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      Dearest reader,

      

      This novella can be read like any normal book that asks no more of you than a willingness to be swept away.

      

      Or you can read it for the quest.

      

      Find all the fairy tale references, some direct and many others hidden. Then go to colleencowley.com/fairytale to report your finds to the wizard (OK, digital form) waiting for you there.

      

      A digital prize awaits you if you find at least seven, a magical fairy tale number. But no matter how many you discover, enter by March 1, 2024, to be in the running for a physical prize. One that’s quite fairy-tale appropriate.
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        In an America run by wizards and a century behind on women’s rights, she quietly toils for the resistance. He’s the wizard who escaped her small town years ago—and he’s having a crisis of conscience that puts them on an explosive collision course ...
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      The wrong man answered the door.

      Pen put on her well-worn polite smile, hoping it concealed her anxiety. “Hello. I have an appointment to see the omnimancer.”

      The man—a typic, no long queue of silver hair to mark him as a wizard—gave her a look that went straight through her. Did he suspect why she was here?

      “Omnimancer Porten was called out of town.” He leaned against the doorway, framed by an impressive amount of ivy. “An emergency, you understand.”

      “When do you expect him back, Mr. …?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know,” he said, unsatisfactorily answering one of her questions and ignoring the other.

      She took a shaky breath. “May I wait, then?”

      “I very much doubt he’ll be back today.”

      According to A Lady’s Guide to Unimpeachable Conduct, this was the point at which a polite lady would murmur a polite thank you and politely turn away.

      Instead, desperation pushed other words out of her mouth. “I would … I would nevertheless like to wait. Sir.”

      He quirked his lips, one side only, in there-and-gone amusement. “You’re welcome to it. But there’s no one here except me, I should warn you.”

      Pen stole a glance at his left hand, hoping to see a wedding ring. No such luck. She hesitated—but what choice did she have? He moved aside, and she held up the long skirt of her dress to step in, the cheerful noises of midday shoppers on Washington Street fading as he shut the door.

      No question what the Lady’s Guide would say about this situation. And if her father were still alive, he’d be appalled. Alone with an unmarried man, Penelope!

      But he was dead. That was the reason she was here, after all.

      The unattached, possibly nameless man gestured to her left. “The receiving room is undergoing repairs, but you may sit in the library. Provided that you do not touch the books.”

      All classified, no doubt—magic-users only. They’d both failed the test that would have given them access: this man at age thirteen and she, as a woman, at birth.

      She felt as if she’d failed many tests since then, most just as unfair.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, taking a seat that allowed her to watch the front door.

      He gave her another look, an assessing one. Then he swept off, his dark frock coat swirling behind him.

      For the next three hours, she watched him come and go in the hall, carrying files, rushing for the telephone, sending away other supplicants. The omnimancer’s personal assistant, she supposed. Some cities had several omnimancers, each assigned to help with local needs, but Hagerstown had just the one—and the rest of Western Maryland none at all. She’d heard that Porten did sometimes get called away for emergencies.

      She’d also heard he was looking for a wife.

      Well, to be fair, the whole city had heard that. At twenty-five, she was past most people’s definition of eligible, but what else could you do when you hit your wit’s end than plant the proverbial magic beans and hope they managed to sprout?

      She pressed her hands together in her lap, knuckles going white. The omnimancer’s assistant probably did know why she was here. She wondered how many women like her he’d seen in the weeks since Porten made clear his intentions.

      As if she’d conjured him up with her thoughts, the assistant stepped into the library the very next moment. “Miss Novak?”

      She hadn’t realized he knew her name. It was the omnimancer who’d answered the telephone when she’d called. But then, presumably there was an appointment book, and she was in it. “Yes, sir?”

      “I’m closing up for the night.”

      She thought of her uncle’s ultimatum. Two weeks. All she had left to work with: two weeks. “Will the omnimancer be back tomorrow?”

      “Probably not,” he said, cocking his head as if curious what her response would be.

      “Right.” Her reply wavered. She couldn’t leave it there, no matter what the Lady’s Guide advised, but saying more felt as difficult as shifting a boulder. Softly and very quickly, she added, “I will be back tomorrow anyway if—if you don’t mind?”

      The man’s smile flickered to life again, wry with a touch of something she couldn’t identify. “Return if you will. My preferences are immaterial.”

      Pen emerged onto Washington Street, the chill air of not-quite-spring settling into her bones. Her first thought was a hope that no one would realize how she’d spent her afternoon. Her second was that she never did get the assistant’s name—though her neighbor Mrs. Brodie would probably know it, and then she wouldn’t be at the same disadvantage tomorrow.

      Her third thought was the dispiriting reflection that her preferences were just as immaterial as the omnimancer’s assistant claimed his were.

      In virtually all cases, for as long as she could remember.

      A lady does not complain.

      She sighed. Then she remembered the admonition against audible sighing and pasted on a smile instead.

      That was what ladies were supposed to do most of all, wasn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      “The omnimancer’s assistant? Isn’t that Mr. Loxley?” Mrs. Brodie, a basket of red and white roses over one arm and a steel-gray purse tucked under her other, paused and frowned. “Or was he the one who left last spring?”

      Pen had never properly met one of the omnimancer’s assistants before, let alone the omnimancer himself (if you didn’t count a twenty-second conversation by telephone, which she did not), so she had nothing helpful to contribute.

      “No, that was someone else,” said her next-door neighbor, Caroline Smith, a few days past eighteen. “I think Mr. Loxley was the one immediately before?”

      The postman they’d clustered around for their mail looked up from his bag with a grin. “They all quit in a huff eventually, don’t they? Something for any would-be bride to think hard about, I’d say.”

      “Yes, well,” the widow Brodie imparted in a conspiratorial whisper that was somehow louder than her normal tones, “I don’t know the man, but I hear Omnimancer Porten is very particular.”

      If only Pen could discover what he was very particular about. That might be all she could muster to her advantage.

      Mrs. Brodie turned to her, eyes alight. “Tell us about this new assistant. You saw him?”

      “Briefly,” she said, hoping very much to avoid questions about the circumstances.

      “Well?” Mrs. Brodie leaned in. “What does he look like? How old is he? Is he married?”

      “Tall, dark hair, deep brown complexion, perhaps in his mid to late twenties, and I don’t believe he is,” Pen said, trying to answer the barrage as succinctly as possible.

      “And you didn’t catch his name?”

      Pen shook her head, amused at the phrasing of Mrs. Brodie’s question. Catch—as if she might have to dash after his name like it was a butterfly, or lure it like a fish.

      “I don’t recall if I’ve delivered any mail addressed to this mystery man yet, but I’ll keep an eye out,” the postman said, winking at Mrs. Brodie as he handed over her bundle of letters. “Now, let me see: Miss … Novak, is it? At house number 423?”

      For fourteen more days.

      She took the letters, offered a strained thank-you and turned to go.

      Caroline, wearing a crimson coat meant for someone several inches taller, pulled up her hood against the wind and fell into step with her. “Is it the assistant you’re curious about,” her neighbor asked in her cheerful way, “or the omnimancer?”

      Caroline wasn’t a confidante. To be fair, no one was: Pen’s father had moved every few years for work, which made for fleeting friendships. By the time they’d returned to his childhood home, Pen had rather lost the knack of forming them.

      Still, she usually had no qualms about telling her neighbor the truth. When Caroline had inquired a month ago about her father’s health, she’d told her he was dying. When Caroline had asked a week ago if she would stay here, she’d told her she couldn’t—and why.

      But in this case …

      “No, nothing like that,” Pen said. “I … just wondered what his assistant’s name was, that’s all.”

      “Well, I’m curious about the omnimancer. I know he seems brusque, but with a woman’s touch …” Caroline, young enough to believe that, let out a dreamy sigh. “Everyone says he’ll make up his mind at the Spring Dance. Oh, Pen! Just think, someone out there is Cinderella and doesn’t know it yet.” She smoothed the skirt of a dress that looked at least as old as Pen’s and gave another, sadder sigh. “An opportune time for a fairy godmother, if only one existed.”

      If only, indeed. Pen would skip the ballgown and wish for another option than marrying an ill-tempered man she didn’t know.

      Well—a better option. She did have an alternative already.

      But it was worse.

      “I must own that I’m rather nervous,” Caroline added, twisting her hands together. “Am I supposed to be witty if he dances with me? Can one become witty on short notice? Oh, help, Pen, what am I to do?”

      Some part of Pen—the part that occasionally offered inappropriate commentary in her head—wanted to burst into a black-humor laugh. She hadn’t danced with anyone for five-and-a-half years. She was the very last person to ask for advice on such matters.

      But she had read A Lady’s Guide to Unimpeachable Conduct enough times by now—it was an assigned text in school most years from fourth grade on—that she could quote large bits of it from memory. So she swallowed the laugh and recited, “At a dance, a dinner or other event, a lady is most becoming to gentlemen when she listens, nods and smiles.”

      “Oh,” Caroline said quietly. “That is what the Lady’s Guide advises, isn’t it? I suppose I should re-read it.”

      They’d reached Pen’s house (or, rather, not Pen’s house, which was the heart of her trouble). But she tarried on the doorstep, noticing that Caroline looked rather forlorn for someone saved the necessity of wittiness.

      “It’s just …” Caroline looked around, almost as if she worried they would be overheard. “How am I supposed to distinguish myself as an individual if I simply smile and nod? What does the Guide say about that?”

      Well—that distinguishing oneself as an individual was the very last thing a lady should do.

      Those exact words weren’t in the Lady’s Guide, granted. The message lurked between the lines. A lady defers to the preferences of others. A lady does not make a spectacle of herself. A lady can never go wrong holding her tongue; much better to be seen than heard.

      A memory Pen hadn’t thought of in years rushed back at her now: Sneaking the boys’ guidebook out of school in seventh grade—that certainly wasn’t conduct endorsed by the Lady’s Guide—and opening it in secret in her locked bedroom that evening.

      A gentleman is bold. A gentleman speaks with confidence. A gentleman decides what he wants and sets off to get it.

      A gentleman is the master of his household, fitted for the role by his superior judgment and understanding.

      Something had swelled in her chest as she’d absorbed that very different message. First, indignation. (The boys in her class had no better judgment and understanding than the girls!) Then, doubt. (Maybe the difference came with age? Or her own judgment and understanding were already so deficient that she was in no position to say?)

      Finally, a tendril of longing had wound around her heart and squeezed. What would it be like to live in a world made for you? Where you could not only decide what you wanted and try to get it, but also know that making the attempt was your birthright?

      Her only choice was being a lady or not.

      Which was really no choice at all.

      A lady knows the rules protect her. Her reputation, if shattered, is lost forever—and so is she.

      Pen had slipped the boys’ book back onto its designated shelf the next morning, feeling small.

      She supposed she felt no larger now.

      Smaller, even.

      “Pen?” Caroline was looking at her, expectant, hopeful, in her faded clothing and hand-me-down crimson coat.

      Right. Distinguishing yourself at a dance.

      “I believe,” she replied softly, “that the Guide recommends hair curlers the prior evening.”

      Something in Caroline’s expression made Pen add less softly—one might even say inappropriately: “Though perhaps one would find it more distinguishing to not follow advice that everyone else is taking.”

      Caroline’s eyes crinkled as she grinned. And Pen went into the house that was not hers, feeling a little better for reasons she couldn’t explain to herself.
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      “Miss Novak. A woman of your word, I see.”

      Such a deep voice this assistant had, the sort that curled around you like smoke. She hadn’t noticed that the day before. “Is the omnimancer in, Mr. …?”

      He shook his head, leaving the second part of Pen’s question unanswered—again. But he stepped aside, inviting her in with a gesture.

      The broken appointment for the day prior had been in the mid-afternoon. Today she’d arrived first thing, prepared for a wait, a lunchbox in one hand and her sketchbook clutched in the other.

      She needed to keep her mind off the consequences if Omnimancer Porten didn’t pick her—as well as the consequences if he did. Drawing would work for a while.

      She started with the library’s ornate bookcase, inlaid with decorations—the sun, the moon, an owl, a key. Next, she drew the antique desk with legs carved to look like chicken feet. She was halfway through a sketch of the sleeping cat underneath—its fur black except for the back two legs, like an ill-advised pair of white boots—when a cleared throat ruined the tableau.

      The animal slunk off, twining around the legs of the man who’d interrupted its nap, and she sprang to her feet, embarrassed to be caught out sprawling on the floor by the still-nameless assistant. A lady should sit properly at all times.

      “Would you like some lunch?” he inquired, the curve of his lips suggesting amusement rather than censure.

      “I brought my own lunch, sir, but thank you,” she said.

      “Would you like some company while you eat it?”

      She almost asked what he would like—a lady should defer—but recollected what he’d said the day before about preferences.

      Besides, she was curious about him, despite what she’d told Caroline.

      “Yes,” she said. “Thank you.”

