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        For my mom, who sat me at a sewing machine

        when I was 3 years old;

        my sister, who taught me to crochet in high school;

        and my roommate Marla,

        who introduced me to Regency Romance novels…
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      Nobody takes Stitch Witches seriously.

      Mostly because we’re female. Well, the majority of us are. Magic users like to say that our world is all about talent and not things like class, gender, or wealth. Strictly a meritocracy. History disagrees.

      I’m the only Stitch Witch in my class at Umbrum Hall. That’s the P3s, third-year Potentials, by the way.

      I didn’t tell them until I’d been around for a couple of weeks, though. My class has some scary-powerful magic users in it, and I didn’t want to underwhelm them on day one. But I’ve been encouraged to let my personal freak flag fly. They all know now and have managed (so far) to keep from dumping all their mending on me.

      (This is one of the reasons no one tells. You say Stitch Witch, and other magic users think you’re just there to be their personal tailor. Beyza—our self-appointed class president—made a point of telling the others that I am not here for that, and I’m grateful.)

      But we’re not in Umbrum Hall right now. Umbrum Hall is a semi-detached world of its own, its boundaries defined by a series of ancient elvish wards that keep it safe. At the moment, though, my class is on a Monday morning field trip to our neighboring world, one we’re calling the Lost Ark.

      The Lost Ark is tied together, like Umbrum, by a set of wards, although unlike Umbrum’s elvish wards, the wards here are fairy wards. I don’t get the difference. Either way, think of the wards like force fields holding each place together, and that should be good enough.

      Evidently, Lost Ark floated around the universe until it bumped into Umbrum. (Okay, it was actually hijacked by one of Umbrum’s former Wardsmen about a century ago and… driven here like a bumper car.)  It latched on to Umbrum, and now we’re stuck together like a pair of mismatched shoes. Mismatched not only because of the elvish/fairy thing, but also because Lost Ark is apparently far larger than Umbrum. Like one of Bianca’s dainty little shoes paired with one of… Shaquille O’Neal’s. He has giant feet, I think.

      In any case, Lost Ark is now being converted into a living space for elvish refugees. That’s why I’m on this field trip. I’m supposed to determine if there’s some way I can help.

      (This will almost inevitably end up with me doing someone’s mending.)

      Twenty members of my class of P3s at Umbrum Hall are currently in what we’re calling the Landing Zone. You reach Lost Ark by leaving the comfy English Hall and ambling along the freight level of greater Umbrum Hall, entering a smelly shard with a swamp called the Kenilworth Hall (despite there being no ‘hall’ to speak of there, just some ruins), crossing a swamp via steppingstones, and then sort of fading through an invisible wall on a hillside. (There are a bunch of pavers set on the hillside so we know where the invisible wall is supposed to be.) Once you cross through the wall, you’re in a beautiful garden, with pathways carefully marked off by ropes with signs that say Do Not Leave the Marked Path. Apparently, that’s a serious warning, as there are malfunctioning gates or doors or portals (whatever) throughout the Lost Ark, and the majority of us cannot see them.

      So that’s where my class is right now, all clumped on one or another of the Marked Paths.

      “His family has a ranch out near Guymon, so they must have money, right?”

      This is my roommate, Melly, talking. Melly is a smart girl but plays the role of the Silly Talkative Friend in the boring romance-free novel of my life. Melly is, of course, Melinda, and that’s one reason that no one in the P3s knows my full name. Because if having Luci and Melly rooming together doesn’t sound bad enough, imagine the ribbing we’d hear if they knew it was Melinda and Lucinda.

      Yes, my mom named me Lucinda. The name came straight out of a romance novel. Occupational hazard, she told me. (Insert mental screaming here.)

      I’m from Lubbock, Texas—think flat and brown—and Melly’s from Wichita Falls, Texas—not quite as flat or brown. Because the two cities aren’t too far apart, we’ve spent a lot of time over the breaks together and gotten to know each other’s families. We’re a pretty good matchup, despite the matchy-matchy names.

      Anyhow, I am moderately certain that the male referenced in Melly’s question is Zach Navarro, one of our classmates. At least that’s who she’s been going on about for the last two days. He smiled at her or something, and now she thinks he may be The One.

      “Land doesn’t always equal money,” I remind her, keeping my voice low. (That is also something I know from romance novels.) At the moment, Navarro’s on a Marked Path on the other side of the LZ (Landing Zone) garden, so I’m not worried that he’ll overhear her. It’s just weird talking about our classmates like this. “Besides,” I point out, “I think I heard he’s planning on going into law enforcement.”

      Melly sniffs, her pert nose twitching. “I like uniforms.”

      For the record, Melly likes to daydream about her perfect guy, and when she decides who he is, he’ll probably be terribly flattered and give right in to whatever she wants. She’s pretty, average height, and bursting with energy. Her dreadlocks are practically alive. I feel tired, oversized, and old whenever we chat.

