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    Chapter One




    In the black void, he heard his name.



    He couldn’t make out the other thin, distant words, but he thought it might
    be Beatrix. Was he not dead? He felt something—a faint pressure, like a
    squeeze of the hand—and tried to move, to squeeze back. That brought on a
    pain so searing he could think of nothing at all for an indeterminate amount of time.



    When he came back to himself, he still had no idea where he was or in what
    condition. What had come before, he remembered with exacting and terrible
    precision. How Miss Knight (no, Draden, Marbella Draden, the vice
    president’s daughter) had tried to kill him and hundreds of thousands of
    other people. How he’d lain helpless as she chanted the incantations that
    set off his horrific weapon, using his own life force to power
    the explosion. How Beatrix had teleported the payload stone from the shadow
    of the Capitol Building to the New Mexico desert, saving D.C.



    But he’d thought there would be no saving him. So what had happened after
    that?



    He considered the possibility that he really was dead, stuck in limbo or in
    a waystation to hell. Then, as if someone was slowly turning up the volume
    around him, he went from hearing the faintest suggestion of sounds to
    conversations he could understand.



    He was lying in a hospital bed, comatose. No one—least of all him—knew if he would recover. He certainly couldn’t seem to talk or indicate in
    any way that he was aware. Anytime he tried to move his limbs, tongue or
    other parts of his body, that terrible pain hit and the outside world
    receded, so he tried only occasionally and never while Beatrix was there.
    He didn’t want to miss a word she said.



    She was often there, holding his hand. She talked to him oh-so-carefully,
    no doubt afraid her one-sided conversations with him were being recorded.
    He could hear the strain in her voice, the choked emotion in her pauses.
    She was contractually heartbroken.



    He should have died. If he had, these emotions forced on her by
    the Vows they’d taken—the binding spells he’d insisted on—would be gone.
    The will he’d written leaving her everything he owned would kick in.  Instead, she
    was jobless and distraught.



    This truly was hell. Yet again, he’d dragged her there with him.



    He progressed to begging.
    
        Please, God, let me die. Please, just grant me this one request. Or get
        me out of this coma, if you prefer, but please don’t leave me like
        this.
    



    Nothing changed. He floated in the abyss, aware of his body only when a
    nurse shifted him or Beatrix took his hand, and then only in the faintest
    of ways—as if he were hanging on to the physical world by a spider’s
    thread.



    There was nothing he could do but feel terrible and drift between
    consciousness and unconsciousness.



    It took him longer than it should have to realize that when he fell into
    the latter state, he was sleeping.



    Desperate excitement now filled him. Dreamside. If he slept, he
    could get dreamside—all he had to do was time it right. He could talk to
    Beatrix there. He could strategize with her about what she could do. He
    could ask her everything he badly wanted to know.



    Thank God for dreamside. He never thought he would see a silver
    lining to the Vows, but this was surely it.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix looked down at Peter, to all appearances simply asleep, and
    bitterly wished the Vows had not been broken. Then she laughed under her
    breath at the irony—how she’d longed for a way out that didn’t
    involve death, hers or his, and how impossible it had seemed until it
    actually happened. But if his heart hadn’t momentarily stopped, dreamside
    would still exist. If dreamside still existed, she could talk to him—and
    there was a great deal they needed to talk about.



    She could not, of course, access his bank account. The question of how his
    care was to be paid for followed her like a wraith. The hospital had let
    the question go unanswered so far, but it seemed clear that this could not
    continue for long. Already, he’d been here for three weeks and four days.
    He had no insurance—and neither did she, for that matter, nor any source of
    income. The bill for her own hospitalization had not yet been sent to her,
    but the knowledge that it was coming pressed on her like a weight. She
    would not be able to pay it. And that would be nothing to the expense of
    Peter’s care.



    She knew he had no next of kin, because he’d had to live at the Academy
    after his grandmother died. But if only she could talk to him—if only
    dreamside still existed—then surely there would be some action she could
    take that would present itself, something they could figure out together.



    Assuming, of course, that he wasn’t for all intents and purposes dead.



    Twenty days had passed since she thought he’d squeezed her hand, and he had
    made no movement since. She’d been so hopeful. The nurses and
    doctors had all warned her not to make too much of it until there were
    repeat performances, though, and they were right. It could have been an
    unconscious twitch. She might have imagined it entirely. Because surely if
    he had done it knowingly, he would have done it again.



    She’d told him she felt it—she’d told him right away. The very next
    visit, she’d tried for hours to get him to do it again.
    
        You can, I know you can! I’ll ask you questions, and you can squeeze
        once for “yes” and twice for “no”!
    



    But nothing happened. She had to stop talking about it to him because the
    very thought made her want to rage and sob. For one short day, she’d been
    all but certain he would wake up. And then her hope retreated, bit by bit,
    moment by moment, an oceanful of hope now shrunk to a muddy puddle.



    “Hello, dearie! You’re here late today.”



    She looked up into the lined face of Nurse Weller, who was smiling at her.
    Always cheerful, Nurse Weller.



    “I lost track of time,” she said, squeezing Peter’s hand and letting go,
    getting to her feet. “How are you?”



    “Oh, can’t complain.” The nurse walked out with her. “Any luck on the job
    front?”