      He led her deeper into the townhouse, which seemed to go back farther than was possible for a building on Washington Street. (Could magic be involved? What if the spells degraded and the building snapped back in on itself while you were in it?) They finally stopped in a dining room with a table bigger than she’d been imagining—she counted twenty seats.

      He pulled one out for her. She took the opportunity to try her unanswered question again: “Thank you, Mr. …?”

      His lips twitched. “Do you want to know my name, Miss Novak?”

      A lady should be scrupulously polite.

      But what came out of her mouth was a less-than-scrupulous, “It seems only fair. You know mine.”

      He laughed. A nice laugh. A what-a-delightful-response laugh.

      It made her want to say more things he would find delightful, in flagrant defiance of smiling and nodding.

      Stepping beside her to pour her a drink, he replied, “Ah yes, but who am I, other than the assistant of the great and powerful Omnimancer Porten?” He smelled faintly of cinnamon, making her wonder if he’d been fitting in some baking while his great and powerful employer was out. “‘Assistant’ will do very well as a name for me, I should think.”

      “A job should not define you.” Pen twisted her lips in a wry smile, a useful disguise to hide bitter feelings. And that, she knew, was where she should stop. When a reply is called for rather than a nod, a lady avoids speaking of herself.

      But somehow, she just kept going. “I must admit: As I’ve never held an occupation, I’m hardly in a position to say.”

      He sat across from her, cocking his head. “Is there some work you wish to do?”

      Her breath caught. No one had ever asked her that. Honestly, precious few people asked her anything that would require her to break the Guide’s rule about speaking of oneself.

      “There is something, isn’t there?” he murmured, and his voice—pitched that way—sent a shiver down her spine.

      “I thought I might like to teach,” she said, keeping her own voice light. “Art especially.”

      “Why aren’t you doing so?”

      “My father didn’t want me to go to a teacher’s college. And now”—she put on another mask of a wry smile—“I am of too advanced an age to qualify for a scholarship.”

      “Life experience, I have heard, is the very worst thing for a teacher. Naïveté,” he added, wagging a finger at her. “That is what we want in the profession.”

      She laughed. She almost clapped a hand over her mouth, but he seemed just as pleased to have made her laugh as she had felt when the shoe was on the other foot.

      She leaned in, caught up in the conversation to the extent that she put her elbows on the table despite an entire page in the Guide devoted to the evils of such an action. “And what about you, oh omnimancer’s assistant? Is there work you aspire to do?”

      The hand holding his glass wavered and stopped halfway to his mouth. He gave her a sardonic smile over it. “Assisting Omnimancer Porten is very nearly my lifelong dream, you know.”

      At that point, the telephone rang. Off he dashed. She finished her meal on her own, thinking of questions she wanted to ask him and feeling only mildly guilty about all the broken rules.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss Novak.”

      She answered his smile with one of her own—real, not counterfeit. “Mr. Assistant.”

      “Won’t you come in?” He stepped back from the front door, his amused look warming her.

      “Any word from …?”

      His smile slipped. “No, not yet.”

      She tried to squeeze her disquiet into a corner of her mind where she could ignore it. Twelve days left.

      But even sketching could not distract her this morning. An hour in, she stood and ventured down the hall. The man who wouldn’t tell her his name was not in the under-repair receiving room—empty except for a large painting of two men, each trailed by a lion, a bear, a wolf, a fox and a rabbit—or in the dining room where they’d lunched the day before or in the kitchen that smelled pleasantly of coffee. The other doors on that floor were shut. Feeling foolish, she knocked on one.

      A crashing sound answered her as something connected with the floor—she winced. Then a single, rushed word: “Coming!” He opened the door a long moment later, revealing a room with a large table, a sink, an unusual sort of stove contraption with a single burner and a whole wall covered with what looked like spice bottles but she presumed were ingredients for magical brews.

      “Oh,” he said blankly. “I thought …” He shook his head. “Did you need something?”

      “No, no, I’m—I’m sorry for startling you. I—” She pressed her hands to her eyes, feeling even more foolish. “Never mind.”

      “Well, now I’m curious. Do go on, Miss Novak.”

      He used her name quite a bit for someone unwilling to share his.

      “I was hoping there was something I could do here,” she explained. “To pass the time while I wait.”

      His lips curled mischievously. “Are you offering to be the assistant’s assistant?”

      “Yes.” She clasped her hands behind her back. “I suppose I am.”

      He stood aside to let her in and put her to work helping swap out nearly expired brewing ingredients with new stock. She had at least two dozen questions she wanted to ask him, but the assignment—and the unusual room, its antique wallpaper decorated with animals as varied as a golden fish, a raven and frog wearing crowns, and a red fox—temporarily diverted her.

      That allowed him to ask the first question. “Why did your father prevent you from becoming a teacher?”

      Direct as an arrow to the heart.

      For all her broken-glass emotions about Pop, she still felt compelled to say, “He didn’t prevent me, exactly. He wanted me to keep house for him.”

      The rest of the story stuck in her throat. She’d said yes, she’d always obediently said yes. A lady defers, etc. etc.

      She’d never thought about what would happen after he was gone. She’d never considered that he would see her as a helpless child—at twenty-five—and leave her uncle the only thing of value they had.

      “Rapunzel, trapped in the tower,” the omnimancer’s assistant murmured—closer than she’d expected. She opened her eyes to find him pressing the bottle marked “sagewort” into a slot half a foot from her, still smelling faintly of cinnamon.

      Heart racing—from the surprise, just the surprise—she backtracked to the table for another bottle, pondering what he’d said. No, that fairy tale fit her no better than Cinderella. And not just because she didn’t have the voluminous hair like spun gold.

      More to the point, Rapunzel wasn’t having her tower sold out from under her by her uncle.

      Twelve days until she would be forced to leave, twelve days until she would have nowhere to go but her uncle and aunt’s house in Wyoming (and nothing she would be allowed to do besides watch their children), twelve days, twelve days …

      A cleared throat brought her back to the present. “Porten’s no charming prince, I should warn you,” he said.

      Her snort was perhaps too soft for him to catch.

      “He’ll cheat on whomever he marries,” the assistant added.

      That was useful information. Perhaps she could imply to Porten that he would receive no complaint from her if he did?

      This was perhaps not what the Lady’s Guide meant about deferring to the preferences of others. But it also said a lady accepted her husband’s judgment, so who was she to say?

      “Out of idle curiosity,” the omnimancer’s assistant said, voice light but eyes hard, “how long have you aspired to marry him?”

      She could just imagine what he was thinking. Wizard hunter.

      Well, she could hardly defend herself against the charge, as she was trying to marry a wizard she didn’t love—didn’t even know. His wizardry and social position were beside the point, as it happened: He was simply the only man who might make a total stranger an offer of marriage before her uncle would arrive to cart her off. But she had no desire to explain all that.

      Instead, she replied, “I suppose I began aspiring five minutes before I called to get on the omnimancer’s appointment calendar. Give or take a minute.”

      “I doubt I would get so forthright an answer from Porten’s other—ah—applicants.” His smile was decidedly ironical. He had lips tailor-made for such smiles, expressive and full and⁠—

      She forced her gaze back to his, pulse racing at the split-second image of those lips on hers. What was happening? What on earth was she doing?

      A lady does not turn her mind to carnal matters.

      She was a lady. She might have nothing else to show for her life, but she was a lady—slight exceptions to the rules notwithstanding—and she intended to remain that way.

      “I am in need of a forthright answer to a question, as it happens,” she said. “May I ask it of you?”

      “By all means.”

      What is your name?

      She set her jaw. She didn’t need to know that, and he was obviously disinclined to tell her. “What are my chances among all the ‘applicants’?”

      Those expressive lips twisted into a wince. “Omnimancer Porten has some … fixed opinions about feminine beauty.”

      “I’m not pretty enough for him,” she translated, heart sinking. How often had she heard a variation on that refrain? Nose a little too prominent, neck a little too long, skin a little too sallow. “Perhaps with the right bargain—or if you could tell me what he likes and dislikes, so I might alter my conduct accordingly—” She stopped as he shook his head. “There’s nothing I could do, you mean.”

      “He wants ‘an ornament’—his words—to show off.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. When she’d grasped at this straw she was trying to turn into gold, this plan of last resort, she’d known the odds were against her. But she’d thought⁠—

      Well. This wasn’t a fairy tale where persistence and cleverness won the day, was it?

      “You really wouldn’t want to marry him, I promise you,” his assistant said.

      “But I must,” she whispered.

      She turned and got back to work on the ingredients. He said nothing for a while, and she tried not to dwell on how he now thought of her. With pity, perhaps. Or derision.

      Then they ended up on opposite sides of the table at the same moment and he leaned into it, gazing at her with an expression that held no judgment.

      It was a look of pure calculation.

      “I can help you marry him,” he said. “Strike a bargain with me, and I’ll do it.”
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      She could feel her heart thrumming in her ears. “How?”

      “Give me until tomorrow morning, and I’ll have a plan all worked out.”

      Pen shook her head, the rest of his words catching up with her. Strike a bargain with me. “I don’t have any money.”

      “That’s not what I want.”

      “What do you want?”

      “A favor. To be cashed in at the time and place of my choosing.”

      “What—what sort of favor?” The tremble in her voice gave away where her mind was tending. It wasn’t fear, though, making her blood race in her veins.

      “Not that sort of favor,” he said, waving a hand.

      Right. Of course.

      She swallowed and had to remind herself that she wouldn’t invite that anyway. If her conduct of late wasn’t quite unimpeachable, it was still … reasonably proper. She was trying to get properly married, for heaven’s sake. Or whatever one would call it when the marriage involved a man like Omnimancer Porten.

      She forced herself to focus. A favor. He wanted a favor. “What sort, exactly?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      She believed that about as much as his assertion that working for Porten was a dream job.

      Still, he would have to see through his end of the bargain, a far sight better than “you’ll be well cared for after my death, m’girl, don’t you worry.”

      What did she really have to lose at this point?

      Something, perhaps the echo of the Lady’s Guide in her head, suggested there was always more to lose.

      On the other hand, the Guide did recommend deferring to the supposedly superior judgment of men, insofar as those men were not trying to get you to participate in carnal matters before marriage. Which apparently the man standing before her was not. So …

      No, no, she was not going to make a decision based on that part of the Guide. Men disagreed with each other all the time! Were ladies supposed to rely on all their judgments, no matter how contradictory?

      Really, what sort of ridiculous advice was that?

      She straightened her posture (Guide-approved conduct), looked the omnimancer’s assistant forthrightly in the eye (less approved) and (least approved of all) replied, “Swear to me that you will ask for nothing underhanded.”

      “That’s an overly broad⁠—”

      “Oh, come now!”

      He crossed his arms. “I promise I will ask nothing of you that would cause you to break any laws. Nor will I use my favor to coerce you into my bed.”

      She could feel her face flushing, purely on the strength of how the words sounded in his striking voice. Into my bed curled around her. Into his bed with that voice in her ear and his hands—his lips⁠—

      Oh, God. She wanted that. She wanted him. Never mind the Lady’s Guide, never mind being a lady, never mind anything.

      She took a deep breath and reminded herself that he didn’t want her.

      And even if he did, twelve days was all the time she had left.

      And even if she had all the time in the world, fancying a man who wouldn’t tell you his name was a foolish business.

      (What sort of business was it to enter into an agreement with such a one?)

      Reckless, she thought as he held out his hand and said, “Well? Have we a deal?”

      Reckless, she warned herself as she closed the gap between them, her feet seemingly moving of their own accord.

      Reckless, reckless, she concluded as she slipped her hand into his to seal the bargain, every part of her body tingling with the contact.
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        * * *

      

      He let her in the next day with a conspiratorial smile. Pen followed him to the brewing room with the intricately drawn animals, hardly able to take the suspense. She’d lain in bed the night before, full of second thoughts, wondering how on earth the omnimancer’s assistant could ensure her marriage to Porten and whether she should have thrown her lot in with him.

      He pulled something off a shelf and turned back to her. In his hand was a small glass bottle, rounded at the bottom, three-quarters full of a deep green liquid. “Cyrtennesse. Makes the drinker alluring.”

      Her heart leapt, even as some deep part of her flinched. (The same part, she suspected, that shrank at the thought of marrying Porten and criticized the Lady’s Guide and wanted the man in front of her.) “A beauty potion?”

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t change you, merely people’s perceptions of you.”

      The first thought to flit by wasn’t this must be illegal or couldn’t it harm the drinker or even don’t ever do such an immoral thing. No, it was: Perhaps he took one?

      She was standing a yard from him, and it was interfering with her ability to think straight. He’d had no such influence on her the day they’d met. She’d thought him as handsome as she was pretty—not particularly, in other words.

      Then she considered how her fascination with him had crept up by degrees these past few days, fueled by what he’d said and done, and had to admit that magic played no part.

      She had simply started noticing everything that made him striking and delightful and desirable.