      I am old, by the way, the oldest student in this class. I put off entering magic school for a year so I could study with my aunt Araminta Stainthorpe. (No, I am not making up that name.) Aunt Minty is the only one of my mother’s three younger sisters who formally trained as a Stitch Witch, so it made sense for me to live with her for a year up in Maine, where among other things, she taught me to drink Moxie (don’t ask), eat lobster (meh), and speak enough French to chat with (and date one of) the Francophone neighbors. After that lovely year, I dutifully headed to the ill-fated El Paso Cerrado Hall—the same year as Melly—to start my official magic education.

      It's about making connections, my mother said. Cue my belated eye-rolling.

      Melly and I are two of only seven members of our original class remaining. We were rolled into the Umbrum Hall P3s after last Christmas, and the other fourteen members of our class were sent home. They’re gone. There are a lot of reasons that happened. I’m just relieved Melly and I both made the cut to stay. As much as I like my new Umbrum classmates, Melly is comfortable, like a cozy old sweater.

      (I’m sure she wouldn’t want to hear that comparison, but I do love old sweaters.)

      “I think they said OSBI,” I tell Melly, returning to the so-important issue of Zach Navarro and how he’ll look in a uniform. “That means a suit, not a uniform. Miriam’s the one who’s going into the actual police.”

      “Suits are sexy,” Melly announces. “You know, when he’s taken off the coat and rolled up his sleeves? That’s hot.”

      I sneak a glance over at Zach Navarro, the hottie in question, and decide that the suit-trousers-and-dress-shirt look might be good on him, given that the trousers were tailored to hang correctly, and the dress shirt properly fitted. Judging by his frame and coloration, Zach would benefit from a light blue slim-fit shirt, with a spread collar since he has a lean face. A dark blue tie would offset his olive skin tone nicely.

      He glances up then to find both of us staring at him. Great. I hope he doesn’t think I’m the one drooling over him. I find him handsome in the abstract. That’s all. I shrug. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      We’re supposed to be thinking about our possible Ark-improvement projects, not guys.

      This school doesn’t allow much leeway for dating, so most of the dating here is just intense friendships. I know there’s some necking that goes on, but it’s actually forbidden in the School Handbook. I’m not going to narc on Ken and Emma, though, mostly because they make an adorable couple that my mom would love to have in one of her books. We’re all rooting for them to get their HEA.

      (HEA is a romance novel acronym for Happily-Ever-After, by the way.)

      “Some of you already have assignments,” our guide says out of the blue, “so I’ll release those of you who do to move on.”

      Our guide is a Cadet, and I don’t know his name. He probably introduced himself or was introduced at the Big Meeting last month, but I’m lousy at remembering names unless I’m doing something with my hands when I hear them. He’s here because our resident assistant, Jane Abbot, left this morning to interview at a Secret Service training place in Georgia. Or maybe Alabama. Either way, she’ll be back in a few days, but this guy is covering for her, watching over our hallway like a babysitter. It’s a little awkward since none of us really know him, except for Ken and Emma for some reason.

      He's cute, though. Dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt like most of the rest of us. Doc Marten boots. His dark hair is straight and a little tousled, and I’m guessing he’s mostly Vietnamese, maybe. (I’m not wild-excited when people guess about my heritage, mostly because they always get it all wrong, so I won’t take my guessing about him any further.) He’s not tall and a bit on the stocky side. I suspect weightlifting is one of his passions.

      “Can I get the rest of you to gather around?”

      Since I don’t have an assignment yet, I amble that way along the Marked Path.

      I bet I’ll be mending curtains. Melly doesn’t have a job yet either, but mending is not her forte, so she’ll probably get to do something menial, like cataloging or planting or… not mending. (I love her, but that girl cannot sew a straight line. Honest.)

      I note then that most of the Elementals present in our class have all left to go to their assigned chores.

      Who’s left? There are Telekinetics in our group, Beyza and Storm, and they’re off lifting heavy things with their brains. The three P3s with elvish blood are assigned to shore up the wards here and fix some illusions (however that’s done), and our Gatemaker is working on establishing gates through this place. That mostly leaves a bunch of Inners. You know: the Truth Readers, the Empaths, those with Second Sight, and our Finder. People whose talents aren’t much good when it comes to repair and reconstruction.

      And Melly’s still with us because even though she’s an Air Elemental, her talents  in that area are pretty negligible. She’s training as a Cooking Witch instead, which is where she excels.

      (I’m a Truth Reader by birth, and not a particularly strong one either unless I’m trying hard. Good enough to get me into a magic school, but not enough to make a career out of it like Zach Navarro and Bianca Segreti will.)

