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  Prologue

  
  




Abby Gallagher sat inside a quilt. The only light crept in through the tight, miserly stitches that sealed her away from the world. The quilt was warm, uncomfortably so. Caustic magic swirled around her body, buffeting her with random, senseless currents. Between the heat and the magic, she found it hard to breathe.

Abby could just see the shadows of her hands in front of her face when she raised them to examine them. She stood, extended her arm, and stepped forward, trying to find the edges of her enclosure. After one more step, she found it; a wall made of stiff, starchy cotton, a red batik that looked eerie from the inside, like the roof of a dragon’s mouth. And the stitches were its teeth.

Abby found that idea more fun than scary—after all, in the stories her mother read her, people trapped in dragons always found their way out again.

She continued exploring, and found that she had just enough room to sit against the wall and stretch her legs out so they touched the other wall. She folded her arms in front of her—she was wearing cap sleeves, and the walls scratched the backs of her arms.

At first Abby waited patiently. Aunt Sandra had smiled lovingly while the stitches closed over her head, which meant that she wasn’t in trouble, and promised to let her out in a moment.

Moments passed, and then more moments. It occurred to Abby that her aunt might have put the quilt down and forgotten all about her.

“Aunt Sandra?” Abby said uncertainly, and coughed on dry air, full of floating fabric dust. She looked up, craning her neck toward the stitches overhead, but no response came from above.

It was okay. Mom would be there soon to pick her up, and then Aunt Sandra would have to remember. In the meantime, she could be cooperative.

Abby imagined herself being very noble and gracious when they pulled her from the quilt. Clinging to her mother’s neck, she would say “That’s okay, Aunt Sandra, everyone makes mistakes.” And she would only cry a little, enough to make sure she got ice cream.

The magic felt rough on her skin. Abby had sensitive skin, so Mom still used unscented baby soap during her baths. She wasn’t used to this. The magic was uncomfortable, and then it hurt.

Abby started to cry, but she didn’t want Mom to pick her up and see that she had cried. Don’t just cry until someone helps you, honey, Mom had said at breakfast, her voice tinged with irritation. You’re my clever girl. See if you can help yourself.

Abby hated when Mom got annoyed with her.

She took a deep breath and reached toward the stitches overhead. If she could pull them out, she could leave. If she couldn’t pull them out, she could try to cut the thread with her fingernails, or bite through with her teeth. Aunt Sandra might be upset about the ruined blanket, but frankly, her niece had had enough.

Abby couldn’t reach the stitches. Not even if she jumped. She wasn’t tall enough.

She sat again, resolved to patience and nobility. She pulled her legs up against her chest, wrapped her arms around them, and buried her face in her knees, feeling very sorry for herself.

The lights went out, leaving her in complete darkness.

That was it for being a good girl. Abby screamed. She sobbed. She said words she’d been told never to repeat. She cried and cried to be let out, for the lights to turn on, for the magic to stop, for her mother.

Abby Gallagher stayed four years old for ten years.

* * *

Long after Abby had fallen still and silent, a stitch tore overhead. And then another.

Abby looked up and saw thread split across the top of her tiny world. Light flooded the quilt, burning her eyes. On the other side of the quilt, she heard her aunt’s voice, as if Abby was swimming underwater and Sandra was calling from above.

The seam ripped, all at once, and Abby spilled out onto the tiled kitchen floor. She was swept immediately into the arms of her aunt.

“I’m sorry,” Sandra said, the first words Abby had heard in an eternity. They felt too loud, too harsh against her starving ears. Around her, the refrigerator hummed and the clock ticked, and outside, birds called and cars rumbled down the street. It was difficult to focus, to separate Sandra’s words from the rest of the noise. Abby clung to her neck and buried her face in the quilted skin of her chest. With difficulty, she picked apart what Sandra was saying. “I’m sorry, baby. I killed her.”

At first, Abby didn’t know who Sandra meant. Her mother and aunt killed people all the time. It wasn’t like Abby cared.