    “No, not yet.” She sighed, glancing back at Peter’s door. “The other day, when I wondered how
    many coma patients you’d seen recover, and you said three-quarters of them
    …”



    “Yes, dearie?”



    “How quickly did they wake up?”



    Nurse Weller’s smile flickered. “Oh, at different times,” she said, a
    little too brightly even for her.



    “How many after three weeks?”



    She expected Nurse Weller would say something vague, cheerful and untrue,
    but she’d underestimated her. “Well—two.”



    “Did they really recover? Or—or did they wake up but were never the same?”



    Nurse Weller shook her head and sighed, and that was an answer. “But you
    mustn’t give up hope, my dear,” she added.



    Beatrix nodded automatically. She followed the twisting hallways out of the
    hospital and walked in the biting sleet to Union Station, numb.



 

 



    Chapter Two




    The train rumbled northward as she looked through the help-wanted pages,
    distracting herself from thoughts of Peter by brooding about how
    desperately she needed a job.


Before, she and her sister had managed on the
    patchwork but livable income of her paycheck plus the rent from Rosemarie,
    Miss Massey and Ella (not Marbella, she refused to call her
    Marbella). Now, Rosemarie’s rent was all they had. Miss Massey, who’d
    roomed with them so long and so quietly, had reluctantly moved out a week
    earlier to care for the children of a newly widowed cousin in Hagerstown.
    And Ella—Ella was the reason for Peter’s coma and Beatrix’s once-ordered
    life lying in tatters around her.



    With Lydia’s final tuition bill paid, they could make do with less, but not
    this precipitous a drop. She’d done the math. In eight days, they would
    spend their last dollar.



    She needed to find a job in Baltimore, Washington or Annapolis. Despite the
    expense of the train rides, those were her only options, with her car
    broken and no one in Ellicott Mills hiring.



    She circled an ad for a receptionist, realized she’d applied for it already
    and crossed it out. She worked her way through the “Employment for Ladies”
    page—really three-quarters of a page—without finding a single job she
    hadn’t already tried to get.



    She scowled at it. Then, for fairness’ sake, she flipped through the
    “Employment for Gentlemen” pages (there were three of those) and scowled at
    them, too. They were full of far more interesting positions—doctor,
    research scientist, translator, legislative aide …



    Her breath caught.
    
        Wanted: Legislative aide for Maryland Senator Mitchell Gray of Ellicott
        Mills. Start immediately.
    



    Whoever took that job would help Gray shepherd the bill to repeal the
    Twenty-fifth Amendment—to revoke the requirement that only magic-users
    could hold national office. He’d better find someone good.



    With a sigh, she read the rest of the newspaper front to back, looking for
    something she didn’t find, had not expected she would find, but
    obsessively looked for every day—some sign of Ella. The county school board
    had said it was in the dark about where their former teacher had gone
    mid-semester. The state Department of Education had said it had no record
    of any other school hiring her. The county police took note of the fact
    that Ella had packed up her things before disappearing and were not
    inclined to treat it as a missing-persons case. Beyond poring over the
    paper, Beatrix had run out of ideas.



    Where was she? Was she still in the grip of madness, plotting murder and
    destruction?



    “Ellicott Mills!” the conductor bellowed. Beatrix stuffed the paper into
    her bag and hustled off the train.



    Normally she took the shortcut home, through the forest, but that required
    passing by Peter’s dark, empty house. She couldn’t stomach it. She walked
    the long way around instead, arriving at her own house with aching legs.



    Lydia met her at the front door with a question in her eyes. Beatrix shook
    her head. They each knew what they meant. There was only one question to
    ask when she arrived home from visiting Peter, and—day after day—only one
    answer to give.



    “I’m sorry,” her sister murmured.



    Dinner was somber. Afterward, Lydia hooked her arm through Beatrix’s and
    said, “Let’s go for a walk. I could use some fresh air.”



    It was dark and cold outside, but the house was full of the magiocracy’s
    listening devices. Out they went.



    Lydia said nothing until they were halfway down the path through their
    fallow backyard garden. Then she said, “I’m going to withdraw.”



    “From what?”



    “College.”



    Beatrix stopped dead, but before she could say a word, her sister
    added, “We’ll get three-quarters of the money back, and we need it—it’s the
    only solution. I’ll withdraw, and we’ll both look for work.”



    “Lydia, it’s your last semester! We’ve worked so hard for this, and to stop
    now—”



    “It’s just a delay. I will finish.” Lydia sounded as determined as ever.
    “But this time I’ll earn the money to pay for it.”



“How will you work and run the League? And push for Gray’s legislation?    And finish planning the march? You can’t do all this at once!”



    The national Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic, deftly
    transformed by Lydia and Rosemarie into the force pushing for an end to
    wizards’ death grip on American politics, was holding a march in Washington
    in June. Together, the march and the typic-rights legislation consumed
    Lydia. Beatrix couldn’t imagine how that organizing could continue just on
    nights and weekends.



    Her sister gave a wan smile. “You’ve had too much to do for years. It’s
    time for me to take on my fair share. You know it is.”



    “You have done your fair share,” Beatrix said, taking her sister’s hand.
    “You have. I’m sorry I ever made you feel as if you haven’t. But the money we
    won’t get back if you withdraw—that’s six months of savings. You have
    to give me more time to find a job, please.”



    Lydia shook her head. “The deadline is tomorrow. I can’t wait.”