      “The full effect lasts for just one moon cycle and degrades after that,” he was saying. “A second dose won’t work at all. You must not drink it until right before you know you’ll be able to see him.”

      She pictured, for a moment, drinking the brew. Fooling Porten. Marrying him.

      The sound of her ragged breathing competed with the rattling of her heart. She shouldn’t. Definitely shouldn’t.

      She wasn’t thinking about what the Lady’s Guide would say, had its author considered such an unusual eventuality. This felt wrong on its own merits.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, peering at her.

      “I cannot do this.”

      “Why?” A calm question.

      “I’d be accepting an offer of marriage under false pretenses.”

      “Showing him a more glamorous version of your outer self is worse than showing him a false version of your inner self?”

      Pen faltered, momentarily unable to argue with this logic. Then she rallied. “His future wife’s appearance seems to be his main concern.”

      “Well, that is true,” his assistant murmured. (That voice. That voice.) “But he wants to marry quickly, and he’d lose interest after a month or two regardless. Make a good impression, tell him you can’t wait to start your life together, get the wedding done by day twenty-eight and you can coast on the dregs of the brew until he finds new skirts to chase. Use his money to look fashionable—that will do well enough.”

      She swallowed. “You don’t think Porten deserves a wife who loves him?”

      “No.”

      The word was sharp. Angry. Too much was packed into that syllable to be explained away by a few months working under a bad employer.

      Then, as if he realized how it sounded, he put on his ironic smile—put it on as surely as she’d forced polite smiles when she felt she must. “A woman who loves him is the very last person who should marry him, wouldn’t you say?”

      She thought of good-natured Caroline, sighing over romantic notions of a fantasy Porten. Even a woman who merely wanted to believe she could fall in love with him probably shouldn’t marry him.

      Eleven days left before her uncle would arrive to take her away. And just ten days until the Spring Dance. If Porten truly intended to make up his mind then …

      “Would I face any ill effects from drinking it?”

      “Besides marrying the man?” His lips quirked, and that seemed more honest than his earlier smile. “None I’m aware of.”

      “This must be against the law.”

      “To make it, yes—they restricted it thirty or forty years ago. To imbibe it? No.”

      She wondered for a moment why Porten had brewed it. Then the implications set in. “He’ll realize I took it. He’ll see it’s missing and know what happened.”

      The assistant shook his head. “I’ll say I broke the bottle. He’ll be delighted to have a legitimate reason to yell at me. And as he’s the sort of man who thinks himself far more intelligent than he actually is, it will never occur to him that you might have pulled one over on him.” Into the silence of her disordered thoughts, he added, “Do you want it, Miss Novak?”

      He was the Pied Piper, playing a seductive tune. He was the witch in Hansel and Gretel, inviting her to step over the threshold. He was the wolf, voice deep, eyes fathomless.

      And in that moment, she knew.

      Whatever she was, she was no lady.

      “I …” She dropped her gaze from his and stared instead at the bottle, the liquid sparkling as the light caught it. The thought of her uncle hardened her resolve. “I do.”
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      Pen had no sooner tucked the Cyrtennesse into her bathroom vanity when someone knocked at the front door. She found Mrs. Brodie on the welcome mat, in a dither.

      “My sister’s taken poorly—no, no, not that poorly,” she added, correctly reading Pen’s look of concern, “just a cold, but a bothersomely timed cold, I’ll tell you, because we’re supposed to be cooking a grand dinner uptown in half an hour and I can’t show up all on my lonely when I promised Miss Gregory two of us, you see?”

      Pen saw. Half an hour later, she stood beside her neighbor in a well-appointed kitchen under the gimlet gaze of the aforementioned Miss Gregory. She looked no more than twenty.

      “Well, we will just have to make do,” said the lady—for if anyone was a lady, it was she. Hair expensively arranged. Pearls around her neck. A pale dress straight out of the magazines. All of it communicating that she had no pressing need to marry and would have no trouble doing so whensoever she wished.

      Pen suppressed a longing sigh. Oh, to be Miss Gregory.

      “Everything must be just perfect,” the lady added, an edge to her words. “It absolutely must. Mind Mrs. Brodie—she knows the rules.”

      Mrs. Brodie had spent the streetcar trip uptown detailing the planned meal (butternut squash velouté for the starter, filet mignon with fondant potatoes and seared mushrooms for the main, pomegranate pie for dessert) and the expected guests beyond Miss Gregory and her father (a home builder and his wife, Miss Gregory’s married sister in for a visit and “an eligible gentleman”). Of rules, she hadn’t said a word.

      “What are they?” Pen murmured after the hostess exited to see to other parts of the preparation.

      Mrs. Brodie leaned in—and this time, unusually for the garrulous soul, her whisper was quiet. “I didn’t want to mention it on the streetcar, but we mustn’t be seen or heard once the guests arrive. Not a peep. We’ll get all the noisy prep work done beforehand, not to worry. And then we’ll wash up once they’re gone.”

      The next two hours passed in a blur of chopping, mincing, blending and whisking that Pen thought couldn’t possibly be done in time but somehow, miraculously, was. The velouté, which turned out to be a fancy way of saying “soup,” smelled scrumptious in its pot, ready to serve. The filets were resting under foil, already plated. The mushrooms were on low heat to keep warm, the potatoes would come out of the oven in fifteen minutes and the pie was cooling in a refrigerator twice as large as Pen’s.

      Perhaps this could be how she avoided living with her uncle, if Omnimancer Porten wouldn’t marry her? Cooking meals for people with enough money to call their soup “velouté”?

      She sat down with Mrs. Brodie for a bowl of it—to tide them through the dinner they would otherwise not get to eat—and put the question to her. Without the part about Porten.

      “Oh my dear, I wish you could,” her neighbor said. “But there’s so precious little in it. Maybe in a proper city like Baltimore you’d find more families with money, but here …” She shook her head. “And either way, the pay is so low.” Her frown gave way to an apologetic smile. “You know I’d put you up in our room if only I could.”

      The room Mrs. Brodie and her sister rented was too small for two. Three would be an impossibility.

      “I know.” Pen smiled back, afraid it qualified as tremulous. “Thank you.”

      She took a bite of the soup—oh, it was good—and then the doorbell chimed.

      Mrs. Brodie’s eyes went wide. She put a finger to her lips, pointed to the bowls and shook her head vigorously. Eating quietly would count as too much noise? Their hostess was certainly peculiar. What did it matter, Pen wondered as rapid footsteps announced Miss Gregory’s imminent arrival at the front door, if the guests heard a few soft scrapes of spoons? She had a moment’s enjoyment imagining herself up the beanstalk, needing at all costs to avoid waking the monstrous giant.

      “And here we are!” said a hearty male voice. “Doesn’t she look charming? My younger daughter, Daphne. Sweetheart, this is my colleague, Allan Banks.”

      “So lovely to meet you,” Miss Gregory said in a light trill very unlike the tight tones she’d used with her hired help. “May I get you some champagne?”

      The evening unspooled along the same lines. Light conversation Pen mostly tuned out, the clink of glasses and silverware, occasional laughter (“Banks the banker! I say, quite a well-chosen career”). Every inhale made her hungrier. And whenever she and Mrs. Brodie needed to move—ladling the soup into bowls, putting the rest of the main course on the plates—they crept about as if the stakes really were facing a monster should they fail.

      Pen had thought that perhaps Miss Gregory was trying to pretend that she’d cooked it all, but no. Everything they plated went in a nook connecting the kitchen to the dining room, where the lady collected it from the other side.

      When they’d divided the pie and placed all six dessert plates in the nook without disaster, Mrs. Brodie let out a deep but inaudible sigh of relief. They’d managed it. The hard part was over.

      Then the widow turned and jostled a spatula placed precariously beside the stove, which teetered and⁠—

      “Oh,” Mrs. Brodie breathed more than spoke, hand over her heart, as Pen caught the implement right before it would have hit the floor with a clatter. “Thank you,” her neighbor mouthed, grasping her free hand with both of hers, “thank you, thank you …”

      If there had been an element of fun for Pen in this unexpected, preposterous evening, that desperate gratitude wiped it away. Mrs. Brodie needed this work. Would she have been summarily fired had the spatula connected with the floor? Just how awful was Miss Gregory?

      Eventually, the last guest left and Miss Gregory’s sister went upstairs. Pen looked at Mrs. Brodie, wanting to share in the visceral relief and finally eat, and was startled to find her looking even more anxious than before.

      “How do you think it went, Father?” The question filtering in from the hall was Miss Gregory’s—sounding far less like an unreasonable tyrant, Pen had to admit, than a woman trying hard to please. Perhaps … too hard.

      “How do you think I think it went?” her father replied, and his tone made Pen stiffen.

      “I … I …”

      “I told you we had to impress the Powells. Your menu was twenty years out of date. If I lose their business because you can’t be bothered to read up on the latest dishes …”

      “I—I tried to ask your opinion⁠—”

      “Don’t,” he hissed. “Don’t you dare. The home is your responsibility, not mine. And I’ve told you, you’re never going to catch a man if you won’t stop your blasted chattering! I don’t know why I bother bringing candidates home when you’re only going to embarrass me, Daphne. Your mother would be so disappointed in you.”

      Pen, heart pounding, wasn’t aware she’d stood until Mrs. Brodie caught her hand, shaking her head. And yes, she was right. What good could Pen do, intervening on Miss Gregory’s behalf with a man who would have even less reason to listen to her opinion than his daughter’s?

      But she badly wanted to do it. And to apologize to Miss Gregory for misreading the situation so completely that she hadn’t realized what they had in common.

      In eleven days, this would be her life. Minus the fancy dinner parties and beautiful clothes.

      Miss Gregory’s father—the monster in the scene, the one Mrs. Brodie had tried so hard not to wake—went on for several horrible more minutes. Then he strode upstairs, a door rattling on its hinges as he slammed it.

      “What do we do?” Pen murmured.

      Mrs. Brodie sighed. “We wash up. And hope that, now she’s finally returned, Miss Gregory’s sister will rescue her.”

      In fact, she did.

      Pen heard soft footsteps on the stair. As she fetched plates from the dining room, she caught bits of conversation in the parlor—Miss Gregory’s sister saying she had no idea it had gotten as bad as this, Miss Gregory replying that she hadn’t been able to find the words to explain.

      “You’re coming home with me,” her sister said as Pen passed quietly by on her way back to the kitchen. Through the slightly ajar door, she caught an impression of two women very like each other, the sister in a deep-red dress all the more striking beside Miss Gregory’s snow-pale one. “First thing tomorrow, we’re leaving together.”

      “Thank you,” Miss Gregory sobbed.

      For a tangled second, Pen felt Miss Gregory’s deliverance as if it were her own. Then she returned to the kitchen and finished up her duties there, wishing she had a sister. Or a fairy godmother. Or something.

      Though a magic potion was not nothing. One might even say it was a quite remarkable something.

      She faltered as she put the final plate away, the memory of shaking the assistant’s hand as they closed their deal making her somehow both cold and hot.

      “Mrs. Brodie?”

      It was Miss Gregory, standing in the kitchen door—like and very unlike the beginning of this evening.

      “Yes, miss?” Mrs. Brodie dried her hands and offered an encouraging smile.

      “I—I’m afraid I won’t be in a position to have you back again,” the young woman said, her own hands clasped tightly together. “Everything was wonderful as usual, but—well—I’m going away.”

      Mrs. Brodie closed the distance between them and pulled her into a hug. “I’m so glad,” she murmured. “Don’t look back.”

      “Thank you,” Miss Gregory managed, the words rather choked.

      On the way home, Mrs. Brodie tried to give Pen half the pay. But Pen couldn’t take it. Her neighbor had surely been counting on every penny, and it was the last time she’d have Miss Gregory’s custom. Anyway, Pen had enough staples in the house—beans for stew, flour for bread, millet for sweet porridge—to keep herself fed until her wedding day, should she be so lucky. She shook her head and demurred until Mrs. Brodie finally gave way.

      “You’re the dearest of dears,” that lady declared.

      What would she say if she knew the lengths Pen was going to? About the forbidden brew hidden in her bathroom or the assistant with whom she was spending quite a bit of time alone?

      As much as she liked Mrs. Brodie, she couldn’t tell her any of that. All she could do was take the advice her neighbor had meant for Miss Gregory.

      Don’t look back.

      She would marry Porten, and all would be … if not well, at least not awful. That was what she would do.

      She took care not to think about his assistant the rest of the evening.
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      No Porten the next day. His assistant gave her the rundown on what the man liked and disliked, quizzing her as she mopped and he scrubbed, making her laugh. (Making him laugh in turn was an indescribable feeling.)

      No Porten the day after. His assistant made and froze meals for the week with her help, asking about her and evading roughly one of every four questions she asked about him. (Including, once again, his name.)

      No Porten for several more days after that. As she assisted the assistant, she enjoyed his company far too much.

      They’d just finished distributing medicinal brews to homebound seniors, and were strolling close enough to touch on a narrow sidewalk, when she caught it—the buzz of indistinct sound that implied a crowd in the distance. For an instant, she thought of suggesting they go see what it was.

