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      “Hazel!” Mother groaned. “Can’t you see you’ve botched the spell again?”

      Flits of whitish light sparkled in the taupe-and-slate, lacquered vanity mirror as the scents of Black Opium and Glossier You stung my nostrils. Beige Magic, the kind that ran in my family, always smelled like perfume. During after-school magic lessons, I never knew if my lightheadedness came from nerves or sensory overload.

      Or both.

      “Sorry, Mother.” The resigned disappointment in her voice made my soul curl into a ball, but I didn’t want to lose points for attitude as well. “I’m sure I can fix whatever I did wrong.”

      To my right, my fourteen-year-old sister Cindra stood with her contoured nose in a tablet, browsing Italian Vogue online. She’d nailed it on the first try, as usual.

      “You got this, sis.” My nineteen-year-old sister Beatrix held up her hand and I gratefully high-fived her. Even on hard days, I could always count on Bea’s support.

      Mother held up a salon mirror so I could examine my third attempt at today’s Beige Magic assignment, a messy bun.

      Ugh, my curly brown bun was way off-center. Like it secretly wanted to be a side twist.

      Just visualize perfection, like Mother always says.

      I shut my eyes, sucked in a deep breath, and focused with all my earthly might.

      A wild, grassy scent filled the air and I squirmed with embarrassment knowing it was coming from me. Plenty of fine perfumes had herbal notes, relatives assured us, and my magic hadn’t developed enough for us to be sure which scent would be my signature. Still, it was awkward that my magic smelled like Eau de Unmowed Yard.

      I opened my eyes—and beamed in the mirror. Hex yeah! For once, my stinky efforts had yielded a better bun. Perfectly centered on top of my head, no less.

      Eagerly I turned to Mother, but she crossed her arms and sighed. “The crown’s too tight.”

      Crud.

      She shook her head sadly. “Girls, what else is wrong with Hazel’s final attempt?”

      Wait, final?

      “Edges of the bun must be tucked in neatly.” Beatrix’s recitation was crisp.

      “Tendrils must be distributed in a uniform fashion,” Cindra offered, reluctantly looking up from her fashion mag.

      “Perfect.” Mother smiled ruefully. “Her tendrils fail to demonstrate proper face framing protocol… like so.” Mother snapped her fingers, igniting a spark of light, and her ash blond mane was suddenly in a perfect updo.

      Chanel No. Five wafted through the bathroom. I’d grown up with the classic scent floating through our house each time Mother refreshed her makeup or plated dinner, and I normally found it comforting.

      Lately though, it was also the scent that starred in my anxiety dreams. Dreams where I’d try to conjure a Dutch braid to match Mother’s, but my hair would instead transform into thick, green vines.

      “But like at the end of the day, isn’t it supposed to be messy?” I hated my pleading voice, full of equal parts of confusion and desperation.

      “Artfully casual,” Mother corrected. “Look at Cindra’s example. It’s flawless.”

      Cindra gave a tiny shrug, bored or embarrassed by the praise I’d have walked on my knees in the desert to hear.

      Bea winced in sympathy, but for once it only made me angry. No matter how hard I tried to hone my magic, to honor our family legacy of grace and elegance, at seventeen I was already falling behind Cin, a mere freshman.

      I decided to go on the offensive. “Maybe you just don’t like how messy buns look with my hair type.”

      “Oh, Hazel…” Mother lightly touched my bouncy, dark brown curls with some affection. “This beautiful mess certainly came from your dad’s side, not from me. But we both know your hair’s not the real problem.”

      I slumped, waiting for her to say as usual that the real problem was I wasn’t trying hard enough. That I didn’t want it enough. It broke my heart to think that Mother didn’t see my efforts.

      Then again, how could she when the results were, so far, meh?

      I could count on one hand the number of times I’d forced my magic to perform as expected, more or less. And while I’d never admit this out loud, every instance had felt fiendishly uncomfortable and just… off. Like biking uphill with the gearshift stuck and grinding. Like running in pinchy high heels.

      But it didn’t matter, really. Because nothing hurt worse than disappointing Mother. I was willing to endure unlimited discomfort, to earn my place as one of the shining Greenwood girls.

      “Sweetie,” Mother said, which wasn’t a word that sounded natural from her lips. Bad sign. “You are my daughter and I love you, but it’s time we faced facts. You were born with exceptionally weak magic.”

      Beatrix and I both gasped.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “No, I can do this,” I begged. “I’m just lazy. I need to try harder.”

      Don’t give up on me.

      “Mother,” Bea spoke up. “Hazel sounds motivated. If she keeps working on it, I bet she could be a passable Beige Witch. Someday.”