    With no other arguments to marshal, Beatrix said, “Rosemarie won’t stand
    for it.”



    “She says it’s my decision.”



    “Lydia—”



    “Bee, this is the only option we’ve got. I won’t let us starve.”



    Beatrix tried to catch her breath, an echo of the panic attacks she thought
    she’d conquered. She was powerless to help Peter, to find work, to stop any
    of this from happening—



    No.



    “I’ll be back,” she said, and dashed for the road, her sister calling after
    her, “Bee? Bee!”



    The trip took about fifteen minutes. Striding in the now total darkness,
    she rehearsed what she would say and avoided the occasional car. But when
    she arrived at Senator Gray’s house, she found it as dark and empty as
    Peter’s.



    She sank onto the porch, unable to face the walk back. Of course he wasn’t
    there. The legislature was in session—what had she expected? She was just
    considering whether there was any gain in waiting when a pickup truck came around
    the bend in the road and, to her joy and anxiety, pulled into the driveway.



    Straightening her spine, she walked to meet Gray.



    “Miss Harper?” He slammed his door and frowned, which seemed a bad omen,
    but quickly added, “What’s wrong?”



    She swallowed a laugh that would surely sound insane. What wasn’t wrong? “I
    saw your ad for a legislative aide and wondered—what happened to Mr.
    Vance?”



    Gray’s frown deepened into a full-out scowl. “He skipped out on me without
    so much as a two-weeks’ notice, that’s what happened to him.”



    “Why?”



    “To ‘spend more time’ with his family.” Gray gave an expressive snort. “The
    man isn’t even married!”



    “The wizards got to him?”



    “Obviously.”



    She tamped down the reflexive fear this prompted, the apprehension that her
    sister really could be at risk. She knew where that fear took her. She
    would not be so easily led down that road again. Voice steady, she asked:
    “Did they threaten him, do you think?”



    He shook his head. “No, he seemed happy—they probably paid him off. Now I
    have to find a replacement on top of everything else! With seven-and-a-half
    weeks left in the blasted session!”



    Beatrix breathed in and slowly exhaled. “Hire me.”



Gray rolled his eyes. Not a promising beginning. “I assure you, I    will find an aide and keep pushing on the legislation. Don’t think
    you have to babysit me, Miss Harper.”



    “I don’t,” she said. “I want you to hire me because I think I’d do an
    excellent job.”



    This time, he laughed. Worse and worse. “Miss Harper, there has never been
    a lady legislative aide, and I doubt there ever will be. This is a job for
    a man.”



    There was a great deal she wanted to say to that. With effort, she merely
    said, “Oh?”



    Gray shifted from one foot to the other. “Well—yes.”



    “Why, exactly?”



    “It—it just is.”



    “I certainly hope you’re using more persuasive arguments when you’re trying
    to convince your colleagues to vote for your bill,” she said.



    “There’s literally never been a lady—”



    “There’s never been a typic elected to Congress in our lifetime, either.
    Sometimes change is good.”



    She smiled. He crossed his arms.



    “You have no political experience,” he said.



    “Oh, come now, Senator!”



    “Fine, you have no legislative experience. You’ve never organized
    a press conference or researched policy or rounded up support for a
    measure.”



    “Do you recall the excellent coverage in the Star about how the
    magiocracy tried to ruin Lydia’s conference? I convinced Helen Hickok to
    write about it. And the conference itself—the only reason we had a place to
    hold the all-important vote is because I found it at the last minute. I did
    most of the research for Lydia about the best way to undo the Twenty-fifth
    Amendment. And I’ve gone with her to meetings with legislators to persuade
    them that your bill is in their interest.”



    She let that sink in, then added, “I’m basically doing this job already.
    Don’t you think it’s time to put me on staff?”



    Gray said nothing for a moment. Was he changing his mind? She looked at
    him, heart thudding in her ears.



    “I can’t, Miss Harper,” he murmured. “I’m having a hard enough time
    convincing some of these senators that getting rid of the Twenty-fifth
isn’t a ruse to put ladies in charge of everything. ‘Better wizards than    females,’ etc. etc. Think how it would look if I hired one.”



    “For one of the least powerful jobs in the General Assembly!”



    He gave an expressive sigh. “It’s not about reason. It’s about how it makes
    people feel.”



    She couldn’t very well argue against that. Wasn’t that the way politics
    always worked? Wasn’t that why women were treated the way they were,
    generation after generation, for no logical reason at all?



    “I desperately need this job,” she said, hating that she was doing
    this—reduced to begging. “Please. If you don’t hire me, Lydia will drop out
    of Hazelhurst.”



    He stared at her. “What? Why would she do that?”



    “Because we’re about to run out of money. If she withdraws tomorrow, she’ll
    get most of the semester’s tuition back.” She closed her eyes, wishing she
    could block out the entire conversation as easily. “You’re my last hope.”



    “Oh—oh, I see. I’m sorry, Miss Harper, I don’t know why I didn’t think
    about the financial implications for you when Omnimancer Blackwell had to
    be hospitalized. I’ll … help you find something. One of the assembly’s
    secretaries is leaving the middle of next month to get married—I’m almost
    certain I can get you that job.”