      But no: She should be trying to get them back to the house. Omnimancer Porten could have returned while they were out, and she was in no position to satisfy idle curiosity.

      Or to extend a pleasant walk with the omnimancer’s amiable assistant.

      The almost-spring breeze rippled the silvery gray winter coat he wore, the little hole on one side doing nothing to detract from how striking he looked in it. He swung one of the empty baskets in time with his stride—the other basket was tucked in the crook of her arm—and turned to her with his expressive lips curving. “That sound—do you know what it is?”

      He had the look of a man in possession of a secret he might tell you, if you made it worth his while. New ideas for bargains crossed her mind, unbidden and utterly inappropriate. She stomped them out like sparks that could easily become a raging fire.

      “No,” she replied. “Shall I guess?”

      He made a go-ahead gesture with his free hand. (She wanted to slip her hand into his. To feel the pads of his fingers ghosting down her bare skin and—stop, stop, stop.)

      “The mayor is giving a speech?” she suggested, voice wavery.

      He shook his head.

      She cleared her throat, pulling herself together. “Some sort of prelude to the Spring Dance?”

      His smile widened. “Getting colder.”

      She gave it more thought, navigating around a child dragging a misbehaving pull-toy of prancing goats. “The governor is here? Or some wizard personage from Washington?”

      “No to both. And since you clearly haven’t heard already, I feel confident in saying you’ll never guess this, Miss Novak.”

      Well, now she was determined to do it.

      She threw plausible and implausible options at him in turn, her main purpose to keep him from noticing that she had an ear cocked for something distinguishing—the noise was increasing in volume as they kept walking. At some point, if she was lucky, she would overhear a clue.

      And then there it was—the name of the organization, faint but unmistakable as he laughed at her previous guess (the reaction she’d aimed for, since the guess was a glamorous film star far too famous to visit the likes of Hagerstown).

      “The Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic?” she echoed.

      Blank surprise cut off his amusement. Then he laughed again, the sound rich and delighted. This was not a man who resented it when you proved him wrong.

      Of course, he was also a man who refused to reveal his name. She really shouldn’t be finding more things to like about him.

      “They’re putting on a rally,” he said. “Lydia Harper is supposed to be one of the speakers.”

      The name rang a tiny bell. Pen had a vague recollection of editorial cartoons implying that Miss Harper should behave more like a lady, particularly the part about being quiet. What Miss Harper wasn’t quiet about, Pen didn’t know—other than something about prohibiting magic, she presumed.

      “I’m not well informed about the group,” she admitted. “They think wizardry shouldn’t be allowed?”

      “Ah, well, that’s where it gets interesting.” He leaned closer, as if to impart a secret. She could feel her cheeks flushing and hoped it wasn’t obvious. “The League was founded on the idea that magic should be a banned practice, yes. But Miss Harper is trying to remake it into a typic rights organization. Argue that wizards shouldn’t have more rights than the rest of us, that sort of thing.”

      “Indeed?” She had never heard anyone dispute the idea that wizards deserved more rights than typics.

      Now she really wanted to join the crowd and hear what the newspapermen had dismissed.

      Madness. Trying to marry your city’s omnimancer and going to protests about wizards were mutually exclusive activities, for heaven’s sake! And surely the omnimancer’s assistant wouldn’t agree to it, never mind his opinions about said omnimancer.

      Her nameless companion leaned even closer, his next words in the timbre of a scandalous proposal: “They’re at the city park. We could sit across the lake and listen.”

      Oh. Temptation shivered down her spine.

      “Do you want to, Miss Novak?” He’d stopped walking. His gaze pierced her.

      Want—such a dangerous word.

      But … why, though?

      It occurred to her with sudden force: The overriding philosophy of the Lady’s Guide was that a lady shouldn’t allow herself to want anything. Just drift along, acceding to the wants of others—not other ladies, of course, only men.

      What sort of life was that?

      The Guide could damn well stuff it.

      She met the eye of the omnimancer’s assistant, who was waiting for her answer. Waiting to hear her preference rather than expecting her to go along with his.

      “Yes,” she said firmly. “I do want to.”
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        * * *

      

      The speakers and the assembled crowd were all on the west side of the lake. She and her co-conspirator sat on a bench overlooking the water on the east—the omnimancer’s assistant leaving a proper yard between them—and listened to the president of the Baltimore chapter of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic give a rousing speech that made her mind race.

      This Joan Hamilton wasn’t simply disputing the idea that wizards deserved more rights than typics. She was arguing that typic men deserved no more rights than women. That everyone, in fact, should be equal under the law.

      What would it be like to live in such a world?

      “It is time, high time, far beyond the proper time,” Miss Hamilton said, her voice soaring over the public-address system, magnificent, “for us to achieve the rights that all of us are born to. How can it be that we stand here, well into the twenty-first century, having hardly progressed since the end of the nineteenth? We can get where we need to go. But my friends, I tell you—we can only get there together.”

      Miss Hamilton wasn’t quiet.

      She wasn’t deferring to the preferences of others.

      She was utterly unconcerned that she was making a spectacle of herself.

      And Pen clapped until her hands ached. All this time, she’d thought the alternative to being a lady was an unspeakable fate—instead of the reality, which was to be a woman.

      They had missed Lydia Harper’s speech. The omnimancer’s assistant pointed her out—surprisingly young with auburn hair. Miss Harper worked her way through the crowd, everyone shaking her hand.

      Pen wanted to shake the other speaker’s hand. She wanted to tell Miss Hamilton⁠—

      What? That it was all very inspiring but she still had to try to marry a wizard and coincidentally enjoy the spoils of the magiocracy, very sorry?

      “I need to go,” she said, words abrupt and strangled. The sound startled a nearby goose into flight, quickly followed by half a dozen more.

      The omnimancer’s assistant didn’t press her for a reason. He simply rose in one fluid motion and offered her a hand up.

      It was warm and pleasantly callused. Her skin tingled. Her heart swooped.

      “Are you quite well?” he murmured. He was still holding her hand.

      Her thoughts were far too jumbled to manage an answer. And there was no truthful reply that didn’t boil down to “no,” anyway.

      He blinked, seemed to recollect himself and let go.

      And in that moment, Miss Harper rounded the lake, flanked by two brown-haired women. Pen and the omnimancer’s assistant both took a step away from each other.

      “—do you think it went?” Miss Harper was saying.

      “Good turnout for a location with an omnimancer,” replied the brunette to her left, hair in a bun.

      The brunette to Miss Harper’s right, her hair coiled in a braid like a crown, gave a bark of a laugh. “I think we have the omnimancer to thank for that. Beatrix, did you hear what he did last fall?”

      “No.” The first brown-haired woman broke into a smile that transformed her in a flash from serious—nearly dour—to mischievous. “Please tell me you plan to correct this grave injustice. Spare no detail.”

      “Well …”

      But by then the trio was out of earshot. Pen stared at their retreating figures, equally wanting and not wanting to know what Porten had done.

      She turned back to find the man’s assistant gazing at her with a hard-to-read expression.

      “Shall we go?” he asked.

      The walk back to the townhouse on Washington Street was quiet. Only when they arrived to find no Porten did she realize she’d been bracing herself for his arrival and felt relieved he wasn’t there.

      See how relieved you’ll be when you’re forced to live with your horrible uncle.

      Indisputable.

      But still …

      “It’s not the social standing,” she blurted as the omnimancer’s assistant slipped the empty basket from her arms.

      His look of confusion cleared when she added, “The reason I’m trying to marry him. It’s not the social standing or the magical abilities or anything about him.”

      His lips quirked. Not his usual ironic smile. Something more tentative. “Why, then?”

      But she hesitated, and the moment popped like a bubble.

      “It’s none of my business,” he said with a briskness that cut. “I’ll help you as I promised, you’ll help me as you promised and that’s the end of the matter. A bargain is a bargain.”

      Right. That was all this was—all she was to him.

      She nodded and turned to go.

      “Sometimes we do what we must,” he said abruptly, voice subdued, “whether we like it or not.”

      She looked back, caught between the desire to get out and a wish to ask him what personal history hid behind that statement.

      “That is to say”—his smile sparked to life again, so appealing it hurt—“I am hardly judging you for your reasons. Whatever they are.”

      Her reply spilled out like the desperate question it was: “What is your name?”

      His smile barely flickered. He shook his head. “Wholly unimportant to anyone but me.”

      “But if I were to bargain something to get it?” she persisted.

      That time, his smile slipped. His lips parted as he hesitated. Pen held her breath, watching him.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Novak,” he said finally. Almost apologetically.

      “Good afternoon,” she said.

      She would get that name.

      Somehow.

      She walked toward home under a red-gold sky, her mind looping between the secretive man and the surprising Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic until she felt dizzy. Of the still-absent wizard she had to somehow marry, she thought not at all—nor what the Lady’s Guide would say about any of it.

      What pulled her from her reverie was the realization that the library was half a block away.

      She ran to it like a parched woman to water.

      By a stroke of luck, the librarian manning the front desk was Pen’s favorite. Mrs. Zoysa, a widowed volunteer, had never once suggested that a book Pen wanted was inappropriate and refused to let her check it out. Unlike, just for example, the nervous young man who constituted the library’s sole paid staff.

      Mrs. Zoysa broke into her subtle, crinkle-eyed smile when asked how one might discover through research the name of a person disinclined to give it. Too much to hope that the woman didn’t realize what this was about, considering that Pen had asked her the other day whether she knew who the omnimancer’s assistant was. But the librarian made no pointed remarks. She simply set aside her cross-stitch—a trio of trees in silver, gold and a thread that glittered like diamonds—and declared it “a thorny problem.”

      “We have an excellent collection of newspapers from the tri-state area,” she added, “but it would be rather like hunting for a tiny piece of gold tucked under a square mile of straw to hope that you’d come across a photograph of your target with a helpful caption. Hmm. Hmm.”

      Mrs. Zoysa pulled out a drawer from the filing cabinet behind her, riffled through the index cards there, plucked one out, shook her head, put it back, and repeated the procedure several more times before suggesting a book with a bit of a doubtful expression and an apology that this was the best the library could do. Indeed, Pen quickly realized when she found it that the author assumed it was the location of the person rather than their name that was unclear.

      Well. Time to search through some straw.

      She returned to Mrs. Zoysa, who in the intervening time had acquired a stack of returns seven books high and a child’s drawing of two girls (one with a fish’s tail, the other with a calf’s head). “That excellent collection of newspapers you were mentioning—could you possibly point me to it?”

      Mrs. Zoysa’s lips twitched. “I can do a great deal better than that.”

      She led Pen through the children’s section with its fairy tale decorations—Pen almost asked which story the three old women at a spinning wheel were from, but one mystery at a time—and into a room at the back. There she demonstrated how to use a machine that projected “micro-film” images of the newspapers onto a glass screen (“not magic, but it might as well be,” Mrs. Zoysa confided). She also explained the library’s system of index cards for finding the topics you wanted.

      Pen combed through the cards, supervised by a framed painting of a goose with her goslings. After finding the proper slides, she looked at every story published in the previous six months that referenced Porten, along with anything that appeared in the Hagerstown paper about magic, wizards or omnimancing.

      None of them mentioned Porten’s assistant.

      She put the micro-film back with a heart too heavy for rational explanation. What exactly did she think knowing the man’s name would accomplish? Magically make all her problems go away? She shook her head and proceeded to use the micro-film in a way better suited to the library’s index files: reading up on the women who’d organized that rally.

      The oldest story, a short piece from two years earlier, declared, ‘Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic’ Growing Fast in State.

      The next, a few months after that: Quaint Protest from Ladies’ Group.

      That was followed by a series of increasingly frequent (and increasingly hostile) stories, editorials and cartoons. Lydia Harper, head of the state chapter, was apparently an “unmitigated bother,” a “wicked influence on the unformed minds of our precious young ladies,” a “drop-dead beauty with an unfortunate mouth” and a “chief example of the evils of higher education for the gentler sex.”

      Joan Hamilton received far fewer mentions. They were—if anything—worse, with the exception of a straightforward piece about the women at the epicenter of a new “ladies’ movement” and an informative story in the Baltimore Defender that identified her as the first Black leader of a League chapter nationwide.

      Pen was even able to discover the identities of the two brown-haired women, both clearly less enigmatic than the omnimancer’s assistant.

      The one who’d mentioned Porten was Ella Knight, a teacher. (Pen allowed herself a wistful sigh.) She appeared twice, once in a photograph and the other alongside a quote that made Pen laugh under her breath.

      The one who’d hidden an impish smile behind a serious expression was Beatrix Harper, Lydia’s older sister. Always in the background, never quoted, referred to in passing in ways that made Pen wish she could meet her to ask for advice. How had she managed to survive her parents’ deaths at an even earlier age than Pen without marrying? How had she landed a clerking job? How on earth was she paying her sister’s college tuition?