      Most of us without impressive native gifts switch over to spell binding in our Cadet years—the hard work of magic that involves learning spells and binding them into something to lend them permanence. Most people write them out. Me? I sew them. Or weave them. Or crochet them. That’s what Stitch Witches do.

      That’s why we end up mending curtains all the time.

      The cute guy sorting us into chores on our field trip has a clipboard with our names. He lists off the Inners and sends them to help in the greenhouses, Melly included. They all gather together and head in the direction he points with a surprising lack of griping. Emma links her arm with Melly’s as they wander away (probably to keep her on the Marked Path.)

      But… he never said my name, did he? I’m left here. Alone. Maybe I wasn’t paying attention properly. Again. I point at my now-disappearing classmates. “Was I supposed to go with them?”

      Our temporary RA is busy peering at the floral embroidery on the sleeves of my teal sweatshirt. His very brown eyes lift to meet mine, then. “I hear you’re a Stitch Witch.”

      I lick my lips. Great. Mending. Saw that coming a mile away. “Uh, yeah.”

      He smiles. It’s a nice smile, though, not some mocking smirk. “Okay. I have a really challenging project on the list, and I think a Stitch Witch might be able to handle it. Are you game?”

      I blink. He thinks a Stitch Witch can do something challenging? That’s new. “I can try.”
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      “Can I get your name again?” I ask as he leads me along the garden path (a marked one, I promise.) “I’m bad with names.”

      He grins. “Mike Tran, C1.”

      C1 means first-year Cadet. Since I took a pre-magic-school gap year, he’s probably my age. I discreetly point at his clipboard. “Does it actually say on there that I’m a Stitch Witch?”

      “You’re listed as a Truth Reader,” he says, tilting the clipboard my way so I can see the words and names. “But I heard a rumor. And judging by the quality of that hand embroidery on your sleeves, it’s true, so I took a chance.”

      Most guys would not have any clue about embroidery quality. Or whether it’s done by hand or machine. I’m not saying here that guys aren’t just as capable of doing threadwork. Our society simply teaches them that it’s not cool.

      (By the way, I do have enough talent as a Truth Sayer to know that what he just told me is absolutely true. But I could have guessed that by his face, too. He’s got an honest face. I like that.)

      We stop at another marked spot, a line of pavers with a door. No wall, just a door. That means magic. He opens the door toward us. “Shortcut.”

      Great, a gate. I follow him through, reminding my stomach that nothing bad has happened to it, even if it has its doubts. On the other side, we’ve appeared on a set of marked flagstones directly outside a large building with a shallow dome. There’s a Marked Path leading away. I draw in a breath, and then we walk toward the building. “Okay, Mike Tran, C1. What is your idea?”

      He grins. “There’s a room of flying glass. I think it can be fixed.”

      Whoa! I stop on the pathway. I have heard about the Room of Flying Glass.

      Lost Ark is a place of mystery. Basically, no one knows exactly what this room full of flying glass is supposed to do. Theories yes, but answers, no. Some people think it’s a failed part of a control center. Others think it’s just stained glass gone wild. Or both. Or neither.

      Professor Nomen (my Practical Math instructor) found this place back in February, and for the past several weeks, teams have been in and out of here, trying to figure it out. For most of my class, though, this is the first time stepping through the wards into this place. Sadly, we lost a whole month while most of us were getting our vaccinations. But now we’re all vaxxed up and our new mission is to get this realm up and running.

      But me, fix the scary flying glass? I narrow my eyes at him. “What gives you the idea that a Stitch Witch can fix that?”

      We’ve reached the building and pause in front of a pair of tall wooden doors that look almost like they’re made out of tree bark. This is the place. His eyes slide my way as he opens the outer door. It doesn’t even creak. “Why don’t I tell you when we get in there?”

      So he doesn’t want to fess up. I have to admit, I’m a little grumpy now. I go on inside since he’s holding the door open for me. “So what are you studying?”

      “Spell binding,” he says without hesitation. “Written word spell binding.”

      Which is somewhat similar to what I do. Craft creators are all lumped into the Practical Magic Users label. Not just Stitch Witches and cooking witches and herbalists, but the jewelers and painters and furniture makers. People who create things and work their magic through each and every thread of it. So written word magic is under that umbrella.

      (Some of these areas are heavily documented, by the way, like… boatbuilding. You think the Portuguese came up with boats that sailed around the world on science alone? Nah, there was a lot of discreet magic being done back then. Had to be hidden because the Church wasn’t wild about it, but you can find books from that period in the library, various spells and charms for buoyancy, water resistance, and rope strength. For some reason, though, there aren’t many Stitch Witch books. Instead those skills were passed down through families, not the magic schools. (My theory is that the lack or existence of formal publications for a specific skill has a lot to do with the usual gender of practitioners. My theory is undoubtedly right.))