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to Bea.

      “It’s not her fault she’s such a slow learner.”

      “Um, I don’t know if slow’s the right word…” At school, I was an A minus student. They were making me sound like the village idiot.

      Is that how they saw me? It was all I could do not to cry.

      “Agreed, it’s not her fault.” Mother was talking past me, directly to Bea. “But I’m beginning to think it’s cruel to try to coax an ability that just isn’t there.”

      “I thought you were going to give her more time to catch up.”

      She’d thought? I stared at Bea. Had she overheard Mother and Dad talking about my lack of magical ability? They’d discussed me, in front of her?

      “The lessons aren’t helping, Bea.” Mother shook her head. “I’m sorry to say it, but Hazel doesn’t have our gift.”

      Cindra’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Does that mean she won’t be training with us anymore?”

      “I’m afraid it does.”

      Coldness seeped into my chest. I’d wanted nothing more than to escape magical training. But now I was being banished from it. Cast out.

      “Oh, but there is a new opportunity that’s open to you now, Hazel,” my mother said with a suspicious level of casualness. “Since you do have that little bit of magic, you could always train up as a Green Witch.”

      “A kitchen witch?” Beatrix looked at me with pity. “You mean like Granny Sage?”

      I swallowed. Sage Greenwood, my father’s mother, was a stern, rough-mannered old baker who ran a dingy little shop down by the waterfront. We weren’t that close to her. For good reason.

      “And speaking of your grandmother…” My mother purred, as if she was leading up to some hugely cheering news. Which, given the subject, seemed absurd. “Dad mentioned Granny Sage needs some help around the bakery. Just for the holidays. What do you say? You love eating pies. Maybe try your hand at baking them.”

      Tears filled my eyes. Rather than ever attain the poise and elegance of my mother and sisters, I was destined to serve pie to everyone in town. A mere kitchen witch.

      “This isn’t fair!” Cindra burst out, shocking me with her vehemence. Her bejeweled hair tie crashed onto the vanity table as her updo came down, the spell broken. “If Hazel’s off the hook, I shouldn’t have to do these dumb lessons either.”

      Of course that’s what she was outraged about. She’d always seen the lessons as an annoying imposition on her free time. Not a privilege that was now being stripped from me. I stared at my baby sister, wondering what it might feel like to think more about your own interests than pleasing Mother.

      “We can make the lessons more interesting, now,” Mother said vaguely, and I felt a pang of shame. Had I been holding my little sister back?

      No wonder they all saw me as hopeless.

      Mother gestured toward the open door. “See you at dinner, Hazel.”

      I felt Bea’s sympathetic gaze on me as I shuffled out of the bathroom, hot tears running down my cheeks. The door swiftly shut behind me. Feeling dazed, I stood there for a while as the lesson continued without me in muffled voices. Whiffs of perfume and occasional soft laughter.

      The only difference was that I was now on the outside, officially.
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      When Bea dropped us off at school the next day, Cindra bolted from the backseat, calling , “See you at lunch!” to me. She beelined to her friends, fellow freshmen who were walking to first period in a clump of shiny puffer jackets and topknots.

      “Wait a sec.” Bea reached out and grabbed my arm. “I feel bad about what happened yesterday. Are you ok?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I was still annoyed with her, even though she’d defended me. Sort of. “Can’t think of any reasons.”

      “I’m just trying to help...“

      “Sure, whatever. Don’t you have a Nutrition lecture to get to?” I launched myself out of her car and raced across the main quad.

      The objectively hottest guy in the senior class was sleeping on his side on the long bench outside the library, his wide muscular back to the wall, auburn hair falling into his sculpted features. No doubt he’d been up partying all night… or worse.

      Kade de Klaw was about as far from my lane as you could get. He’d spent the summer at a course correction camp for non-violent juvenile offenders. Meanwhile, I was the sole student at Blue Moon High to earn Good Citizenship awards for four years running. Yet Kade still fascinated me. His greenish eyes burned with a permanent wildfire of shame, like he knew he just couldn’t help himself from doing bad things. Despite my shelf of Good Citizen trophies, I felt that.

      Especially today.

      I dashed into first period just after the late bell rang and plopped into a back row seat.

      Naturally, the whole room turned to stare. I’d never sat in the back. That row was for stoners and slackers. People who weren’t obsessed with maxing their class participation score.

      Slackers like Elliot James, the tall guy with buzzed black hair. He rarely spoke in class but looked at everything like he was mentally taking it apart for clues to some cosmic mystery he was hellbent on solving. While Kade was a known criminal, crazy rumors swarmed around Elliot. He was a gangster. A drug dealer. A Satan worshiper. A pimp. He couldn’t be all those things, could he? Maybe the gossips were just mad that he refused to be a happy-go-lucky surfer dude, like most guys in Blue Moon Bay.