      “Miss?”

      She gave a start and turned from the screen. “Yes, ma’am?”

      Mrs. Zoysa’s understated smile made an appearance. “I’m afraid you’re out of time. I have to close up for the day.”

      As Pen helped put the micro-film back, out of time echoed unpleasantly in her head. It described her situation outside the library just as well as within. No time to join the League, no time to make Beatrix Harper’s acquaintance or listen to more of Joan Hamilton’s speeches, and certainly no time to find out who the omnimancer’s assistant was and why he wouldn’t just tell her.

      Five days left. Five.

      After that, she would be engaged or—much more likely at this point—spirited away. And whichever way it went (somehow this was the worst part of all), the future stretching before her was one in which the Lady’s Guide would very much apply.

      She looked up to find the librarian peering at her, concern creasing her brow. “Are you all right, dear?”

      Pen swallowed.

      A lady never speaks of her troubles.

      “Yes, of course,” she murmured, casting her gaze down again. “Good night.”
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      She set off the next day, determined to squeeze what enjoyment she could from the limited time she had left. That seemed precisely the resolution to ensure very little enjoyment would be had, but the morning exceeded expectations. Even cleaning the omnimancer’s office was pleasant with the right company.

      “This,” his assistant said, gesturing at the very large and very gilded mirror he was dusting, “simply should not be allowed.”

      “Too gaudy?”

      “Too everything.”

      She smiled at him as she swept the floor with her borrowed broom. “We must make allowances, though. How else is Omnimancer Porten supposed to determine who’s the fairest of them all?”

      His soft laughter was like a cup of tea, spreading tendrils of warmth through her body. “I’m not sure it would occur to him to ask the question when he thinks the answer self-evident, but now I’m going to be in danger of snorting whenever I see him looking into it.”

      “My apologies.” She’d swept her way closer to him without quite meaning to, that part of the room already done. “There are other types of magic mirrors you could imagine instead. A scrying glass for seeing what’s to come, perhaps. Better?”

      “Oh, far worse.” He wagged his feather duster in her direction. “Makes it sound as if we can’t change our future.”

      That hit a little too close. She’d tried to change her fate, after all, and what good had it done her? Porten wasn’t coming back in time. All she’d changed was her view of the world.

      And her view of what sort of man she’d like, if she were allowed to choose.

      If she had any power whatsoever, which she did not.

      “A portal, then?” she suggested, turning to sweep industriously in the corner so she didn’t have to look at him.

      “Mm. Where would it go?”

      She considered this. “A castle choked by thorns. A cottage with a golden flute. A pond that transforms the drinker.”

      He didn’t immediately reply. She turned despite herself and found him looking at her with his head cocked, dusting forgotten. “Sounds vaguely alarming.”

      “Fairy tales often are,” she murmured. “Much like real life.”

      This time his laugh was like a sip of red wine, just as warming but with bitter notes. “Yes.” He took a sharp breath as if he had a comment to add about that but then simply repeated, “Yes.”

      She looked at him over her broom. He looked at her over his duster.

      “When’s the last time you’ve danced?” he asked, such an abrupt switch of topic that she tripped over her reply.

      “I—um … five-and-a-half years.”

      “What?” The duster fell from his hands, making a soft landing at his feet. “You’re not going to get an offer from Porten if you can’t dance, for pity’s sake!”

      “Slanderer! I certainly can dance.”

      He waved a hand as if batting this defense away. “You could dance, at one point, and have probably long forgotten. Hang on.”

      He opened a closet door and rolled out a phonograph, making her freeze up. Was he—was he really⁠—?

      He was. At the unmistakable beginnings of the Blue Danube, he held out a hand.

      A bad idea. She knew it. She clutched the broom convulsively, then leaned it beside the not-actually-magic mirror and stepped up to him as if in a dream, putting her right hand into his, her left on his shoulder. His hand on her back pressed her closer. (How fast could one’s heart go before it gave out?)

      “Ready?” he murmured. His eyes were the color of a storm-tossed ocean. Stop looking at his eyes. No, no, not at his lips!

      Her waltzing in that state—breathing him in with every inhale, cinnamon straight to the brain—was nearly as bad as he’d insinuated it would be. He switched off the phonograph partway through the song so they could slow down. But the moment their hands touched again, a scrabbling sound came from the vicinity of the front door. With a groan, it opened.

      “Porten!” he whispered, eyes wide. “Quick—into the closet.”

      She dashed in. He pushed the phonograph in after her and shut the door.

      The next moment—as she sat with her arms around her knees in the dark, head buzzing—the man she’d been waiting for all this time walked into his office.

      “Welcome back, sir,” his assistant said. “How was your trip?”

      “Productive. Very productive.” Porten’s pompous voice sounded younger than she’d been imagining him based on one twenty-second telephone call. “Once I got that bothersome request out of the way, I discovered that none of the towns west of here had heard of my search for a ball and chain—can you believe it? I rectified that, of course. Some high-quality wares out there, let me tell you,” he added, as if he were speaking about cuts of beef or bottles of wine. “I may have sampled a few.” He laughed.

      Pen, back pressed against the wall, gave a deep shudder. No.

      Then she thought of her uncle telling her that no one wanted her, that she was a burden, that he would take her in but she’d damn well better earn her keep.

      Surely it was smarter to marry Porten than to be wholly dependent on someone whose opinions would cut so much deeper?

      The memory of Miss Knight, the League woman with the braid like a crown, rose up as if in reply: Did you hear what he did last fall?

      But the memory of Miss Gregory, desperate to get out from under the thumb of a father who seemed too similar for comfort to Pen’s uncle, followed on its heels. Far more viscerally.

      She sat quietly for a long while, mind in an uproar—though not so far gone that she didn’t think to listen to what Porten said. To listen for what he called his assistant.

      But though he talked at the man—alternating orders and complaints—Porten didn’t call him by name. Not once.

      Finally, the wizard left. His employee helped her out of her hiding place, a somber edge to the eyes and lips she oughtn’t to be staring at. “You remain determined to do this?”

      She nodded.

      “I can’t get you in to see him until the day before the dance,” he said.

      She let out a shaky breath. “Do you think that will be enough?”

      “We’ll have to hope.”

      “I—I suppose I can’t come to see you before then.”

      “No.” His regretful air put ideas in her head, ridiculous ideas. They dispersed just as quickly as they’d arrived when he added, “We’ll have to postpone the dance lesson. He’s coming back soon, and he’s invited people over for dinner the next few nights. Your appointment’s at one o’clock Friday—come back again after six that day and I’ll practice with you then.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      He looked as if he was weighing how to reply. But when he spoke, it was merely to give instructions: “Drink the brew right before you head here. It kicks in quickly.”

      She nodded, swallowing all the things she wanted to say. She trudged home, skewering the feelings for him he didn’t return and that she shouldn’t encourage regardless. Why wouldn’t he tell her his name? What was he hiding?

      What favor did he want?

      She hadn’t asked herself that question since the day they’d struck their deal. She stopped in the middle of the street, uneasy about it now that the bargain felt quite a bit more real. What would it be in her power to give him as the omnimancer’s wife?

      Her pin money, perhaps. Or introductions to notable people in town. To—she swallowed—to marriageable young women.

      “Lady, you’re holding up traffic,” a boy griped as he swerved around her, leaving her blinking at the macabre grin of the donkey emblem on his bicycle. She shook herself and walked on.

      None of the possibilities that had occurred to her quite fit with what she knew of the omnimancer’s assistant. Still … what did she really know of him?

      Pen spent the next few days trying once more for a job, with the same results as her previous attempts. Everywhere she went, she also inquired about the omnimancer’s assistant—but none of the shop owners and clerks were in possession of his name, either.

      She went home, tried not to think of him and failed so spectacularly that she decided to sketch him from memory just to get him out of her system.

      This did not, in fact, get him out of her system. She stared at his fine eyes and inviting lips until, heart beating a wild rhythm, she stuffed her sketchbook under her mattress like an addict trying to get some distance from temptation.

      She had to marry the omnimancer, she reminded herself.

      The omnimancer.

      At twelve thirty on Friday, wearing her only slightly faded blue dress (Porten’s favorite color) with her hair in a pompadour (his favorite style), Pen pulled out the Cyrtennesse—the unnaturally green liquid undulating as her hand trembled. Before she could talk herself out of it, she drank it down in a single gulp.

      It tasted like nothing and seemed to do as much. Out she went, no one giving her a second glance.

      Three blocks in, people were glancing.

      After five blocks, gawking.

      By the time she reached the townhouse on Washington Street, two men and a boy trailed after her as if she were the Pied Piper, each of them jostling for her attention.

      She thought this ludicrous image would bring out the assistant’s smile, but he ushered her inside with a sober expression. “Are you all right?” he whispered, leaning in.

      “Yes, just⁠—”

      The office door opened. They jumped apart, Pen’s pulse racing as she gazed for the first time upon Omnimancer Porten. The wizard was about his assistant’s age and better-looking in a conventional sense—magic-silvered hair in a queue, jaw square, clothing fashionable.

      Technically better-looking, but not nearly as compelling.

      “Well, hello,” Porten drawled, giving her an appraising once-over. “Who is this vision of loveliness?”

      His assistant was eyeing him with an unreadable expression. “Miss Penelope Novak. Sir.”

      She couldn’t help but glance back at him as Porten led her into the office. The omnimancer’s assistant turned on his heel, outmoded frock coat flaring out behind him, and strode down the hallway.

      She kept his advice in mind for appealing to Porten—very similar to the Lady’s Guide recommendations—while she nodded and smiled and murmured, “How fascinating.” But she broke a crucial rule as Porten rose to see her out: Don’t ask him about anything except himself.

      “Omnimancer,” she said, “who is your assistant?”

      “What?” Porten looked as befuddled as if she’d asked him whether he would enjoy tripping face-first into mud.

      “Your assistant,” she repeated. She smiled. “Who is he?”

      He still seemed thrown, but he waved a hand. “No one of any consequence.”

      “It’s only—a polite young lady must greet everyone personally. And I don’t know his name.”

      The wizard laughed. “Well, that makes two of us. Assistants are always flitting in and out of here. Damned flighty bunch.”

      The words “don’t you write his checks” almost came out of her mouth—almost. Just in time, it occurred to her that the federal omnimancy corps probably wrote them instead … and tart questions would certainly disqualify her.

      “But never mind that,” Porten said, holding open his office door and considering her with an expression that looked avaricious rather than besotted. “You must save me a dance tomorrow. Two, in fact. The first and the last, shall we say?”

      “Oh,” she whispered, understanding the implications.

      He’d all but made up his mind to marry her.

      She felt sick.

      “Why—yes, of course,” she managed, and escaped the house at a near run.
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      Pen took shelter in a park, blessedly alone except for a watchful crow in a juniper tree—a flash of blue eggs in its nest—and a white duck searching for a meal in the pond nearby. She sank onto a bench and tried to decide what to do.

      Marrying Porten might be the lesser of two evils, but it was still an evil. Drinking that brew to ensure he offered for her was—to use her own word—underhanded. And what, what would his assistant ask of her?

      She sprang to her feet. She absolutely had to learn his name.

      That was what she would do.

      She scrounged up a quarter for a payphone, searched the telephone book and called the omnimancy corps, but an unfriendly voice on the other end of the line informed her that staff names “constituted confidential information.” She tried knocking on the doors of the homebound seniors she’d visited with him, but all knew Porten’s assistant as some variation of “that nice young man.” She found her neighbor Mrs. Brodie at her usual corner for selling roses and asked her once again, counting on the efficacy of local gossip—but she knew nothing more now than she had before.

      Finally, Pen inquired in the mayor’s office because she’d heard his secretary knew just about everyone. It turned out her target was one of the exceptions.

      She was standing outside City Hall, at a loss, when the postman crossed the street a half-block away.

      “Mr. Jones!” she called out, rushing to him. “Have you by chance found out who the omnimancer’s assistant is?”

      He gazed at her in obvious confusion, the picture of a man who feels as if he knows you but can’t put the name to the face—or can’t believe they go together. But all he said was, “Not yet, miss.”

      “Right,” she said, looking down.

      “Let me see what I’ve got in my bag, though,” he added kindly, and riffled through it, coming out with a packet. “Porten, Porten, Porten … another Porten … Ah!”

      She jumped closer to see. In a light script was the name her benefactor had refused to give: Elliott Trask.

      It rang precisely zero bells. This was not a case of a man from a well-known family wishing to keep that under wraps.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, beginning to truly worry.

      To the library she dashed, past the shops that wouldn’t hire her, all the while telling herself there was nothing to fear. Avoiding the observant Mrs. Zoysa, who seemed more likely than most to wonder about her changed appearance, Pen retraced her steps to the newspaper micro-film and flipped breathlessly through the index to the Ts.

      And there it was: Trask, Elliott. Two entries.

      She found the right slides and slipped the first into the machine.