    She sighed and made herself look at him again. “I appreciate it, Senator, I
    do. And I will wholeheartedly accept that assistance. But Lydia’s dropping
    out tomorrow. She just told me her plan, and I can’t talk her out of it.
    Either I have a job offer tonight, or she won’t graduate this spring.”



    She knew this was neither here nor there to him. He didn’t care whether
    Lydia finished her education. It made no difference to his Twenty-fifth
    campaign, and if anything, having the chief instigator and supporter drop
    out of college would leave him better off with his sexist colleagues.



    “Thank you all the same,” she said, turning to go.



    “OK,” he said heavily. “You can start tomorrow.”



    She swiveled, staring at him. “What?”



    “But you will be a secretary, do you understand? Technically
    you’ll be filling the open position, but you will not be my aide,
    and as soon as we can get you into an actual secretarial slot, you won’t be
    reporting to me.”



    “Yes,” she murmured, thrown by his change of heart—however grudging.
    “Absolutely. Thank you.”



    “It’s a ridiculous waste of money and time for your sister to withdraw
    now,” he said, frowning at her as if she had been in favor of the idea.
    “How do you Harpers get me into these messes?”



    With appeals to emotion rather than reason, apparently—not that she’d done
    it intentionally.



    “When should I be at work tomorrow morning?” she asked.



    “Eight.” He heaved a deep sigh. Then he gave a groan that made clear how
    little this plan suited him. “Meet me in the Senate cafeteria.”



    “Yes—thank you again,” she said, and hurried off lest he change his mind.



    She spent the first part of her walk home buoyed by overwhelming relief. But the reason for Gray’s decision to help began to eat at her. It seemed implausible that there wasn’t an unstated, obvious one hiding behind the explanation he’d given. And the more she thought about the plan he’d laid out, the less overjoyed she felt about it. An unneeded secretary, that was what she would be. Meanwhile, he would have none of the day-to-day help he required for the uphill battle to repeal the Twenty-fifth.



    She slipped into her house, unseen except by the invisible tele-vision camera the magiocracy had pointed at the door, and ducked into the study to look at train maps so she could plan her route to work. And that, too, was a letdown.



    She would have to take the B&O almost to Baltimore, then
    catch the B&A. And because the magiocracy had not gotten
    around to repairing the track from Annapolis to Washington, which
    apparently required money instead of magic, she would have
    to retrace her steps to get to Peter. She’d be lucky if she saw him an hour a day.



    If the magic she was trying to infuse him with every time she held his hand really would bring him out of his coma, if only she gave him enough of it, then she needed to spend more time with him, not less. That assumed, of course, that the life energy the weapon stole was the same as magical potential, as Peter once hypothesized. And that magical potential was the same as magic itself. And that she could transfer raw magic from
    her body to his.



    This was the muddy puddle’s worth of hope she was left with, full of ifs
    and assumptions. Still, that puddle was all she had.


Could she move Peter to the hospital in Annapolis? Would they agree to take a transfer patient with no apparent way to pay?



    She sighed. One thing at a time. She wrote a brief explanation on a piece
    of paper and went to find her sister, who proved to be sitting on their
    parents’ bed, looking younger than her nearly twenty-one years with her
    arms around her legs and her auburn hair hanging unbraided down her back.



    Lydia read the note, her face expressing the surprise and joy she could not
    make audible with the magiocracy listening in.



    Oh, Bee!
    she wrote. This is incredible!



    Beatrix nodded, glad she had not included what it would cost her. She
    didn’t want Lydia to decide she should drop out of college after all.



    That’s not to suggest I’m surprised Senator Gray hired you, 
    her sister added. You’ve been so essential to our success.



    Beatrix swallowed, blinking back tears. It was still a bit unexpected to
    hear—or read—such words from her sister, after years of being taken
    seemingly for granted. They’d used up (and then burned) many pieces of
    paper in the last few weeks, trying to put their relationship on a better
    footing.



    This was not the easy friendship she’d had with Ella, before the literal
    explosion. But she and her sister understood each other better now, were
    both trying harder, and that was a blessing she did not discount.



    But what about Mrs. Thomas?
    Lydia asked, referring to Gray’s secretary. Surely she hasn’t left?



    Beatrix took her pen back and wrote a fuller explanation of
    what had happened. She finished by adding:    He’s doing this for you. He wants you to graduate.



    She looked closely at Lydia as her sister read these words. Lydia looked
    surprised, with no blushing cheeks or other sign of romantic attachment.



Still, Beatrix knew better than to assume.    Do you have feelings for him? she asked.



    Lydia shook her head.
    
        We’ve never once talked about anything other than the business at hand.
        You don’t think he has feelings for me, do you?
    



    Beatrix raised her eyebrows.
    
        Unclear, but you’re beautiful and he’s probably not immune. Be careful, she added after a moment’s thought.
    
        Some men don’t take no for an answer, and he’s just put you in his
        debt.
    



Lydia wrapped an arm around her. With the other, she wrote:    He’s not Garrett.



    Beatrix closed her eyes. Wizard Theo Garrett, before his death at Ella’s
    hands, kept coming back after she—Beatrix—turned down his offer of marriage
    in terms that should have left no doubt about her feelings. Then he
    discovered her illegally casting spells. She would marry
    him and testify against Peter, he declared, with prison as the unstated alternative.
    Later, after the police inaccurately concluded that Garrett was to blame
    for Peter’s near-death, they told her he’d forged her signature to obtain a
    marriage license and might have been planning to drug her to get her to the
    altar. The man he had once seemed to be was not the man he was. Who knew
    what Gray might do?