“Where’s Mom?” she asked, because even though she was clinging to her aunt’s neck, she was very upset with her, and she wanted Mom. Or Uncle Henry, if Mom wasn’t there yet.

Aunt Sandra pulled back and met her eyes. She looked almost like a stranger, with her softened face, wearing clothes that Abby had never seen. She smelled different, and the quilting on her skin had climbed from her chest to her neck, spreading across her cheeks, reaching toward her as-yet-unmarked forehead.

“I’m sorry,” Sandra said again, and Abby understood.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The witch of quilting raised her sister’s daughter in a house of many doors, which were often kept shut. The house was one of the many Victorian painted ladies that bloomed in the Tusculum Hills, in Cincinnati’s oldest neighborhood. The banks of the river were not far, winding between the seven hills and past a small gray castle which shouldn’t have been there, but nonetheless was.

Winter in Ohio was cold and gray. The clouds rolled in in September and stayed until May, and they didn’t even have the decency to snow. It was in September that Abby turned five, alone in her room, where cheerful pink walls had turned dingy under cloud-filtered light. Her birthday celebration was populated solely by members of her aunt’s coven. Upon arriving, each witch smiled at her and tremulously wished her a happy birthday and ignored her for the rest of the evening.

After dinner, a narrow slice of perfect, moist carrot cake landed in front of her. She showed the cream cheese frosting to Henry, who scraped it off as best he could, but the residue made her gag. The sour, thick, cloying taste of sweetened cream cheese was bad enough, but then its magic sparked against her tongue, forcing her to happiness when she felt anything but. Joy burned her from the inside, like sunlight against eyes accustomed to the dark.

She did not eat very much of the carrot cake.

“This is wonderful, Ida,” Sandra purred, to enthusiastic assent from the rest of the coven. “Very thoughtful.”

The witch of cocktails plied her trade, to increasingly raucous laughter. She offered Abby a Shirley Temple, which Abby attempted to politely refuse, but was forced to accept. One sip of sweetness told her all she needed to know. The magic in the carbonated liquid forced her lips into a tight, closed smile.

Sandra handed Abby a present, beautifully disguised in floral gift paper that squeaked against her fingers. She unwrapped it to find a musical toy with flashing lights. It was meant for two to three-year-old babies, as she could clearly see from the photos on the packaging.

Still smiling, she flung it across the room into the wall, where it sang and clanged and lit up on impact, before crashing to the floor. Silently, she cast her Shirley Temple to the ground and smeared her carrot cake across the table cloth, grinding it in to soil the damask fabric, before any of the shocked adults could move.

Fortunately for Abby, Henry recovered first.

“Not her fault, poor thing,” Sandra drawled as Henry whisked Abby away to her room. “It’s been a long day, and Cynthia didn’t do a very good job with her, I’m afraid.”

In her bedroom the silent, tearful, smiling tantrum continued while Henry sat against the door, holding it closed against the world with his weight. Abby rained destruction on toys, on her wardrobe’s collection of scratchy lace, wool, and denim, on the blanket from her bed which she had to make every morning even though she didn’t sleep with it. She spared quiet stuffed animals, soft cotton and jersey, and the fitted sheet.

The witch of cocktails’ horrible smile finally faded. Abby sat alone on the floor, surrounded by the mess she’d made, heaving deep breaths through her nose, finally empty of rage for the moment. Heaviness replaced it, filled with the aching absence of her mother.

Henry came over and rubbed her back with long, slow strokes. She crawled into his lap.

“I want to go back in my quilt,” Abby said into his buttoned-up shirt. She breathed deeply into his ‘after work’ smell, the mixture of dried sweat and reapplied deodorant he always carried at the end of the day.

“Do me a favor,” he rumbled. “Don’t mention that to Sandra.”

* * *

Abby asked first thing in the morning, after Henry left.