      The headline, in a small Pennsylvania paper, stretched above a photo of a child with dark hair, a dark brown complexion and the beginnings of an ironical smile: First Local Boy to Pass Wizardry Entrance Exam in 25 Years.

      The second, two years later: Local Boy Expelled from Wizardry Academy.

      She read the text with shock and dismay. The decision was final, the reporter explained. Legally, the fifteen-year-old Mr. Trask was now a typic, prohibited from casting spells. He insisted in the story that he didn’t do what he’d been accused of—handing in two papers copied off another student without that student’s knowledge. “He did it to me,” Mr. Trask said.

      That student went unnamed. But her suspicion was all but confirmed when she tracked down a copy of American Wizards and found that Porten started at the Arlington academy in aught-five. Same as Elliott Trask.

      God Almighty, she was a pawn in a revenge plot.

      Head in her hands, she stared at the now-closed reference book. This man who hid his name from everyone (this man she’d liked, more than liked) wasn’t the Pied Piper or the witch or the wolf. No—he was Rumpelstiltskin.

      And what did Rumpelstiltskin do, if not demand a price too heavy to pay?

      She glanced at the clock ticking inexorably on a wall nearby: almost six. Elliott Trask—victim, would-be villain?—awaited her.

      This time, she would get her questions answered.
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      “Miss Novak.”

      How satisfying it would have been to reply, “Mr. Trask.” But she wondered what else she could find out before tipping her hand.

      “Come in,” he said, still without the usual smile. “Has anyone bothered you?”

      “Not too badly, no.”

      He locked the door behind them, grimacing. “I’m sorry, I hadn’t considered that side effect. I’d better walk you home when we’re done.” He gestured into Porten’s office. “After you.”

      “He won’t be back tonight?”

      “No. He doesn’t live here, and he’s at a party across town besides.”

      A small lamp and faltering end-of-day sunlight sneaking in around closed drapes cast the room in golden, dreamy tones. She pulled out the phonograph and restarted the Blue Danube. Stepping into his arms for the second time, she managed to keep her head.

      After one turn around the room, his lips twitched, a smile threatening but not appearing. “All right, you can dance. And you missed a perfect opportunity to sucker me into a bet about your abilities, I might add.”

      “What about a different bet?”

      There was his smile. It sliced into her, and she had to look away.

      “You intrigue me,” he said. “What do you propose?”

      “If I can guess your name within three tries, Mr. Assistant, you will tell me how you’ll use your favor.”

      He missed a step, putting them chest to chest—just for a jostled second, but enough to make every nerve ending sing. He sounded a bit breathless himself as he said, “I haven’t decided how I’ll use it.”

      “I believe you have.”

      “The trouble,” Elliott Trask murmured, gazing down at her, “is that I’ve completely changed my mind about what I want.”

      The music flowed around them, neither of them taking the next step. Without quite thinking it through, she raised her hand from his shoulder and brushed the pads of her fingers against his jaw.

      His groan zinged through her like an electric shock. But that was nothing compared with the raw sound of him saying, “Could I—would it be entirely wrong if—Miss Novak, I cannot properly explain how much I want to⁠—”

      “Please oh please,” she gasped, and pressed up to meet him as he leaned in to kiss her.

      She was flying. That was what it felt like, pure weightlessness. He smelled of cinnamon. He tasted like peppermint. She wound her arms around him, unable to string together coherent thoughts, just please and yes and ohhh.

      She’d been kissed before, twice—on the way to school at fifteen by a boy making fun of her, quick and unpleasant, and after a dance at nineteen by a young man who didn’t seem to know what he was doing or why he was doing it with her. Elliott Trask was an epiphany. He kissed her like his life depended on it. He made her feel as if her life depended on it, too.

      As the waltz ended and a tango began, he lifted her onto Porten’s desk, smooth and solid beneath her. She wrapped her legs around him, needing him closer, gasping at the shocking warmth of his hand on her thigh just below where the hem of her dress was rucked up.

      A lady most certainly does not do any of THAT.

      Fortunate, then, that she’d already renounced her ladyhood.

      Elliott Trask broke the kiss. Before she could rectify this sorry turn of events, he put his lips to her ear—oh God—and murmured, “Penelope Novak, tell me what I should do. Tell me, and I’ll do it—that, and only that.”

      It was the most seductive thing she’d ever heard or imagined.

      “Touch me—please,” she rasped out and moaned as his fingers trailed slowly higher—to the spot where her stockings gave way to bare leg, to the top of her thigh, to the edge of her underwear.

      “Here?” he whispered.

      She nodded, trembling with anticipation, her head full of him.

      Finally, finally he slipped beneath the fabric.

      “Is this what you want?” he asked as his pleasantly callused thumb made her jolt and gasp.

      “Yes,” she said in desperation to keep him doing that, just like that, there yes there.

      “And what else?” Elliott’s voice, his gorgeous voice, was ragged in a way that sent little shudders of pleasure down her body. He pulled back just a bit, enough to let her stare into his stormy-sea eyes.

      “Keep talking,” she begged, cradling his face with her hands, her thumb brushing his bottom lip.

      His breath caught, the sound doing inexpressible things to her.

      “I want you,” he said, breathless and almost plaintive as the pads of his fingers drove her inexorably toward a cliff she knew from efforts in her own bed, with her own hands, because some part of her had always rebelled against the Lady’s Guide strictures. “Your laugh, your wit, your utter determination, the distracting curve of your neck⁠—”

      He leaned in and kissed her right where that curve met her jaw, and she arched into him with a sharp gasp, pushed over the edge by the devastating combination of his words and lips and touch.

      She was still in the grip of that madness a moment later, reaching for the buttons of his frock coat, heart racing, when he stilled her hands with both of his. “No.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “My God, what am I doing? You’re going to marry Porten, and I—I⁠—”

      That brought her to her senses.

      She wrenched the skirt of her dress over her uncovered legs and braced herself on the desk she still sat on, arms trembling.

      “Elliott Trask,” she said, watching as he reared back in shock, “what are you plotting against Omnimancer Porten?”

      His mouth opened, but no sound came out.

      “He’s the one who cheated you out of your education, is he not?” she demanded.

      Now the shock on his face was tinged with amazement. “How on earth …?”

      “Utter determination.”

      He gave a soft laugh. Then, shoulders slumping, he boosted himself onto the other end of the desk and stared at the wall.

      “You’re right,” he admitted. “I came here to make him pay.”

      Pen swallowed the instinct to say something, letting the silence spool out.

      “It’s not prestige I wanted from wizardry,” he said eventually. “Even when I was at the academy, I hated the way we treat wizards as if they’re royalty among peons.”

      She nodded. She believed that.

      “There’s such—such possibility with magic. I had these plans …” He stopped, shaking his head. “Well, never mind. What happened is that he got his hands on my final-exam papers and drafts. Copied the former, kept the latter. I turned in my assignments, not knowing any of that. When we were both hauled in for questioning, he showed the drafts and I had nothing.”

      “Why did he do it?” she said, trying to keep her outrage on his behalf from running away with her. She had no idea yet what he was planning or how she figured in. “Were you enemies?”

      “He didn’t even know me. I was a first and he’s a third—generation, I mean, third-generation wizard. His father and grandfather are wizards. I had no one powerful to stand up for me. And worst of all, I couldn’t get a scholarship to typic college because I’d been expelled for ‘cheating.’”

      Her outrage was winning the fight. “You never got to go?”

      “No.” Elliott’s smile was wintery. “Amusing that I was able to clerk at a wizardry supply shop. I presume the omnimancy corps took me on as an assistant without doing their due diligence, either.”

      She understood why he wanted to get back at Porten. She wanted that, and she wasn’t the injured party. But still—still: “Have you been dreaming of revenge this whole time?”

      His gaze remained fixed on the wall. “I wanted to make sure he couldn’t ruin anyone else’s life.”

      “Were you …” Her voice gave out. She tried again: “Were you planning to kill him?”

      “No!” he said immediately, turning to her. “Absolutely not.”

      “Just something that would ruin his life, perhaps? With help from his unwitting wife, who would face the same ruin?”

      His eyes went very wide. “No, no, I … oh, God, you’re right.” He stared at the bit of desk between them. “That would have made me as bad as him.”

      “Worse, perhaps, because I trusted you.” She slid her hand toward his, close enough that their pinkies touched.

      “I’m so sorry.” He certainly looked it. “I’m not going to call in that favor. I meant it when I said I’d changed my mind.”

      “I can’t marry him, in any case. Not after what he did.” She held back a black-humor laugh at the idea: She’d thought Porten just the right sort of awful to trick into wedding her, not too good or too bad. (How awful, then, was she?)

      Elliott nodded, but he still appeared troubled. “Do you really have no other option than to move in with your wretched uncle?”

      It was her turn to gape in astonishment.

      “Your neighbor Miss Smith is a font of information,” he said.

      Dear Caroline, always hoping for a happily-ever-after. Pen, with seven more years of experience to temper that hope, tried not to sound as mournful as she felt: “Yes. I’m afraid that’s my only choice now.”

      He lifted her hand, holding it between them. Softly, he said, “What if you married me instead?”

      The jolt this produced left her dizzy. Yes!

      No.

      “We hardly know each other,” she pointed out.

      The earnest twist of his lips gave way to that wonderful ironical smile.

      “Of course I realize we know each other better than I know Porten,” she added, raising her eyebrows at him, “but the difference is that I’m in danger of falling in love with you.”

      He choked on a laugh. “Yes, that does sound like a bad idea. Love in marriage—ridiculous.”

      “Elliott Trask,” she said, slowly this time, tasting his name on her tongue, “how can I know you would develop the same depth of feelings for me as I would for you?”

      He must have grasped the agony behind those words, for he immediately sobered.

      “Besides, what do I really know of you but that you conspired to use me as the tool of my own undoing?” she murmured. “And what do you know of me but that I tried to swindle a man down the aisle?”

      “One who thoroughly deserves it.” He sighed. “But yes, I suppose you’re right.”

      A moment lumbered by.

      “I could court you at your uncle’s,” he suggested.

      “He lives in Wyoming.”

      “Are there boarding houses here in town for unmarried women?”

      “I’ve tried for weeks to find a job so I could live in one. No one has an opening except the shops that only want men.”

      He looked so sad. It felt like the end before they’d really begun. She leaned in and brushed her lips against his, a light and fleeting goodbye.

      He caught her as she pulled back. His answering kiss was neither light nor fleeting.

      “Do you want to let me go?” he asked, forehead to hers.

      “No,” she admitted, arms tight around him. “Dear God, no.”

      “I’ll write to you. I’ll scrape up the money to come see you. If I waited ten years for retribution, I can certainly wait for something far better.”

      That was outrageously romantic. No one had ever wanted her like that, had ever said anything like that. Even the men caught in the sway of Cyrtennesse’s effects this morning were⁠—

      She stared at him in dawning horror. Oh no.

      “What?” His brow creased in concern. “What is it?”

      “It’s … the brew,” she said, voice cracking. She turned away, unable to face him. “You’re under the influence of the brew. I—I should have realized it straightaway. I⁠—”

      “Pen,” he said, using her nickname, startling her into turning back. “This is real, I swear it. I’m immune.”

      She gave a watery laugh. “That sounds very unlikely.”

      “Come with me and I’ll prove it.”

      He led her into the library, closing the door behind them, and pulled from the ornate bookcase a thick manual that looked twice her age: Complete Guide to Brewing, Vol. I. On the front was a red CLASSIFIED stamp.

      He opened it. He was already paging through it before she could manage a response: “I thought—isn’t that a felony?”

      “Technically, yes.”

      She could imagine what her father would say: He’s a lawbreaker, Penelope! A radical! Do not under any circumstances associate with such a man!

      But she’d been breaking quite a few rules herself. Even more of them seemed like they ought to be broken. At least seventy percent of the ones in the Lady’s Guide, for instance.

      She would never be unthinkingly obedient again.

      “Ah, here we go,” he said. “I’m not certain whether you’d be committing a felony if I simply read it out loud in your presence, but if you want to ensure I’m not making it up …”

      She slipped in beside him—because they were in this together—and cast her gaze down to the forbidden words he pointed to.

      The effects of Cyrtennesse do not extend to either the drinker or the brewer.

      A second of confusion. Then sharp relief.

      He was the brewer, not Porten. Clearly not Porten, who would never have looked at her twice, otherwise.

      She plucked the book from his hands, pushed it back into place on the shelf and stepped into his arms, his heart beating at a fast clip against her cheek.

      “You believe me?” he asked.

      “I do.” Her own heart, which had only a minute ago done a credible job imitating a boulder, was light as a balloon now. He wanted her. Real and true.

      They stood there for a moment, his fingers brushing the bare skin of her neck, far too delicate a touch for the sensations it ignited down her spine. The way he’d touched her before—oh⁠—

      She ran a thumb over one of his frock coat buttons. She’d wanted to undo them. Wanted to undo him as he’d undone her.