    Lydia nudged her, and she realized her sister had been writing while she
was worrying.    You won’t go to work you-know-how—you’ll take the train, right?



    Right,
    Beatrix wrote.



    Teleportation, as they’d previously discussed, was out of the question. Too
    many opportunities to be discovered. There would be no second escape from a
    prison sentence for felony magic use.



    That was a perfectly good reason, but Beatrix had another that she couldn’t bring herself to explain. She never again wanted to work magic that didn’t rely on leaves for fuel. The women-only casting that she and Ella had codenamed “knitting,” no external fuel required, was simply too dangerous. Her skin itched as she thought about it. She felt a scream building in her throat.



   She wrote a message about getting ready for bed and escaped the room.



    When she lay down later, alarm set an hour and a half
    earlier than normal, she tried to calm herself. She needed a restful sleep.



    But nightmare versions of Ella and Peter invaded her dreams.



    “It’s all your fault,” this Peter croaked, blood dripping from his mouth.



    “You showed me how to knit,” Ella cried, eyes wild, hair matted, “and look what it’s done to me!”



    Peter groaned. “I warned you. I told you we had no idea where the fuel was coming from.”



    “I’m the fuel, it’s me, me,” Ella screeched, leaping at her.



    Beatrix ran, the naked limbs of trees catching at her as she stumbled
    through the forest. Finally, she sank to the ground, shivering. Helpless as
    she was to keep variations on this theme from replaying night after night,
    she knew even now that this was a dream—the real nightmare was that the
    accusations from these figments of her imagination were probably true.



    Peter and Ella reappeared, moving fast. As she staggered away, she heard
    him calling to her, voice thin and oddly distant.



    “Beatrix! Beatrix!”



    Something about it made her stop and turn. The
    next instant, the Peter-that-was-not-Peter bowled into her, his eyes the
    fathomless sockets of a skeleton as his skin slid off his face.



    She jerked up in bed, mercifully awake. The alarm was ringing.



    “Bee?” her sister said, hoarse with sleep.



    “Yes?” She could hear the tremble in her voice.



    “You were screaming.”



    “Bad dream,” she murmured, feeling her way out of the room in the dark.



    . . . . .



    By running full tilt, she managed to get to the Senate cafeteria with two
    minutes to spare. Gray was already there, sitting alone at a table with a
    cup of coffee. He sighed when he saw her. Perhaps he’d been hoping she
    wouldn’t show up.



    After he looked around, clearly checking that no one was in earshot, he
    murmured, “You recall my office is bugged?”



    She nodded. “I won’t talk to you about anything important there.”



    “You’re not to go there at all.”



    She blinked at him. “Senator—”



    “You’ll only be on my staff for a few weeks. It’ll be easier for everyone
    if no one notices.”



    “I’ll be on the payroll. Someone will notice.”



    “Nevertheless,” he said grimly, “don’t come into my office, avoid talking
    to me in public and do not identify yourself as my secretary.”



    She took a deep breath and smiled. “How would you suggest I get work done
    on your behalf?”



    That was one detail to which he apparently had not given any thought. After
    a moment, he consulted some paperwork and made notations. “Here—this week,
    attend the hearings I circled and take notes.”



    “All right. And get them to you … how?”



    He hesitated. “I’ll pick them up from your house after work.”



    “My house is also bugged, remember. And there’s a tele-vision camera aimed at the front door.”



    He scowled. “Fine, fine! I’ll meet you here at 5. Give them to me then.”



    She nodded and stood to go. “The first hearing isn’t for two hours. Should
    I go to HR first?”



    “Wait until 8:30. I need to explain matters to the payroll chief.” He
    downed his coffee. “The ID they’ll give you—don’t display it. Just act as
    if you’re here as a regular citizen.”



    Good God. “Yes, Senator,” she said, and left.



    Seven hours later, ID squirreled away in her bag like contraband, she
    trudged back to the cafeteria with pages of notes she doubted Gray would
    even glance at. She sat at an empty table and tried to think of something
    useful to do with her remaining time on the clock.



    She started by making a list of senators sitting on the committee that
    would have to give his Twenty-fifth legislation a thumbs up before the full
    Senate could vote on it. She added brief intel about their political
    backgrounds and what they’d said to the League on the matter—most claimed
    to be on the fence. Then she outlined a recommendation for a joint press
    conference with the Sugarworkers, who’d told Lydia they would come to her
    June march on Washington in large numbers.



    Gray’s arrival nine minutes late felt like an eternity of waiting, as
    anxious as she was to go so she could get to Peter. She would miss the
    train she’d hoped to take, shrinking her hour at the hospital to
    forty-five minutes.



    “Here are the notes,” she said quickly, “and here—”



    “Shhh,” he admonished her under his breath. “Don’t talk. Just go.”



    In an equally quiet voice, she said, “I simply wanted to point out there’s
    also some research here for—”



    “I thought I made clear that you are not an aide.”



    She mastered the urge to snap. She could not do without this paycheck.



    “Oh, perfectly clear,” she murmured. “I’m just the sort of secretary who
    wants her employer to succeed, despite all the forces lined up against
    him.”