To her credit, Sandra initially refused, but she scolded her for asking, and for her birthday tantrum, and then off they went to the grocery store where Abby cried in the checkout aisle for about the hundredth time.

Abby was tenacious over the matter of the quilt. She asked, and asked, and asked for it over the next few weeks. Sandra produced it for her to hold, but would not sew her inside. Repeated refusals and scolding brought the rage back. Abby screamed and punched and scratched for it, until Sandra swept the blanket away again and burned it.

Weeks later, after one particularly volcanic grocery store meltdown, Abby nearly got her wish. Henry arrived home from work and found them in the sewing room, Sandra grimly piecing a broken star pattern, Abby sitting quietly on a stool next to her. He sent Abby out into the hall. Then her aunt and uncle had the worst argument Abby ever knew of, with shouting and insults and overturned baskets of fabric and notions. Henry threw Sandra’s sewing machine into the wall. Then he stormed out and took Abby to live in a hotel for two weeks.

Henry ran tepid baths for Abby and used unscented baby shampoo. He ordered pizzas without mushrooms. Even though she was too big, he carried her in grocery stores past the aisle of treats her mother used to buy for her. He used the self-checkout.

When they moved back in with Sandra, Henry bought an electric fireplace for Abby’s room so that she could sleep without a blanket. He did make her go to kindergarten, but also tucked notes into her lunchbox for her teacher to read. After the speech therapist said that her language skills were behind, he spoke with her constantly, though he was naturally a quiet man. He listened carefully to her replies and remembered them. He helped her play with her toys, reminding her how.

Henry became her father.

* * *

Abby called Sandra “mother” for five years before she meant it. The change did not occur because Sandra transformed in any way. In fact, she didn’t truly deserve to be called a mother at all, and never would have become one, except that Abby wanted a mother so desperately that she pounced on the first real nurturing Sandra showed her.

When Abby was nine years old, nineteen years after she was born, a distant relative died in Dublin of smoking-related lung cancer. Her craft came to Abby.

Magic flowed through Abby’s arms for the first time, demanding an outlet. She’d always known that magic would come to her one day, but she hadn’t expected it to be like this. The pressure was almost painful, the pins-and-needles sensation of nerve endings awakening. Tremors traveled up her fingers to her biceps, building to a crescendo when they suddenly spasmed to release tension. Unable to escape through craft, the magic spilled into the rest of her body, prowling through it like a restless shark.

Abby burned while Sandra made frantic calls to their relatives, trying to determine who had died. When nothing turned up, she took a feverish, mumbling, flailing Abby to the craft store and wandered the aisles with her, ignoring concerned stares from other shoppers, steering her toward the textiles.

“Maybe you should take her to the emergency room,” a well-meaning employee said.

“Maybe you should mind your business,” Sandra Gallagher retorted.

Meanwhile, a wisp of wool rebelled against its skein. It was the most perfect shade of lavender, the cusp of blue and pink, the color of wonder. The curl dangling over the wire rack fell into the exact shape of possibility, the potential to become something more. Something shifted inside of Abby and reached out for it.

The tips of her fingers twitched.

Sandra bought the yarn. She bought crochet hooks, knitting needles, and a small loom kit just in case. She bought instruction books for each tool, and another for finger weaving. The witch of quilting sat in the car with Abby while she tried them all.

When the knitting witch made her first stitch, the world cooled and settled into place around her. The magic flowed smoothly through her arms, transforming from shark to burbling goldfish. She knitted peacefully the whole way home, dropping stitches and losing count, while half-frozen rain splattered the windshield and slicked the hill-traveling road.

Under her clumsy, undisciplined fingers, the lavender skein became a formless mass that was her first, and only, childhood pet. Eyeless, earless, noseless, it navigated by touch alone, moving its misshapen body through the piles of yarn in her room. Though it had no brain, it knew affection. It crawled into her lap while she worked more skillfully on other projects.