      (((Also, my brain is now ear-worming Rihanna’s Umbrella.)))

      I shake my head to clear it. Since spell binding is a learned thing, I ask Mike Tran, “What’s your native talent?”

      “Telekinetic,” he says. “That’s how I know Abbot. We share an Advisory.”

      “But you’re not good enough to work for the Secret Service?” I ask.

      (Okay, that was a bit rude, but I’m curious. Sue me.)

      He doesn’t seem to take offense. “Not quite,” he tells me. “I can deflect or hold, but my heart would never be in defending some politician I didn’t agree with.”

      The way I understand Telekinetics is that there are different sorts. Some naturally pull things toward them, others push them away or deflect, and others tend—like Beyza Sharma—to blow things up. Some things come naturally; the other bits they have to train for. And some of them never develop a strong enough talent to make use of it. They call those Telekinetics remotes… because they only have enough talent to fetch the TV remote from across the room.

      (Have I ever wished I could do that? Oh, that’s a hard yes.)

      We walk together along a rather plain hallway, stone floors with a few cracked tiles. There are no doors leading off, no windows on this level. The hall’s just a long box, made of marble maybe, white with veins. Basic. I’d heard the building was on the verge of collapse when Professor Nomen found it, with vegetation all over the place, Now it’s very clean, so at least we don’t have to scrub floors.

      “So do you know any Stitch Witches?” I ask Mike Tran, C1, playing a hunch. “Other than me?”

      He sighs and turns to me. ”My mom.” Then his head tilts. “Most of my aunties, my uncle Duck. Let’s just say most of my family on my mom’s side.”

      Aha! That means he knows I’m not a complete loser. That also explains how he can tell good embroidery from bad, or machine embroidery from hand work. “So why the heavy sigh?”

      “My mom was terribly disappointed when I inherited Dad’s gift, not hers.” He shrugs.

      Oh, I get that. “Yeah. My mom wanted me to follow in her footsteps, but I studied with my aunt instead.”

      “Family,” he says with a shake of his head.

      He doesn’t have to say any more. Sometimes family can be a hassle.

      So we chat about family expectations as we walk along the basic hallway. I’m not going to bore you by recounting it all here, mostly because it’s the kind of thing that sounds whiny after a while. Especially if your family’s actually really nice. Mine is, and it sounds like his is, too. So I steer the conversation away and ask Mike Tran, C1, where he’s from.

      Turns out he’s from Oklahoma City, and his mother has a shop that makes bespoke button-down shirts. This is interesting, because his mother (and evidently multiple aunties and one uncle) can make a living providing one singular item. That means high demand, so she (and multiple aunties and one uncle) must be really good at what they do. I wish I could go visit their shop, maybe interview them about their Craft.

      (I’m super curious about the Craft of other Stitch Witches. As in, I have the urge to travel around the world and study us, maybe write a couple of books to fill that Stitch Witch Book void in Umbrum’s libraries. Unfortunately, I’ve been stuck here in Umbrum Hall for over a year, as in locked in. The world outside is suffering through a pandemic. The students and staff are all vaccinated now, but we still have to be cautious about coming and going. Umbrum is sort of like a space station. You don’t want to bring anything into it that might get loose among Umbrum’s population. Still, one of these days I’ll get out there and travel.)

      “What kind of charms do they use?” I ask Mike, trying to collect some second-hand data.

      He laughs a very nice laugh, and the corners of his eyes crinkle. “Mostly charms to prevent staining, particularly around the cuffs and collars. But also ones to project confidence, to be attractive, to feel happier.”

      All very cool, but not unusual. Their success, however, suggests their charms have a lot of staying power. “Is it in the stitching?”

      “Not usually,” Mike admits. “They embroider charms on the inside of cuffs or neck. Sometimes on the inside of the placket or outside, where a tie would cover it.”

      That’s impressive. “Embroidery is where the real power is,” I say. “I lack precision, so it’s not one of my skills.”

      He glances at my sweatshirt sleeves, where I’ve embroidered vines and leaves running from the cuff up toward the shoulders. “Lack precision?”

      “Take my word for it,” I say, and sweep one hand along the opposite sleeve. “Aunt Minty would make me take all this out and do it over again.”

      His eyebrows raise. “Aunt Minty? Is that her real name?”

      We turn a corner and find another boring hallway that’s perpendicular to the one we we’re in.

      My shoulders slump. Not because we have another long hall to go down. No, my mother’s family all have frighteningly old-fashioned names. Lucinda is not an anomaly. “It’s Araminta,” I admit. “Minty for short.”

      He grins. “I like it. I read that name in a book once but didn’t believe there were any real people named that.”

      Okay, that’s interesting. Not many books out there have a character named Araminta or Minty, but my mom
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