    Including his own idiocy, she did not add. She stalked out.



 

 



    Chapter Three



    By now, he had a good sense of what time it was. A nearby church bell
    tolled the hour, and Peter could distinguish between day and night based on
    when Beatrix was by his side. But the evening before, he couldn’t get
    dreamside—or at least, it was all wrong and he couldn’t find Beatrix in it.
    And today, she’d never arrived.


Had something happened? Was she in trouble?
    He listened to the bell announcing seven o’clock and had to fight
    back panic. Minutes passed with nothing but the sounds of nearby medical equipment and farther-off medical staff to distract him.



    Then someone clattered into the room. “I’m—I’m here,” Beatrix gasped. “What a day.”



    She said nothing for a moment, catching her breath, sliding her hand into
    his—he thought; it was always so hard to tell if the pressure he could
    barely feel was on his hand or somewhere else. He concentrated and thought
    he caught the whisper of a chill, of cold fingers on hospital-warmed skin.
    Maybe.



    “I have a job,” she whispered. “I finally found something. That’s why I’m
    so late.”



    Oh. 
    What a relief. He didn’t know how many days—weeks?—this ordeal had been
    going on, but she couldn’t afford to be unemployed for long. He waited for
    details, but she immediately launched into news from town (Sue Clark and
    her baby were still doing all right, Mayor and Mrs. Croft just celebrated
    their fortieth anniversary), which he appreciated but didn’t want to hear
    as much as her own news.



    She didn’t want the wizards to know, if they were listening in. Something
    about her job was better kept secret. What could it be?



    He worried over that while she read stories to him from that day’s
    newspaper (“Congress deadlocked over Canadian Aggression Act,” “White House
    unveils security plans amid fears of foreign spies”). A job related to the
    League? But there was nothing in the League’s sphere of influence that came
    with a paycheck.



    It hit him as she read a dry piece about the Maryland legislature. Senator
    Gray. It might be Senator Gray she was working for.



    This didn’t make him feel much better. He didn’t think Gray was a spy, but
    Peter had no great amount of confidence in the man, either. Still, if Gray
    hired Beatrix, he had more sense than Peter had given him credit for.



    She fell silent. He made himself stop thinking about Gray so his attention
    wouldn’t be divided, and that was when he realized he
    could feel her hand in his—really feel it, her winter-chapped fingers
    rubbing his palm absently.



    Then she pulled away. “I have to go or I’ll miss the train,” she said
    heavily. He felt something else—her lips on his forehead? That
    wasn’t as clear, but he felt it, he absolutely did. Could he
    be improving? Surely that was a good sign?



    He should try to move again. He hated the exercise in pain and futility,
    but there was always a chance that this time it would work. And really, it
    was striking how much he was now able to sense his hand. He paused,
    noticing that the feeling had receded, not quite to what it had
    been before, but certainly no longer at the level of sensation when Beatrix had been
    holding it. That was curious—a side effect of the Vow, no doubt. Before his
    coma, the slightest physical contact with her would zip through him with relentless
    force.



    The click of the door closing told him Beatrix was gone. He geared himself
    up for the attempt and tried to move the hand he could more or less feel.



    He was incapable of screaming, or else he would have. The pain wiped away
    all rational thought, leaving only the awareness that he’d managed little
    to no movement. Then he mercifully blacked out.



    When he came to, it was all he could do not to attempt a soundless yell
    that would set the cycle off again. This was impossible. It was
    like being electrocuted—as if he were a penned-in cow trying to break free.
    Or back in that fiendish final exam in his sophomore-year undergraduate
    magical innovation class, this time for all eternity. (If you figured out
    how to get out of the sealed-off and booby-trapped room the professor put
    you in, you passed. Otherwise, you flunked out of the entire magicist
    track, which Peter now fervently wished he had done.)



    The church bell tolled ten o’clock. He made himself relax, drift, because
    getting into dreamside was the only hope he had left.



    Nothing changed for what felt like hours. Then he snapped to attention at
    the sudden realization that he was standing—in pitch-black darkness no
    different from what passed for consciousness in his coma, but standing
    nonetheless. He had to be dreaming. This was just what had happened the
    night before.



    “Beatrix?” he called. “Beatrix!”



    But just like the night before, he got no answer. Surely she was here
    somewhere? He’d never had these sorts of self-aware dreams before they made
    their Vows to each other. Something had happened to dreamside, but this had
    to be it.



    He put his limbs to good use and jogged forward, bellowing her name, hands
    outstretched to warn him if anything was in his path. He called and called
    until his voice was hoarse, coming across nothing whatsoever in this dark
    wasteland.



    “Stop!”



    His breath caught. Beatrix’s voice. He ran in the direction she seemed to
    be.



    “Where are you?” he cried. “Can you see me?”



    She sobbed, now very close indeed, though he still couldn’t make her out.
    “I can’t stand this,” she said, voice trembling. “Please let me
    wake up!”



    What? “No, I need to talk to you!” he said—and then grasped why
    she might react in such a way. “This isn’t a dream, it’s dreamside.”



    “It’s not.”



    “Beatrix, I swear it is—”



    “Dreamside is gone, ‘Peter.’ The Vows were broken.”



    The shock of this was so profound that he couldn’t come up with a reply.