      Or maybe I was biased. I’d been crushing hard on Elliot James since high school began.

      He didn’t have to turn to fix his sharp gaze on me. For the first time ever, we were sitting next to each other. And I couldn’t help but notice the warm, woodsy scent of his skin.

      “Hazel? Any thoughts?” Miss Wolfhart repeated. “How about the Brontë sisters with their Gothic romances?”

      “Oh, um… no thanks,” I sputtered, no clue why she was asking me. “I like romcoms better.”

      I barely even heard the peals of laughter as Miss Wolfhart wryly reminded us of today’s subject, “Exploring Jane Austin’s Themes In Brit Lit”. I was only aware of Elliot’s gaze interrogating me.

      His eyes were dark and slightly hooded, which made him look older than the rest of his face did. When my own eyes met his inky pupils, I felt a ping of electricity. Like I was connecting with an alien intelligence. I looked away, my cheeks flushing with heat.

      Elliot was the perfect crush object for a less-confident girl like me. A hot enigma who would never actually reject me. Given who he was and who I was, we’d probably graduate without speaking a word to each other.

      And given how hard I was blushing from one look, that was no doubt for the best.
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      “Whoa, you’re never the first one here.” Cindra set her bag down on her cafeteria table and frowned at me with electric blue lips.

      They matched her blue knit balaclava, blue leg warmers, and blue ballet flats she’d tie dyed herself. I’d have looked supremely dumb. She looked like a fashion model, and I couldn’t help but feel proud of her originality. As well as protective.

      Standing out could be dangerous at a place like Blue Moon High.

      “How’d you walk from the L-Building so fast?” she demanded. “I know you can’t do a power-walk spell.”

      I shrugged. “I cut AP Bio.”

      “Shut the front door!” Taylor Adams, another member of our lunch crew, walked up with a takeout box of steaming samosas from the Indian buffet across the street. A dollop of mint sauce dripped onto her JV cheer uniform, but she snapped her fingers and the stain vanished with a spark of light. Warm vanilla fragrance floated through the cafeteria, though no Ordinal could detect it.

      “Hazel Greenwood, skipping class?” Hayden, Taylor’s twin sister, perched on the bench and held out her empty left hand, curling her fingers sideways as if holding a cup. In a flash, a thick green smoothie appeared in her hand. Notes of rose and lily escaped into the air. “What’s next, shoplifting? Dating bad boys?”

      The memory of Elliot’s gaze flashed into my mind and I blushed again. “Haha.”

      “Watch out, sis,” Cindra teased. “Or they’ll take away your Good Citizen awards.”

      “Not if I forge Mother’s signature later and get it excused.”

      Hayden slurped her smoothie and grinned at me. “Damn, you’re a bad witch.”

      Cindra flinched, and I knew what she was thinking. I was a bad witch. In every way. Still, the twins were nodding at me with rare respect. So I didn’t explain that I’d only cut because I couldn’t focus.

      Taylor gasped. “Don’t look now, witches! It’s Brashlenna.”

      I glanced over uneasily to see Brittany Salazar, Ashlee Stone, and Jenna Jeffries charging over in their perfectly-fitting, blue, varsity cheer uniforms. As our senior year blazed on and their collective boredom grew, their antics were getting a bit out of hand, as one teacher put it.

      What she meant was ruthless bullying. Pranks and harassment that made people cry.

      Eating my cheese sandwich every day with three freshmen who made me the butt of their jokes? Not ideal. But BMH was small and cliquish, and in past years, I’d been something of a lunch nomad. Floating from group to group, never finding a real home even though I was friendly with most everyone. But when Cindra and the Adams sisters started school this year, I knew I had built-in friends. Mother played tennis with Lizzie Adams, and even if I didn’t have much in common with her daughters, the magic connection held our little group together.

      And together, we could keep each other from being targeted.

      “Aw, look, it’s the wittle JV babies,” Britt called with malicious glee. “You sure know how to dance… like a couple of drunk elephants.”

      So much for that theory.

      “Hey, at least we show up sober to practice,” Hayden shot back.

      To my surprise, this was the best response ever. All three queen bees came unglued, falling all over each other with laughter. Presumably at the memory of their own dumb exploits.

      How was Hayden so plugged-into the grapevine? Cindra’s eyes met mine. Has to be a gossip spell.

      “Jenna’s throwing a huge holiday party this year,” Britt said, when she’d finally finished laughing herself silly. “Y’all better come. Unless it’s past your bedtimes.”
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