There was nothing that Sandra loved so much as magic. Unable to infuse the yarn with her own power, she learned to knit and purl, learned to make ocean waves and eyelets and cables and lace stitches and leaf edging, so that she could teach Abby. Sandra learned to work with fine yarn, thick yarn, silky strands; to spin what was needed when what was available wouldn’t do. She never complained when Abby lost her needles. She was more patient than she’d ever been, when teaching Abby magic.

“Is it done yet?” Abby once asked, referring to the scarf in her hands. It seemed to her that scarves could go on forever.

“It’ll tell you when it’s finished,” Sandra said firmly.

The witch of quilting told the knitting witch all the rules of magic, what she could do and couldn’t, inside a story about a long-dead witch of pottery. That witch had lost her arm, so she made another of clay. Her new arm could do very much: it could pour a cup of tea; it could paint a pot with exquisite precision, and even better than the last; it never tired. But it could not do magic, and so the witch of pottery wasted away in grief.

She had two daughters, the witch of bas relief and the casting witch. The witch of bas relief worked tirelessly, day and night, to create her masterpiece; a bronze image of her mother’s battle—but in this world, her mother had won. She showed it to her mother and sister, swearing to change the past. She stepped through the portal, and the moment she did, the craft of bas relief passed to her cousin.

The casting witch was the younger child, less favored by her mother because her talent was fascination. Determined to prove her worth, she carefully carved her sister’s face in a mold of clay, and poured in molten silver.

“Hold this, if you wish to speak to my sister,” the casting witch said, and passed the likeness to her mother. The witch of pottery took the casting, called her daughter’s name, and died.

The casting witch had killed the witch of pottery, and so became the witch of casting.

As the knitting witch’s skills improved, Sandra set her to coven work.

Warm rabbit’s wool became a ski mask that absorbed the force of a fall. Knitted serpents crept into offices and listened, reporting back word for word what was said. Creamy angora wool she knit into luxurious bulletproof sweaters for people even wealthier than Sandra.

“Why don’t we just make the clients give us money?” Abby asked one day. “And tell them what to do?” The witches she’d known constantly schemed and betrayed and exploited each other’s weaknesses—why should the magicless be any different?

Sandra fixed her with a stern look.

“Why don’t we kill fireflies?” Sandra asked. “Why don’t we rip the wings from butterflies?”

“Because they’re beautiful,” Abby said.

“No,” Sandra said. “Because they’re weak.”

Sandra became her mother. A terrible mother, but a mother all the same.

* * *

Abby met Cori Acosta during a coven meeting that neither of them were invited to, but Henry had to work, and Mrs. Acosta’s babysitter fell through. They were banished from the church basement, where coven meetings took place, and brusquely told to go away and play together without being loud or making a mess.

The church doors loomed over them in the red-carpeted entryway. Beside them stood the marble baptismal font, as tall as they were. A soft, golden pendant light hummed overhead, as if telling them to hush.

Cori looked at Abby. Abby looked at Cori.

Cori had shining dark eyes, deep brown skin, and black hair that fell into tight curls. At first, Abby couldn’t see Cori’s grotesque, but when Cori tilted her head back to assess Abby, the light caught and reflected on tiny specks of glitter growing across the bridge of her nose, spreading down her cheeks and across her eyelids. Abby’s own grotesque had started to grow from her skull, yarn in a riot of colors, textures, and thicknesses that constantly tangled with her normal fawn-colored hair.

“I’m the knitting witch,” Abby said, and stuck her hand out. After a long moment, Cori took it.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Cori said with stiff politeness. “I’m the glitter witch.”

“Glitter?” Abby said, perking up.

“It’s a new craft,” Cori said, in the tone of someone used to explaining. “It makes other crafts better. And prettier.”

The knitting witch pulled a serpent construct from her backpack and handed it to Cori. It wrapped around Cori’s fingers and made its way up her hand.

