe it.
She did her best to put those worries aside for now though. Taking a lunch break wouldn't make things any worse, the weather was glorious and her girlfriend - and she felt her heart skip a beat at that word - was sitting opposite her, pouring out lemonade into plastic tumblers. 
"So, snails proving elusive?"
"Every time I've been here I've seen one!" Marigold bemoaned. "Every single time except the one time I want to analyse one. Maybe they're deliberately avoiding me. Maybe they don't want any of their slime put on a microscope slide."
"It is possible," Laurel admitted. "So what exactly does this snail slime do? And don't you have enough research projects?"
Marigold laughed. "Have you met me? No such thing as too many research projects. But in this specific case, it's not my research. I'm helping out a contact in Chile. She's very cool, doing all this research into magical invertebrates - or more specifically those who have magical secretions. She's been able to find a surprising number locally, but this one is apparently special and she wants to include it in her research."
"I like how you're building this magical science network."
Marigold opened a plastic container and helped herself to raspberry and coconut slice. She was usually the baker, but Laurel seemed to be doing more of it these days.
"Yeah, it's really nice to be part of it. We can support each other's work in different ways, advice about how to get real outcomes while still being a bit under the radar, and, well, we sometimes get to go on weird snail catching expeditions for each other."
"We'll have a look after lunch," Laurel said. "Hopefully together we can find it. Do you have a picture?"
The picture Marigold showed Laurel on her phone was blurry and out of focus; it was hard to even tell it was a snail, but Marigold at least pointed out a few characteristics, particularly the bright red speckling of its shell, and the areas it had been sighted in before. 
"Don't suppose you have any good spells to help us out?" Marigold said, hope not evident in her voice.
Laurel shook her head.
"Not with the things I have on me, at least, but I can sometimes sense magic. Might draw me closer to it, worth a try. In any case, two eyes are better than..."
"Four," Marigold said resolutely. "Four eyes are better than two."
"Marigold," Laurel said. "I will never stop loving your courageous insistence on accuracy." She raised her tumbler of homemade lemonade.
"To the truth!" Marigold said, dramatically, and they both laughed, but she felt something else inside, something she couldn't quite define. She wasn't used to people liking her weirdness; the best she had ever been able to hope for was being liked in spite of it.

      [image: image-placeholder]They found the snail more easily than Marigold had expected after that, and without any apparent use of magic. Perhaps it was indeed that four eyes were better than two, or perhaps she was buoyed by Laurel's company, her enthusiasm and energy restored. Either way, she saw it when she almost wasn't trying, the brown shell speckled with red and about the size of a bottle cap. She took out one of her pre-prepared containers and, apologising as she did so, gently plucked it from the branch and placed it inside. She had a small habitat already ready at home, and she would keep it there until her contact had received the slides and confirmed they had what they needed. 
She didn't suppose the snail would mind too much, once it got over the initial shock.
Laurel and Marigold returned to the pathway and brushed the various bits of soil and plant matter from their clothes.
"Connor and I are making enchiladas for dinner," Laurel said. "You're welcome to join us."
"Thanks but I said I'd cook for Dad. We're still good for that play tomorrow though?"
"Yeah... this is going to be one of your weird ones, isn't it?"
Marigold grinned and said nothing.
"Fine," said Laurel, whose tastes were always more traditional in everything except perhaps hair colour. “I'll make you sit through King Lear or something in revenge."
"I like Lear," Marigold insisted. "I saw a version in Berlin where all the characters were rabbits and the three daughters were the only survivors after the introduction of myxomatosis, yknow, playing with the whole thing where it was written during the plague, and there was a sentient clock and..."
Laurel shook her head in despair, jumped forward to kiss Marigold on the lips, and they headed for the entrance. Marigold waited at the bus stop with Laurel until the bus arrived, and then began walking up over the hills to home which wasn't far away, but Wellington geography made a bit of a walk. When she reached her house, she walked through her well laid out herb garden to get to the front door. 
