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Spell Update
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"I don’t understand!" Kaiyi wailed, head falling onto the bar. It hit the wood with a thunk that made Appson wince. Kaiyi may have a thick skull for a human, but not that thick. He gently padded his friend's back with one of his claws.

"The model units worked perfectly," Kaiyi continued, "We tested the automatic tracing feature, the spell library, the voice activation. We tested it with all sorts of facial features too. Fangs. Snouts. Hoarse throats. The software would recognize any spell command, regardless of who spoke it."

"It was good work," Appson agreed. "Very thorough."

Kaiyi ignored him to resume her wailing. "We tested the software upload process too!" She picked up her head as the bartender placed down a refill of her Newton Newt. In three seconds, the highball glass was half empty. 

The bartender raised an eye, inquiring about another, but Appson gave a fierce shake of his head. "Can we get a basket of fries?" They'd have to return to the office sooner rather than later. Best to start carbing up. 

The man nodded and headed toward the kitchen.

Kaiyi’s lament continued, unaware of anything but her misery. "I don’t know what went wrong, but I just know I’m gonna get fired. Work was filled with nothing but complaints about witches not getting the update. They’ve been waiting a year for this and I blew it for the company. We have no idea what went wrong, why, how to fix it-" Kaiyi threw back the second half of her cocktail. "The delivery of the update was on me. They’ll want to point fingers at someone. App, I’m gonna lose my job."

Sobbing, she let her head fall back to the bar. 

Her phone bing!ed, as it had done every five minutes since they settled at the bar. She slid the device to Appson. "You’re the better spell engineer. Technology listens to you. Turn it off."

"It could just be your mom-"

"Doubt it."

Appson delicately picked up the phone. The model had been designed for human hands, not his larger, clawed variety. He placed the phone on Kaiyi’s skin so her magic signature could unlock it. Then, he went searching for the mute setting. 

The phone vibrated with an incoming message. A Circles conversation had 68 new messages. Appson winced. They’d only been at the bar thirty minutes but work never stopped. Especially when there was something to debug. Kaiyi's much-needed, non-office, whine time might have to be cut short.

Gritting his teeth, he opened the office app. It wasn’t the engineering channel, but a social one. He prepared to close out when a new message caught his eye: a news screenshot. 

Appson tapped Kaiyi’s arm. "They found out what went wrong."

Her head shot up, alcohol buzz fading away. 

He tilted the device, showing off the photo. 

ROOMBA SUMMONINGS the headline of a mundane news site read. 

"The humans’ Roombas updated instead of witches’ Broombas."

"Ohmygod." She grabbed her phone, bringing it up to her eye. She had to squint to read. "Do you think I’m still going to get fired?"

"You’re not going to get fired," Appson sighed. "It’s an honest mistake. And who knows, PR might be able to ride this out. We love making fun of humans and I can see the memes. I’ll even make the first one. Now, come on. Can you code? We might not know what the error was, but we know what to look for and where."

Kaiyi slapped silver on the bar, even as she muttered a spell under her breath. One of the charms on her bracelet flared, and then there was the spell engineer Appson knew, dry-eyed and ready to type. 

"Yeah. Let’s go."

He grabbed the fries and followed her out.
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Crystal Advice
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Serenity watches as the priestesses carry her mother’s body first through the dark tunnels under the castle and then down the steps into the Crystal Bowl, amazed at their sure feet. The way is barely lit and the ground slippery: she’s lost her footing at least once and the only thing she’s carrying is a ring in her pocket.

Slowly, the four women at the corners of the silk stretcher reach the bottom of the small, earthen bowl positioned directly under the throne room. It’s not a long nor steep descent. When Serenity joins them at the bottom, her eyes land on the top step. Candlelight catches on scattered jewels ringing the bowl, the remnants of priestesses going back centuries.

Upon their death, the women are fed into holy fire which condenses them into crystalline items containing their souls. Ranging in color, shape, and size depending on the priestess, each new bit of crystal, each perfectly preserved soul, joins those of her fellow priestesses in lining the Crystal Bowl.