Cori licked the pointer finger of her free hand, and stuck it into her pocket. When it emerged, it shone with clear glitter of varying shapes and sizes. Cori dragged the glitter carefully across the snake’s belly, occasionally diving back to her pocket for more. The snake cooperated, twisting to show the glitter witch unmarked wool. Cori’s magic felt different from other witches—silvery, slippery, like silk rippling in the wind.

Abby didn’t try to describe how magic felt to others, anymore. Not since Sandra had looked at her like she was crazy, and backhanded her for telling lies.

When Cori finished, the snake moved much more quickly, up her arm and behind her neck, leaving a trail of glitter behind. It hid under her hair and peeked out at Abby, its yarn eyes gleaming as if wet.

“That’s so cool,” Abby breathed, wide-eyed.

The glitter witch smiled. “I like your snake,” she said. “The scales are very nice.”

“Thanks,” Abby said. “They’re rosette stitches. Mom showed me how to do them.”

At the mention of Sandra, the glitter witch’s smile chilled, and her eyes hardened.

“Your mom stole my dad,” Cori said.

Abby nodded. She knew this. The quilting witch had told Abby the names of all the witchloves she’d stolen, so that Abby could be wary of the witches they’d left behind. It must have been very difficult for Cori, growing up without someone like Henry. Abby didn’t blame her for being angry.

“She killed my first mom,” Abby offered, to make Cori feel better.

“And she makes you live with her?” Cori’s lip curled. “I would hate someone who killed my mom. Why don’t you run away?”

The knitting witch looked down to the faded, velvety carpet and scrubbed her pink sneaker against it.

“It was a long time ago,” Abby said. “She said she was sorry.” And things had started to get better, since her magic had come.

Cori seemed unsatisfied, even contemptuous. “I would kill her,” she whispered fiercely. “I want to kill her right now, and my dad isn’t even dead.”

Abby suspected he’d rather be dead than trapped in one of her aunt’s quilts, but didn’t think saying so would be helpful.

“I can’t,” Abby pointed out. “I’m nine. And anyway, she’s the only mom I have left.”

“Oh.” Cori blinked. “But wouldn’t it be better to not even have a mom?” she said, with the assurance of someone who had a mom.

“I don’t think so,” Abby said tartly. “Anyway, I don’t like killing.”

Sandra had started Abby on insects, which were easy enough, and then moved on to fish and a lizard from the pet store. The witch of quilting was smart enough to steer far clear of the coiled snakes under the red glow of their heat lamps. But Abby had utterly failed with the bird. She flinched away from the thought, and focused on the girl in front of her.

“Neither do I,” Cori admitted, deflating. “Do you want to go to the swing set?”

Abby agreed, and they set off toward the playground next to the parking lot.

“Abby?” the glitter witch said. “Mom says you were in a quilt for a long time.”

“Ten years,” Abby said. She unzipped her jacket, let it flap open.

“What was it like, in the quilt?” Cori’s voice sounded funny on the last few words, so Abby snuck a glance over. Tears ran down her cheeks and mixed with the glitter, which shone even under the weak, pale winter sun. The snake warming her neck extended a flickering tongue to dry them. Abby had not knitted a snake with a tongue.

In Sandra’s quilt, each moment that passed had felt like a thousand as Abby lay in the dark, screaming until her voice gave out, pulling on her hair just to feel something different.

She couldn’t believe there had been a time when she wanted to go back.

Abby weighed the odds that Mr. Acosta would ever escape the quilt to contradict her against the tears in front of her.

“I don’t remember anything,” she said breezily. “Just being sewn in, and let out again.”

The glitter witch surreptitiously scrubbed her mittens over her eyes while Abby tactfully did not notice. Instead, the knitting witch watched gray squirrels chase each other down the wet-darkened bark of a sleeping maple, and stepped carefully over the asphalt, mindful of puddles.

“Why did she put you in a quilt?” the glitter witch asked, a transparent attempt to cover for her crying.

“To control my first mom,” Abby said. “She stole from Ai Ma, and they weren’t ready for that.”

The glitter witch nodded, immediately following the politics of rival covens.