    “I’d rather go back to having you berate me while bleeding to death,” she
    said bitterly, her breath hitching as she inhaled. “At least then I’m happy
    to wake up.”



    His heart twisted at this picture of what her recent dreams had been
    like. But he had to focus on one thing at a time—on this one tremendous
    thing. “How do you know the Vows are broken?”



    “The contracts,” she said simply.



    “They’re—they’re not gone?” Fear clutched him. “What if the
    magiocracy—”



    “No, they were still hidden under the floorboards. They were just in
    hundreds of tiny pieces.”



    “Oh my God,” he whispered. “Oh my God.”



    “So you see, figment of my imagination, you cannot be here. It’s
    impossible.”



    He would have assumed the same thing. And yet here he was.



    “Listen,” he said urgently, “I don’t know how much longer we have or if
    I’ll be able to come back tomorrow night or whether we could find each
    other if I did. I’m going to tell you something that will prove you’re not
    imagining the entire conversation. Will you hear me out?”



    She was silent for a second. Then: “You have to tell me something I don’t
    already know, something I can verify dayside—”



    “My will is in the top drawer of my desk in the receiving room. It’ll allow
    you to tap my savings to pay for my care. You’re my sole beneficiary, and I
    also gave you power of attorney if I should ever be incapacitated. Call Tim
    Martinelli at the Pentagram if you run into problems—he witnessed it.”



    “Peter,” she whispered. “It’s—it’s really you?”



    “Yes. Honest to God.”



    “Oh,” she said, the syllable packed with emotion. A swish of
    fabric, a soft thunk—she must have abruptly sat down.



    He inched forward, not wanting to trip over her. “How long have I been in a
    coma?”



    “You know you’re in a coma? Are you aware of things happening around you?”



    “Yes. I can hear, but no one’s ever mentioned the date around me.”



    “It’s February 24. You’ve been in the hospital nearly four weeks.”



    Four weeks. He sighed. “Well, Martinelli has probably left his
    Pentagram job by now—he said he would. Hopefully a secretary can explain
    how to reach him, if it’s necessary.”



    “Right. OK.” She hesitated. “Are you … in pain? During the day, I mean?”



    “No, I can barely feel anything,” he said. “Though I can make out my hand
    pretty well while you’re holding it, so contact must help.”



    He thought of what happened whenever he tried to move and was about to
    amend his point about feeling no pain when Beatrix said, “I can’t see you.
    Can you see me?”



    “No.”



    “You just see the forest and hear my disembodied voice, then?”



    He paused, surprised and unsettled. “I don’t seem to be in a
    forest. It’s just pitch-black nothingness.”



    He heard another swish of her skirt. She took a few steps, dry leaves
    crunching under her feet, and stopped with a soft “oh!”



    “There’s a wall between us,” she explained.



    “What?”



    “It feels like … it almost feels like it’s made of magic.”



    He frowned, stretching out a hand to try to touch the unseen edge of the
    darkness around him.



    The starburst of agony would have been blinding, if there were anything to
    look at in the first place. The world jostled around him. The sensation of
    limbs disappeared.



    He was dayside again, trapped in his own head. No, no, no!



    He tried desperately to get back to sleep. But eventually the church bell
    tolled six, and he knew it was too late.



    He could do nothing then but lie awake, thinking—to little effect. Was
    there some malevolent magic at work in his inability to come out of the
    coma? If so, how could such a thing be fought?



    When he finally stopped turning that around in his head for fear of driving
    himself crazy, he thought instead about the broken Vows. She hadn’t said
    how she felt about him now. What if that was an answer in itself? What if
    all her visits to his bedside were nothing more than misplaced guilt over
    what her friend had done?



    He poked at his own feelings, hoping they had similarly altered. He thought
    of her Plan B—a betrayal he’d hardly had time to process. She’d lied to
    him, endangered him, made a mockery of the partnership they’d built—



    But then, he’d done the very same to her. He’d set out to entrap her
    in a job that required her to break federal law. How could he in good
    conscience tell himself that what she did was worse?



    Perhaps because it came later, after they’d been through so much together.
    Or perhaps it was only because this time, he was the victim.



    One thing was clear: What Beatrix had done stung so much because
    he loved her. The Vows were gone, and now he knew without a doubt.



    . . . . .



    By taking it at a near-run, Beatrix reached Peter’s house with twenty
    minutes to spare before her train was due. She opened the top drawer of his
    desk with shaking hands and a rapidly beating heart.



    Empty.



    She looked in every other drawer in the desk. She clattered up the stairs
    to his bedroom and looked in all the drawers he had there. Finally running
    out of time, she dashed for the train and rode it to Annapolis with burning
    eyes squeezed shut. Maybe the magiocracy had taken it. But what good would
    that do them? She would have to call Martinelli and see if he had indeed
    witnessed Peter’s will, and if he hadn’t—well, that would be that.



    How easily she had believed. How desperately she’d wanted that would-be
    Peter—his voice suddenly there and just as abruptly gone—to be what he’d
    said he was.



    Gray was not in the cafeteria, so she schlepped to the first of the
    hearings on her list for the day. After three hours of mind-numbing
    testimony about accrual accounting, she ran to a payphone.



    The operator rang the Pentagram for her. The Pentagram’s operator
    transferred her to another office. The secretary who answered the line said
    nothing for a long moment when she asked for Wizard Martinelli.