      This, now, was her chance. Her last chance for what could be a very long time.

      But she’d been out of her head before, and a consequence of being firmly back in her head was that everything she wanted felt so hard to put into words.

      When you’d spent a lifetime swallowing your wants and your words alike …

      “Do you live here?” she asked, inching toward what she didn’t know how to say. She pulled back a fraction to look at him.

      He was nodding. “Upstairs.”

      She bit her lip.

      A lady would never, ever⁠—

      “Will you take me to bed?” she said in a rush, the Lady’s Guide admonition exactly the push she’d needed.

      He looked utterly taken aback.

      “I …” she said, trailing off, heart pounding. She hadn’t stopped to consider how he would see it—a man who’d brought her to climax not twenty minutes ago, yes, but perhaps not a man who would think well of a woman baldly asking for more.

      “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do right now,” he said, gravel in his voice that went right to her nerve endings, his arms tightening around her. “Except perhaps run off with you, but as that’s presumably not on the table …”

      She laughed in relief and delight. Thank God Elliott Trask was not the sort of man who would think less of her for wanting more of him. Thank God he was exactly who he was.

      “We must be careful,” she said as they clattered up the stairs hand in hand, breathless. “I can’t risk a pregnancy⁠—”

      “Oh, that won’t be a problem.” His grin was so transcendent, she couldn’t help but stare at him as they reached the second floor. How had she ever thought him anything but devastatingly handsome?

      “Hands,” he added conversationally, “can do lovely things. Don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” she managed, remembering what his had done for her.

      “Tongues are quite lovely, too.”

      Her knees buckled. He caught her, carrying her over the threshold into his room—small, neat, in dark blues and grays, a rushed impression to her dazed eyes of understated masculinity. Tongues? Did he mean—could he mean⁠—

      She could suddenly picture what it might be like, and a moan slipped from her lips.

      “Would you like that?” he murmured as he set her on his bed. “What do you want me to do?”

      He’d always asked what she wanted, hadn’t he? He’d never pressed her into anything, no matter his preferences.

      A gentleman decides what he wants and sets off to get it. How much more effective, delightful, seductive it was when the gentleman simply … offered.

      Offered in that voice that promised it would be well worth your while if you were inclined to say yes.

      “First,” she said, her own voice wavering, not from uncertainty but desire, “I would very much like you to lie down and—and humor me while I, ah, try my hand at this. And perhaps also my tongue.”

      She expected a quirk of his lips or a laugh. Instead, he swallowed, his stormy-sea eyes going suddenly dark.

      “And second …” She knew it was silly to get abashed at this point, but there it was—she was new to all of this, and her desire to see him was not quite as strong as her desire to not be seen as she fumbled about. “Could we turn off the light?”

      “Of course.”

      He reached for his nightstand, which had a dark red candle on one side and a framed postcard with a painting of a knight fighting a dragon on the other. Out of the drawer he pulled a pack of matches, lit the candle and switched off the lamp.

      As he sat down beside her, she caught his cinnamon scent again—and then suddenly realized it was coming from the candle as well as him.

      “I wondered if you were doing a lot of baking with that spice, you know,” she said, pressing her nose to his neck and inhaling. He smelled like home—not her home, just the way she’d always imagined a proper home would be.

      “Sometimes,” he said. “Cinnamon rolls. Cinnamon bread. Apple crisp. Sweet potato pie …”

      She’d moaned again without meaning to. He kissed her temple, her jaw and the corner of her mouth, his hands making a careful exploration of her, nearing and then narrowly avoiding places that burned for him.

      She pulled back, chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. “Lie back for me?”

      “God, Pen,” he said, suddenly hoarse. “The way you say that is just—yes, whatever you want, yes.”

      And he did it, leaving her even more breathless than before.

      “Will you talk to me while I …” Words failed her then, but he took up the mantle for her—told her how it felt as she unbuttoned him, so many buttons between her skin and his, lovely torture.

      He told her, too, what she could do to drive him mad. Showed her how to stroke him. Rewarded her with hitches in his breath and moans that interrupted his words. Jolted under her as she bent and—feeling daring and womanly—ran her tongue up the warm, hard length of him.

      He shouted her name as she took him over the cliff, that dizzying fall like no other feeling in the world.

      She knew now what it was to want.

      There was no going back from that.

      “Come here, you brilliantly fast learner,” he gasped, holding out a hand and settling her in the crook of his arm. “Humor you, indeed.”

      She grinned, feeling almost as much pleasure from doing this to him as she’d experienced on the desk in Porten’s office, which had been considerable. “You’re an excellent teacher.”

      “Mm. Give me a minute to recover, and you’ll have your own turn.”

      “I’ve already had it—you don’t have to⁠—”

      “That,” he said with finality and a sly half-smile, “was all of sixty seconds downstairs. I’d like to think I can do a fair bit better.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, hardly believing the implication that it was possible to feel “a fair bit better” than the best she’d ever felt in her life. “If you—that is—if you don’t mind …”

      “My sweet Pen,” he said, brushing a thumb over her breast, still covered by several layers but the sensation enough to make her breath catch, “did you mind what you just did to me?”

      Her face heated, less with embarrassment than the memory of how his vocal enjoyment had made her feel. “No. Not in the least.”

      “You’re allowed to want things, you know,” he murmured, suddenly somber. “God knows I understand how unsafe it can feel to let yourself do that—how dangerous when the world seems to be made to keep you from any of it. But if we stop wanting, well—we’ve let them win, don’t you think?”

      She stared into his lovely eyes, realizing why Elliott Trask wasn’t anything like a Gentleman’s Guide gentleman. The world wasn’t made for him any more than it was made for her. Wasn’t that the lesson he’d learned at the wizardry academy, if not long before that?

      What Porten did to him …

      What the powerful people who ran the academy let Porten do to him …

      But no. Not now. If this was their only chance to be together like this for who knew how long, she would certainly not allow thoughts of Porten to intrude.

      “I think you’re right,” she told him, her hand against his bare chest, fingers tucked under the edge of his unbuttoned shirt. “Besides—I don’t think I could stop wanting you if I tried.”

      If she hadn’t already been falling for him, the way his gaze softened at that—the wistful twist of his lips, the tender brush of his hand against her cheek—would have been more than enough.

      “I’d thought I was alone in the wanting,” he murmured, quirking his lips and eyebrows in response to her disbelieving laugh. “Well, you were trying to wed my employer, after all. And I’d already made that very ill-advised bargain to help you do it. There’s no torment quite like realizing a few days too late your feelings for the woman you promised to marry off to the worst person you know.”

      That put a flutter in her chest. “Discovering one’s feelings while making the bargain is equally tormenting, I can assure you.”

      His smile was sunshine on a spring day and trees in new bloom.

      “You know, I think I wanted you without realizing it the moment I saw you stretched out on the floor to get a better angle for your sketch,” he said, making her laugh in embarrassment at the memory. And then he put a hitch in her breath as he added, “You were so focused on what you were doing that I stood there for a minute without you noticing, and I thought—what would it feel like to have such intent determination aimed at me?”

      “Oh,” she said, so softly it was more of a feeling than a word. He’d known her for just under two weeks, he’d already intuited things about her that no one else had, and he wanted that.

      Wanted her.

      “And now,” Elliott said, running a hand down her back with a light touch, “I would very much like to undress you and learn more of your secrets. May I?”

      “Yes,” she said, warmth rippling down her body from her flushing cheeks to the apex of her thighs. “Please.”

      And oh, she was so glad she’d finally recognized the Lady’s Guide rules for what they were: a way to turn women into willing participants in their own subjugation. Because now she could revel in everything he made her feel without thinking there was anything wrong with her for feeling it.

      She accepted the gift he gave her with his hands and his lips and his bliss-inducing tongue, and she repaid him in moans and gasps and pleas not to stop.

      Afterward, liquid in his arms, she let herself imagine not going away with her uncle. Taking Elliott Trask up on his offer of marriage. Lying like this with him every night.

      But it wasn’t even two weeks they’d known each other. Not enough time to make a decision they couldn’t take back—not enough for either of them, no matter how right it felt in the moment.

      Perhaps he’d been thinking of their imminent separation as well, for he said, “Your father didn’t leave his house to you? Is that why you must live with your uncle?”

      She let out a breath. “Yes.”

      “I know one isn’t supposed to speak ill of the dead, so I’d better not give you my opinion on that.”

      The smile he prompted felt sharp and sad.

      “No, never mind, I have to say it—he convinced you not to train for a job and then left you penniless!” Elliott’s entire face sparked with outrage. “What was he thinking? I—oh, Pen, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry⁠—”

      “No,” she choked out. “It’s … it’s so good to hear someone else say it so it’s not just a poisonous thought in my own head.”

      He stroked the small of her back and kissed her temple. “Tell me about it?”

      So she did. She told him all the complicated feelings—that she loved her father, his kindness and quiet company and the way he refused to give up hope as he moved them around for a series of factory jobs that never paid enough. That she wondered if her desire to work pricked his pride, made him feel he was not enough. That she truly did want to care for him as his health failed. And that she was numb now, beyond numb, at the thought that he’d consigned her to a life he ought to have known would be awful.

      Elliott Trask listened without interruption, nodding and stroking her back and lacing his free hand into hers.

      “He couldn’t have left me the whole house,” she said finally, her tears drying on her cheeks. “He only owned half of it—it was my grandfather’s, left to my father and uncle equally. I understand that, I do.”

      “But he could have left you his half,” Elliott murmured, “and that would have made all the difference.”

      “Yes.” She stared into the comforting near-darkness of his room. “And I can’t even tell myself he intended to leave it to me and just didn’t do it in time. He included a letter with his will that said he’d considered all the options and felt confident this would be best for me.”

      Elliott let out a long, slow breath. “I’m sorry, Pen. I wish there were something we could do.”

      The we went straight to her heart. She pressed her lips to the hollow of his throat. “You’ve made me feel immeasurably better just listening to it. While we’re wishing, I’d give quite a lot to be able to do something about your academy expulsion.”

      He let go of another long breath, this one ragged with the emotion of a years-long injustice. “If wishes were horses …”

      “… we’d ride off into the sunset?”

      He snorted. Not bitterly—with resignation, which was somehow worse.

      A moment galloped by. Every moment felt so fast, each leading inevitably to the one where she would have to leave.

      “What will you do now?” she asked. “Stay here?”

      He shook his head. “Best if I don’t, I think. For a variety of reasons.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “Home, probably. To Pennsylvania.”

      She thought of the newspaper photograph of him as a boy, the Arlington Wizardry Academy and his whole future ahead of him.

      “What was magic like?” tumbled from her mouth, the most ill-advised question she could have asked. What was it like, this rare talent you’ve been banned by law from using? This skill that would have made you one of the elite?

      “I’m sorry,” she added, “you don’t have to⁠—”

      “Fizzy,” he said, eyes dancing.

      He surprised a laugh out of her. “Like—soda pop?”

      “Soda bubbles all down your casting arm and through your fingers.”

      “That sounds …” She considered her words more carefully this time. “Interesting. And odd.”

      “It was. Is,” he added, the twist of his lips less amused now. Practically a wince. “Because, to be quite honest, I’m still doing it. Repeatedly. In case you were under the misapprehension that I was a one-time offender. I happen to think it’s an unjust law, but … well, I’d understand if you saw it differently, if that changed your mind about me⁠—”

      “No,” she said, as firm as granite. “I no longer think the existence of a rule is enough to justify it.”

      He let out a soft breath and brushed a kiss against her forehead.

      “I thought …” She reached out and traced her fingers along his hairline. “Doesn’t spellcasting turn one’s hair silver?”

      She was pleased her question put his ironical smile back on his face. “Yes, it does. Fortunately, there are spells specifically to turn one’s hair other colors, including back to one’s original hue.”

      “What are you casting magic to do? Other than that, of course.”

      “I’m brewing medicinals when Porten isn’t around.”

      She suddenly remembered knocking on the door of the brewing room, startling him into dropping something. Hearing him moving hastily around.

      He’d been hiding an unauthorized brew—afraid the knock on the door had been his employer, back without warning.

      “Porten really doesn’t keep track of his stock,” he explained. “So I make brews for common problems like high blood pressure and send them to my sister, who gets them to people who need them. We’re not charging,” he added quickly. “It’s just that my hometown’s too small for an omnimancer. There’s a lot of need there.”

      Elliott Trask, she suspected, would have been an excellent omnimancer.

      Far better than Porten.

      There was nothing she could do to fix it. Getting the wizard to admit what he’d done was not in the cards, she knew that. Instead, she kissed Elliott—a small consolation for all he’d lost. Then, even though it had to be getting late and she couldn’t tarry much longer, she lay back in his arms, her hand over his heart.

      And that was when she had an idea.

      A scheme.

      A way to make Porten pay—not nearly enough, but a little.