Abby kicked a rock ahead.

“Why did Sandra kill your real mom?” the glitter witch asked.

“Because she realized that Sandra was never going to let me out,” Abby said. She fixed her eyes ahead, on the swings drifting in the cold, wet wind. “She tried to get me back.”

And she’d almost succeeded.

Abby remembered being lifted and jostled in the dark, a sudden light, and then overwhelming sound. Accusations, swearing, screaming. Hands had grasped at the quilt, pulled the fabric so tight that the stitches strained and specks of light appeared in the fabric. Abby’s hopes rose painfully—but in the end, the stitches held.

Blood spotted the fabric. Abby tumbled inside the quilt as it dropped to the floor.

It was the last time her mother held her.
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Abby met Mei-Hua Ma in middle school, which is the worst time to meet someone, really. The witch families used their local public school to sharpen their children against each other, so that they wouldn’t have to take the trouble of doing it themselves.

Mei tied her long, glossy hair into a ponytail, and wore t-shirts with gym shorts. A frenetic current of magical energy sizzled under her skin at all times, leaving Abby on the edge of her assigned seat right beside her.

She always kept her paper fingernails carefully lacquered black, to protect them from water. She seemed to hate the feeling of her nails dampening, hissing and shaking her hands out in the girls’ bathroom whenever a drop of water seeped through a chip in the paint. Abby could understand that; grotesques were sometimes troublesome. Her own hair bled in the shower sometimes, dyeing the porcelain pink and yellow and green, and Cori left a trail of glitter everywhere she went.

Mei did things that Abby was never allowed to do. She ignored their teacher, choosing instead to work on her craft, papercutting. In thick scarlet cardstock, she used a silver X-Acto knife to carve peonies. When Abby leaned over to look, Abby got in trouble, and Mei didn’t even bother to hide her snicker.

She called out whenever she had a thought, heedless of whether or not the teacher was already speaking. She was loud, and as often wrong as right.

Mei lost her temper all the time. And when she was angry, she lashed out with everything she had, from shouting and swearing, to fists and nails and teeth. Her grotesque, red paper fingernails as sharp as razors, made her temper very painful. She did not control herself, and did not even try.

Mei happened to be the youngest daughter of Ai Ma, the most powerful, vicious witch in Cincinnati, and so Abby tried to hide her dislike and treat her nicely. This worked for the first two weeks of sixth grade. Then Mei grabbed Abby’s favorite pencil, thickly coated with glitter, from her desk.

“What does this do?” Mei asked, eyes locked on Abby’s. She cocked her head and one side of her mouth crept upwards. “Tell you all the answers?”

Abby took a deep, calming breath. The boy across from Mei had witch blood, but not all of their classmates did. The girls were supposed to be learning to hide their nature from the magicless, at the age where any mistakes they made could be easily explained away as overactive imagination.

It was easier to hide their magic when they did not openly discuss it.

“Excuse me, that’s my pencil,” she said politely. “Please give it back.”

Mei’s eyes narrowed. “Sure. When I’m done with it.” She started writing.

Abby raised her hand.

“Yes, Abby,” Ms. Wilson said, without looking up from her computer. She was really the witch of hand spinning, but Ms. Wilson was what they were supposed to call her at school. She was the most unfortunate of witches, covenless and alone, at the mercy of any stronger witch’s whim, until she started teaching at the public middle school for protection. Any witch who killed the middle school homeroom teacher had to replace her for the rest of the school year, a fate widely regarded with the horror it deserved.

“Ms. Wilson, Mei took my pencil,” she said. Beside her, the papercutting witch pressed the pencil harder into the paper. She must have worked out the craft, which was good handwriting. In any case, the script that flowed from the end of the pencil somehow looked even more infuriatingly perfect than usual.

“This is a dumb thing to use craft for,” Mei said in undertone. Of course she would think so; her own tiny letters came out beautifully without magical assistance. The precision and intricacy required by her craft made handwriting easy by comparison. She had probably never been punished for making large, uncertain letters, long past the time she ought to have been proficient. She had probably never been mocked for illegible chicken scratch. She had probably never been jealous of a classmate’s writing.