Serenity looks at a particularly large, oblong piece of blue glass. Inside it, she makes out the rough shape of a priestess from long ago, her robes at least a hundred years outdated. It’s not Serenity’s right to pick it up and whisper a question to the glass, to get an answer from the soul living in it, but any priestess could. Any one of the women carrying her mother’s body.

Today, those crystal-locked souls are onlookers, just like the pallbearers. Within glass, human forms turn and twist to follow the living priestesses, to join their sisterhood regardless of their deaths in watching the compression of a royal soul. 

At the center of the amphitheater swirls holy fire. Spherical and hovering over the earth, it comes up to Serenity’s chin and is as wide as a pregnant mare. The flames snap, but give off no heat and their light barely reaches beyond the steps. Yet it gives off a sense of unmatched power. The closer she steps, the greater Serenity feels the need to fall into silence. No whisper, no harsh breath, should leave her mouth. No step should make a noise. The desire to subjugate herself rises, to sink to her knees, but she refuses. Holy the fireball may be, but she will not allow it to bend her to its worldview.

If the priestesses struggle with the same, they show no indication. But they too are quiet, bowing their heads as they approach the ball of fire, keeping their gazes on the ground as they circle with her mother’s body. Five circles they make, and by the end, Serenity gives in. She bows to relieve the pressure on her back.

With no warning, for how could there be a warning in a place that discourages speech, the priestesses dip her mother’s stretcher, and her body slides into the ball of heatless fire.  

It consumes Serenity’s mother, consumes the Queen, and she lets tears fall down her cheek. She doesn’t need to say goodbye, her mother isn’t gone, but what has left Serenity is seeing her mother smile. Sensing her warmth beside her as they make their daily prayer to the moon. Feeling her fingers tug Serenity’s hair to braid it.

The magical fire flares bright and disappears, leaving behind a suspended, clear, red jewel.

Serenity reaches into her pocket for her newly crafted ring. Slips it on her finger. Then she delicately plucks the jewel that had formally been her mother from the air and pushes it into the waiting setting.

Her first advice-jewel. The one she’d love centered on her crown, but the royal crown is filled with jewels from queens who ruled many years ago. Queens who helped rule the kingdom for centuries, whispering advice to their descendants as they sat on the throne. 

The only advice Serenity wants is her mother’s.

She’ll wait twenty-four hours, as the magic requires, for her mother’s soul to settle. Then she can whisper her question into the ring and hear her mother’s response, just like her mother had listened to Serenity’s grandmother.

She comes from a long line of deceased queens who still advise the living, but the question Serenity is most eager to ask, would ask every day, is "Do you know that I love you, Mom?"

And every day, she knows her mom’s voice will come from her soul jewel to say “yes”.
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Imitation
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Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, so humanity tells itself. It’s why they look the other way when the caterpillar-like forms of the Zhihona merge into bipedal shapes. 

Humanity saved the last of the species from a dying planet, bringing the creatures into their homes. They say cats and dogs pick up personalities from their owners, why wouldn’t Zhihonians pick up traits of humanity. 

The aliens develop similar communication organs. Eyes for eye contact. Eyebrows for facial expressions. Vocal cords and mouths for talking. And as the Zhihona take new forms, it becomes obvious humanity shouldn't have thought of them as mindless little pets. While they had wiggled around on a dozen legs, they’d learned, and now they quoted humanity back to the humans.

Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery mediocrity can pay to greatness, the Zhihonians say. They are the mediocrity, banished and starved until the better humans saved them.

Humanity accepts this. Mostly. 

Because Zhihonians continue to shift. No longer three-feet-tall, odd-looking bipeds with human faces, Zhihonians transform into children. Even with bodies that look like soapy water, reflective and moving with each step or arm wave, they’re so human-like that humanity gives them clothes. The family Zhihona is not a pet, they’re an adopted alien child. And as human children mimic their parents in mannerisms, sayings, and actions, so too do the Zhihona. 

But Zhihonians grow faster than human children and the shapeshifting continues. Three years after their rescue, Zhihonians
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