"Home!" she yelled, as she opened the door and pulled her boots off. It had taken some getting used to, the past few weeks, after a year of living in an empty house and having her apartment before that. 
"Any luck?" her father called out from his study.
"Snail success!" she said, pushing open the door and showing the container. The room was, in contrast to the rest of the house, chaos–drawings pinned up on the walls, books overflowing the bookcase and piled up on the floor.
"Yes, very good, please make sure it doesn't escape. You're quite enough pest for one house."
"Charming. Remember I'm cooking tonight and have the ability to poison you."
"You've been talking about poisoning me since you were eighteen months old... you'd have already done it by now if you were planning to."
"Yeah, fine, okay. How was your day?"
"Uninspiring. Been reviewing some plans for a colleague. I need to get started on the book, but you know how things are... coffee?"
"Yup. And take those cups through," Marigold said, pointing at the cluster that seemed to be reproducing on the desk.
"Jeez. I go away for a year and come back to find you're the parent." 
He picked up the cups, made Marigold and himself coffee, and they sat on the sofa talking. Marigold hadn't decided, yet, whether she would keep living here–she was contributing to bills (even though her father said she didn't have to) but not paying rent, and she couldn't afford anything nice on her scholarship money but... when she was seventeen she had been desperate to get out, found it stifling. House-sitting for her father had worked great, but now he was back she worried about what patterns she'd fall into, found herself pre-emptively defensive sometimes or asking permission for things she didn't need to. She wasn't sure it was good for her, but she'd probably be heading overseas for postdoc, so it seemed she may as well stay here until she finished her PhD.
If she ever finished her PhD.
Marigold sighed. Maybe she should go into the research institute and do some work tonight. Everyone expected postgrads to be pulling late nights, but so far she'd only done it because she got interested in something and didn't notice the time until it was morning, not because she'd forced herself to. But things were getting near crunch time now, so she supposed she would have to get her act together.
Easier said than done, but she'd got this far.
In her downstairs lab, she gently encouraged the snail to slither over some blank slides, and prepared them for her contact. Said contact had done the research on biosecurity rules, which were, fortunately, less strict than they were in New Zealand, and Marigold wrote the details on the package as instructed, booked the courier pick up, and left the package by the door as instructed. Then she started making pizza dough in the breadmaker, putting her laptop on the kitchen bench so she could read through some more articles for the side issue that had recently come up in her research. She stayed there leaning against the bench, refilling her coffee as needed, until it was time to make dinner, roasting pumpkin and kumara and red onion to put on the pizza. Carb central, and she made no apologies for it.
At least she'd managed to achieve something that day.

      [image: image-placeholder]The play was, as Laurel had anticipated, one of Marigold's ‘weird ones’. What could she say–it was part of the Fringe so not unexpected, and maybe Marigold just wasn't into realism. It didn't interest her, didn't make her brain work. The point of art was to move away from the real. If you were going to focus on reality why on earth wouldn’t you be doing science instead?
This particular one was set in a park and had the cast as pigeons demanding bread from the audience. Even Laurel laughed, though she shook her head at the same time, not understanding what was going on at all. It didn't matter. They didn't have to have everything in common as a couple, and the important thing was they were willing to give each other’s things a try, even if they weren't for them.
Marigold had never expected to be in a situation where the one thing going right in her life was her relationship, but this was a weird year.
Afterwards, they ate yakitori at a little upstairs bar; it was louder than Marigold liked but she could handle it for now and the food was definitely good.
"I think I'm going to take you to a ballet," Laurel said, a note of vengeance in her voice.
"Mmm, good, never been to one of those. But pretty girls spinning round in fancy skirts, I'm up for that. You'll have to explain it, of course."
"Deal," said Laurel. "I'll see what's scheduled."
They walked down to the waterfront, determined to enjoy the
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