Cori, sitting at the desk across from Abby, stiffened with outrage. The pencil had been a birthday gift, and she’d bargained with the woodworking witch to make it. The boy whose desk faced Mei was no fool, and wisely chose to go and sharpen his own pencil on the other side of the room.

“Let her borrow it, please,” Ms. Wilson said tonelessly.

“It’s my only pencil,” Abby lied without hesitation, watching Mei with growing concern as the papercutting witch increased the pressure. “I need it to do the worksheet.”

Ms. Wilson sighed deeply through her nose. “Mei, give Abby’s pencil back and ask to borrow one from someone else,” she said.

At that moment, the pencil snapped in two, releasing a cloud of glitter into the air.

“Sorry, Abby,” Mei said insincerely, holding out the two broken edges of the pencil.

* * *

Abby and Cori spread rumors that Mei failed fifth grade twice, and now she was already failing sixth grade as well.

“They’re about to expel her,” Abby said with utter solemnity to a wide-eyed group of girls who were eager to believe it. “Her mom pays a lot of money to keep her in school even though she gets in fights, but her grades are going to sink our school’s ranking.”

Beside her, Cori nodded virtuously. “I heard the principal on the phone with her mom,” she whispered, “when I had to go to the nurse. He was really mad.”

When Abby reached into her desk for her pencil case later that week, she felt her arm pull like elastic before snapping back. It was the unmistakable sensation of a portal. This was a particularly good one, if it had the control and precision to take Abby’s hand and leave the rest behind.

Her fingers touched something wet. Abby froze, remembering that Mei’s craft was likely to make portals.

Mei watched with a smug, satisfied look as Abby debated the merits of leaving her hand where it was. Meeting Mei’s gaze with her own hard look, Abby pulled it out to find her fingers covered in sludge that immediately filled the room with a gag-inducing stench.

“Ew!” Mei immediately shouted, drawing the class’ attention from Ms. Wilson’s unenthusiastic lesson. “Abby scratched her butt and now her fingers are brown!”

Abby, face flaming, stood and went to wash her hands without asking permission. She soaked her hands in the anti-bacterial soap and scrubbed until her fingers turned pink and painful, but she couldn’t get rid of the stench entirely. Mei sniffed loudly when Abby sat down again, to make her point.

That night, the knitting witch stayed up later than she was supposed to.

She went to class early and released two snakes from her backpack into the shadows under Ms. Wilson’s desk. Then she sat at her desk, crossed her ankles, and pulled a book out to read. When Ms. Wilson came in a few minutes later, Abby smiled angelically. When Mei came in, squinting warily at Abby, the knitting witch glared before dropping her eyes, to lure her enemy into a false sense of security.

Mei was unbearable in victory. She smirked. She leaned into Abby’s space, put her elbow on Abby’s desk. She commented in a self-satisfied way that the room still smelled very bad from yesterday.

The knitting witch bided her time.

Cori shot concerned looks across their desks as Abby turned away from Mei again and again, as if cowed. The scent grew over the course of the day, and in the heat of an unusually warm September, in their building which lacked air conditioning, it quickly grew to nauseating.

“Damn, Abby,” Mei muttered to her, with an alligator smile. “What did you eat?”

Abby smiled tightly back.

At the very end of the school day, when Mei stood to turn in her last worksheet to Ms. Wilson (Abby had peeked, and it was disappointingly mediocre. Mei was in no danger of failing sixth grade), the knitting witch made her move. She bent to put her notebook and pencils into her backpack, using the motion to whisper to the snakes on the ground. They came to her, crawling together between Mei’s legs to leave a thick trail of sludge from Ms. Wilson’s desk. They wrapped around the wire legs of Mei’s chair and climbed onto the seat, where the knitting witch scooped them up into a gallon Ziploc bag and tucked them into her backpack. Abby zipped her backpack and folded her hands, as if waiting for the bell to ring.