      If you were a man who cared only about appearances, would anything sting more than having a very public marriage proposal turned down flat?
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      “Every eye is on you, my dear,” Porten said approvingly, offering his arm as the musicians struck up the first dance.

      To distract him from thinking too deeply about that, Pen said, “You look very dashing, Omnimancer. Your suit …”

      She trailed off to let him take it from there, which he did. He spent half the waltz on his tailor—“pricey, but only a fool would balk, he dresses all the VIPs in Washington”—and the other half name-dropping the powerful people he claimed to know.

      After that, she went from one gentleman to the next, feeling oddly invisible. None of them saw her—not her.

      Then she gave a curtsy to the grocer at the end of a foxtrot and turned to find a tall, lean man in an old-fashioned frock coat and sharp eyes that saw her exactly as she was.

      “Would you care to dance, Miss Novak?” Elliott inquired.

      This was not part of the plan she’d outlined to him last night. But he was leaving for home that very evening, and she wasn’t about to lose one more chance to touch him. She took his proffered hand, heart pounding.

      One of the violinists played a melancholy opening in a minor key. Was it—was it really …? Yes: The musicians, perhaps used to venues with more daring clientele, were playing a tango. Audible hmmphs cut through, and a number of the couples turned to leave the dance floor—some muttering about how inappropriate the music was.

      “Do you dare?” Elliott murmured, lips curving up.

      She caught sight of Porten leading a young woman onto the floor. “Yes, I do.”

      They hadn’t actually tangoed the night before—they were too busy with other activities by that point. Feeling a flush coming on, she fit herself into his arms and fell into step with him, her sun-yellow dress and his midnight frock coat looking very well together.

      “Packed for your escape?” she asked.

      “It’s all in the trunk, such that it is.”

      She let out a breath that was more of a sigh than she’d intended. She was packed, too, her life in two battered suitcases and a few boxes in the front hall of the house she would leave tomorrow.

      “But I was thinking,” he whispered in that I’ll make it worth your while way. “What if I were to go to Baltimore instead? And what if you came with me?”

      The music swelled to a crescendo as she stared at him, caught by his gaze and the temptation of his suggestion.

      “You don’t have to marry me,” he added. “Not right away or at all. Baltimore’s a big city—well, compared with Hagerstown. We could both find work there, I’d wager.”

      Yes, yes, she was thinking, swept up in the moment—but then his last word registered. He was right: It would be a wager, one with so many risks. She had no money, no certainty of a job, no lodgings, no one she knew there. And no guarantee that this oh-so-new link between them would survive.

      In that moment of depressing pragmatism, she saw a face in the crowd belonging to a man who wasn’t due in town until the following day.

      “Oh no,” she whispered. “My uncle.”

      Elliott’s expression turned grim. “Here?”

      Nodding, she watched as her father’s brother caught sight of her, his expression sliding from mildly irritated to affronted. Then the musicians played the final notes of the song—too soon. The disapprobation of the room must have gotten to them.

      “Pen,” Elliott said, holding on to her hand as she regretfully stepped back. “Pen, you don’t have to go through with⁠—”

      “Penelope Novak, what do you think you’re doing?” Her uncle looked even more upset up close, his face a mottled red.

      “I’m—I’m attending the Spring Dance.”

      “You—” He blinked. His anger slipped, confusion taking over. The brew’s effects kicking in for him?

      “Your attention, please,” said the mayor, his voice amplified but not with a microphone. Omnimancer Porten stood next to him, presumably having cast a spell to make that possible. “Attention, everyone—yes, thank you. Well, this has been a very pleasant evening! For those of you on tenterhooks for the end, your time has very nearly come. We’re about to start the last dance. Then our omnimancer will make his long-awaited proposal to one lucky girl. Omnimancer, would you …?”

      With a flourish, Porten pulled leaves from his pocket and said spellwords too quiet to hear across the dance floor—he wasn’t amplified. The leaves went up in a puff of smoke, and the mayor thanked him in an equally hard-to-hear volume, voice back to normal.

      Pen turned to her uncle to find him still staring as if he couldn’t reconcile his memory of her—such a plain girl, Stuart, you’ll never unload that one—with the sight that met him now.

      He seemed to shake himself. “We’re leaving.”

      “I must stay for the last dance. The omnimancer⁠—”

      “Don’t be absurd. He’s not going to pick you.” The anger diverted by her appearance was back, his expression thunderous. “Dancing a tango, Penelope! And with a⁠—”

      “My dear,” the omnimancer said, hand outstretched, “I believe this is our dance.”

      It was almost worth the entire charade just to see her uncle’s mouth drop open.

      The chastened musicians struck up a safe waltz. Pen struck up a potentially dangerous topic of conversation. “Omnimancer, how did you like the wizardry academy?”

      Oh, loads. What fun he’d had! The impressive buildings. The sharp uniforms. The sons and grandsons of important personages to befriend.

      “It’s just a shame,” he said after a couple minutes of this, in the light sort of tone you might use to discuss the weather, “that we can’t keep the wrong sort out.”

      “The … wrong sort?”

      “Some of the firsts are just—not our type. You know.” He gave a regal shrug. “My friends and I did what we could. You have to be careful about these things, or else you’ll get in trouble.”

      “Imagine,” she said, her voice sounding strained to her own ears. The smile she forced was the most difficult she’d ever managed. “What did you do for the cause, Omnimancer?”

      The music stopped. Pen, heart racing, had to swallow a no!

      He bowed to her. She curtsied, rage and frustration churning in her stomach.

      And as Porten swept a leaf from his pocket, cast a spell on himself and cleared his throat experimentally—the sound echoing just as the mayor’s voice had—she suddenly knew what to do.

      No one was left on the dance floor but them. He went down on one knee before her, a hush descending right after an “oh my stars and garters!” that sounded very much like Mrs. Brodie.

      Everyone was watching.

      “My darling,” Porten said, giving her the distinct impression that he’d forgotten her name, “make me the happiest man on earth by marrying me.”

      It was less a proposal than an order. She leaned in. “Put the spell on me, sir, so everyone may hear my reply.”

      He did it.

      “Omnimancer.” Her syllables filled the huge room, the shake in her voice all the more apparent. It was one thing to recognize that a lady does not make a spectacle of herself was nonsense, but it was altogether another matter to do it.

      She thought of Miss Hamilton, who’d said change came from people taking action. She thought of Elliott, who deserved so much better than he’d gotten.

      She straightened her spine.

      “Please answer my question first,” she said. “What action did you take at the wizardry academy to uphold the beliefs you were just telling me about?”

      Porten’s mouth dropped open. But he was stuck. He couldn’t precisely take back his offer, and while he kneeled at her feet in silence, everybody was staring at him. “I—er …”

      “You said some first-generation wizards are the wrong sort, Omnimancer. You said they ought not to be let in at all. You said you did what you could about that.” Behind her came the unmistakable sound of whispering people. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing!” Porten scrambled to his feet, stuffing a hand in his pocket. “Nothing, I assure you!”

      “He convinced the school to expel a fellow student under false pretenses,” she said, turning to the crowd and talking quickly, knowing he would remove the spell on her voice any second. “He copied that young man’s papers, stole his notes and persuaded the teachers that the other student had copied him.”

      The whole hall was abuzz now.

      “Edwende,” Porten snapped, his leaves puffing to nothing and his magic leaving her with a voice too unobtrusive for more accusations an entire hall could hear. “I most certainly did not. The headmaster agreed those papers were mine! I come from a respected line of wizards, while that boy⁠—”

      He stopped, perhaps grasping that his denial sounded more like confirmation.

      “That boy,” Elliott called out grimly from across the dance floor, “was me.”

      A collective gasp came from the portion of the crowd close enough to catch his words. Some people were clearly enjoying the drama, but most—judging by the looks aimed at Porten—were angry. Perhaps wondering if they too counted as the wrong sort.

      The wizard, wide eyes on Elliott, turned and left the building at an unstately clip.

      Pen, alone now in the center of the dance floor, believed for the space of three wild seconds that anything was possible.

      On the fourth second, her uncle grabbed her arm and dragged her toward the door. “I always knew there was something wrong with you, but my God!” he hissed. “A wizard, Penelope—how dare you behave that way to a wizard!”

      Her heart was beating so fast, the room swam. She had to live with this man who saw no value in her, she had to, she had no other viable choice⁠—

      Someone caught her other arm. A cool hand slipped into hers, and Elliott’s lips brushed her ear, words barely audible: “I recast the spell on you.”

      She jerked to a stop, horrified for an instant that he’d be caught and carted away to prison. But no: He’d cast it on her, not on himself. It would look as if Porten hadn’t successfully removed his own spell.

      A calculated risk.

      For her.

      The helpless feeling she always got in her uncle’s presence began to fade. “Go on,” Elliott whispered, “give him hell.”

      “Uncle,” she said, her answer reverberating, “were you suggesting I should have married that man despite what he did?”

      “I certainly—” Her uncle stopped, eyes flicking around the room. His voice wasn’t bespelled, but everyone was paying rapt attention and some were close enough to hear. “I, um—I …”

      “The house,” Elliott suggested to her. “Tell everyone about the house.”

      “When you sell my father’s property, may he rest in peace,” she said, “it seems only right that you should give some of the proceeds to his only child rather than keeping all of it.”

      No doubt there were men in the ballroom who held the opinion that ladies should under no circumstances be trusted with money. But some thought otherwise, and they turned their glares on her uncle. The postman (bless him) called out a “hear, hear!”

      Her uncle squirmed.

      “Will you?” she asked.

      “I …” He again glanced around.

      “Fifty percent,” Elliott said.

      “What?” Her uncle’s face was turning a color not generally recommended for faces.

      “Fifty.” Elliott’s beautiful voice did flinty quite credibly.

      “That seems perfectly fair,” a woman called out, drawing agreement from the nearby crowd. Pen looked in time to see it was Mrs. Zoysa. The librarian winked—actually winked—at her.

      “Anything less would be unjust!” That time her ally was Mrs. Brodie, glaring, hands on her hips.

      But Pen’s uncle said nothing. She steeled herself for one more try.

      “I think Mr. Trask’s suggestion would ably fulfill your promise to my father to take care of me. Nothing else would be required.” She offered a smile more genuine than she had ever managed in front of the man before. “We would never need to see each other again, in fact.”

      Her uncle ground his teeth. “Fine,” he spat.

      “Fifty percent,” Pen said so the entire hall would hear the terms of the bargain her peerless Rumpelstiltskin had helped her negotiate. “Thank you, Uncle.”

      She held out her hand. He shook it once before stalking off.

      “Well, Miss Novak,” Elliott said, eyes gleaming, “will you run off with me now that you’re an heiress who can do as she bloody well pleases?”

      Her laugh—her unreservedly happy laugh—echoed around the hall as she dashed with him through the crowd, waved to a delighted-looking Caroline Smith and pushed through the double doors into the twilight. In his aging DeSoto automobile, he removed the spell on her voice, looking as elated as she felt.

      “Do you think—” She stopped, hating to burst the bubble but needing to ask. “Is there any chance this would be enough proof to make the academy take you back?”

      “I don’t know. I doubt it.” His shrug had a weary expect-the-worst quality to it. She wanted to make them take him back just so he’d never feel that way again.

      “It’s so utterly wrong,” she ground out. As if he didn’t already know it down to his core. As if she were naïve enough to think that wrongs would inevitably be righted.

      “Yes, but this time,” he said, “I think a typic college will agree.” He let that sink in and added, “It just so happens that Baltimore has quite a few.”

      She wasn’t nearly as ready to give up on the wizardry academy as he seemed to be, but—well, it was at least a good alternative.

      “Also,” he said, lowering his voice, raising an eyebrow, “it has the largest chapter of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic in the state.”

      Oh. Her expression must have conveyed some of the delight and anticipation his reminder sparked, because he added, “Would you like to join?”

      “Yes, oh yes! Miss Hamilton—isn’t that her chapter?”

      He nodded. “I met her once, you know. She said there’s room in the League for all sorts. Including disgraced former wizards-in-training.”

      Pen had a moment’s distraction, imagining them both at meetings, rallies, maybe even speaking once or twice. Him, that is, with his lovely voice—not her.

      (But … why not also her? Why not all sorts of things she’d never dared to want before?)

      She raised her eyes to his and found him gazing at her with a look that did things to her heart.

      “Pen, you were absolutely glorious in there.”

      “So were you, Elliott Trask.”

      He made a sound like a swallowed laugh. “You’re going to keep calling me that, aren’t you?”

      “Always. I earned that name.”

      He leaned closer. “Always?”

      She twined her arms around him, that home feeling enveloping her again, the sense that everything would be brighter, more interesting, more bearable with him there to share it. “I have—oh—plans for you,” she murmured as he pressed those perfect lips to a sensitive spot below her ear.

      “Mm. Plans?”

      “Well, schemes.”

      Elliott Trask, she decided, had the very best smile in the world. “There’s no one I’d rather scheme with than you,” he said. “Scheming against you is clearly a terrible idea.”
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