When Mei sat again, the papercutting witch tensed immediately. Abby didn’t give her the opportunity to run and hide in the restroom. She raised her hand and did not wait to be called on.

“Ms. Wilson,” she said, with sugary concern. “I think Mei might be sick. Look.” And she pointed to the trail leading from Ms. Wilson’s desk to Mei’s.

As Ms. Wilson hauled Mei away to the nurse, their eyes met in a dead-eyed stare of perfect understanding.

* * *

Ms. Wilson did not come to school the following day. Sitting in her chair, staring out coolly over the classroom, was Helen Mear, the witch of bouquet.

When Abby saw her in Ms. Wilson’s seat, she froze in the doorway. Cori bumped into her back with a mild complaint before falling silent herself. They both knew what this meant for Ms. Wilson.

“What could she have possibly wanted from the witch of hand spinning?” Cori later whispered across her desk. Abby shrugged, baffled, but it soon became clear that it had nothing at all to do with the unfortunate Ms. Wilson.

“Sit up straight, Ella,” Helen said sharply, and her daughter, who had not been slouching, managed to sit almost imperceptibly straighter.

Abby had never paid much attention to the garden witch before, but it became impossible not to as commands pelted her relentlessly. Ella Mear, who had previously been as normal as it is possible for a witch child to be, bowed and stunted under her mother’s unloving expectations like a young stalk blasted by constant wind.

The witch of bouquet delighted in stirring up conflict and tossing her daughter into the middle of it. The child witches all found themselves snared in her games. Some, like the papercutting witch, enjoyed themselves and played ferociously. Others, like the welding witch, tried in vain to remove themselves from the fray. The knitting witch participated just enough to tread water, retaliating but rarely initiating.

Earlier, with the freedom to choose her battles, the garden witch had won a respectable share of them. After her mother joined the class, she quickly became overwhelmed, buffeted from one to the next with no time to make plans or regroup.

“This is what the world is like, Ella,” Helen told the garden witch as she cried, open-mouthed sobbing that made Abby cringe with sympathy. The ruffles of her iris-petal tongue wavered against her lips, shaking with the force of her tears. “You have to be good enough to overcome it.”

The knitting witch might have felt glad that Helen wasn’t her own mother, except that having her as a teacher was nearly as bad. Helen Mear had lost a husband into a quilt, and was determined to wring every bit of payment she could from Abby. Helen gave her tests that were much harder than her classmates’, and slashed points for minor mistakes and even correct answers. Soon, it was not Mei, but Abby, who was in danger of failing sixth grade.

Sandra was unsympathetic.

“I have enough on my plate,” the witch of quilting told her brusquely. “You can’t run to me with every little problem. You’ll have to figure it out yourself.”

More troublesome was the fact that Helen quite obviously wished for her daughter to best Abby, in preparation for one day taking over the coven. Abby had no particular desire to join the coven—she wanted to run somewhere far away, like New York or Paris, and never look back. But she couldn’t say so without it getting back to her mother, and Helen wouldn’t believe her even if she did.

Abby also had no particular desire to hurt or humiliate the garden witch, but it became difficult not to. Ella seemed to resent her when she softened her blows, and became more vicious in response.

And so, the knitting witch suddenly found her life much more complicated.

She was not the only one. Abby found Cori crying in the bathroom after recess one day; Abby had spent the time in the library, studying for an exam that was sure to be monstrously difficult.

When Abby went to comfort her, the glitter witch backed away, glaring at her.

“Why are you doing this?” Cori demanded. “So you can use it against me, later?”

Those sounded like her mother’s words. Abby knew the feeling; she often found herself speaking Sandra’s.

“Don’t be stupid,” Abby said. “Tell me what happened, and then we’ll make them pay.”

“We’re not supposed to help each other,” Cori said, brushing tears from her eyes. They
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