    “Ma’am?” Beatrix said, wondering if she’d lost the connection.



    “I’m sorry, he’s—he’s no longer with us.”



    She sighed. Right. “Do you happen to know where I might find him? It
    involves a will.”



    “No, I mean—he’s dead,” the woman said, voice catching.



    Beatrix sagged against the telephone booth, horror clutching at her
    heart, stomach, lungs. “But I saw him just a few weeks ago” fell from her
    lips, as if that mattered. She added, “What happened? Was he ill?”



    “No, he—” The woman cleared her throat. “That’s all I can say. Is there
    anyone else you need to speak with?”



    “No, thank you,” Beatrix whispered and hung up, standing shell-shocked in
    the booth until a man rapped on the door, scowling at her.



    She made way for him and sank onto a nearby bench. What happened? Could it simply have been a heart attack or another unfortunate natural event that took him?



    Horrible possibilities occurred to her. He told the Pentagram exactly why
    he was leaving, and they killed him. (But surely he wouldn’t have told
    them?) He didn’t tell the Pentagram why he was leaving and they killed him
    anyway. (But why would they kill him and not Peter?) He was at the New
    Mexico test site the morning she dropped the payload stone, and—



    She stopped, not wanting to think the rest of it. But it came anyway, overwhelming her.



    Had she unwittingly killed him?



    When Ella set off the weapon, Beatrix had had only seconds to get the
    payload stone out of downtown Washington, drop it in the desert and teleport out. She hadn’t seen the
    test-site complex Peter and Martinelli often worked at—or any other sign of
    civilization—but she’d hardly had time to carefully look. And she had no
    idea how wide the blast area might be when powered by a wizard—by Peter’s
    life force. How many died in her effort to save the people living and
    working in D.C.?



    She knew of no way to answer that question. She’d looked for news accounts
    of death and destruction in New Mexico and found none. The Pentagram,
    no doubt, would want to keep it quiet.



    She went about the rest of the day somehow, taking notes she knew Gray
    would never read, and walked to the cafeteria, feet leaden. Her employer
    didn’t show. Twenty minutes past five, she gave up and left, riding the
    train out of Annapolis feeling even worse than on the train coming in.



 

 



    Chapter Four




    She was alone in the forest, standing beside the weapon she’d dismantled in
    real life—Peter’s terrible Project 96. She sank to the ground, the cold
    seeping through her dress. Nothing accosted her but her own thoughts for a
    long while.



    Then she heard it: “Beatrix! Beatrix!”



   Pointless to tell herself she shouldn’t answer. As long as there was at least an infinitesimal chance this was Peter, she would. Perhaps she would answer even if it were proved beyond a molecule of a doubt that her sleeping brain was playing tricks on her.



    “Here,” she called.



    The thud of his footsteps announced him, but like before, there was nothing
    to see. She didn’t wait for him to speak. “There’s no will in the desk. I
    checked every drawer. I looked in the drawers of the bedroom furniture,
    too.”



    “What?” Peter—or, rather, the voice that sounded like him—seemed suitably
    shocked. “I put it in the desk drawer the very morning Miss Draden
    attacked. It has to be there.”



    “Wizards ransacked your house soon after. They could have taken it, though
    I don’t know what they would gain by it.”



    He heaved a sigh. “Keeping you from my money if I die? Though my care would have exhausted it by then, I’m sure. Listen, did you try Martinelli? He could
    confirm you’re my sole beneficiary and the person I want making medical
    decisions for me. Maybe that would do some good.”



    “Peter …” She wrapped her arms around her knees and lay her head on them.
    “He’s dead.”



    She could feel the horror in the silence that followed. “What happened?” he
    said finally, the word choked with emotion.



    “I don’t know. But …” She swallowed a sob. “You know I took the payload
    stone to the desert. I don’t have any idea how close I was to the test site—for all I know, it was inside the blast radius. What if it’s my
    fault? What if I killed everyone in the complex?”



    “If that happened, and it’s a huge if we should not assume is the
    case, it would be entirely Miss Draden’s fault,” he snapped.



    She thought of telling him her grim theory of why Ella had done what she
    did. However she looked at it, she could not escape blame. But he might
    disappear at any moment—she had to use the time more productively.



    “Tell me something else I can use to verify you’re you,” she said.



    “Right. Yes,” he murmured, the anger gone, a bleakness to the words that
    mirrored how she felt. “Well, I bank at Provident, but I doubt they’d
    confirm that to you without the will. My house is in Georgetown, 3336 O
    Street. It’ll be in the land records, but you can’t exactly take a day off
    work to go look.”



    “Do you have friends I could call, someone who’s been there?”



    He made a sound that was halfway between a snort and a sigh. “I never had
    anyone over.”



    How lonely must his years in Washington have been? Of course, he probably
    spent most of his time at work. With Martinelli.



    She fought back another sob.



    “Do you know the gift I gave Mrs. Clark for the baby?” he asked.



    It was hard to concentrate enough to remember such a small detail. “Um—no.”



    “Good. It’s a solar-system mobile. Ask her, and that’s your confirmation
    I’m not a figment of your imagination.”



    “OK,” she said, trying not to think of Martinelli or death or anything but
    the subject at hand.



    Neither of them said anything for a moment. He cleared his throat. “Have
    any wizards examined me? That is, doctors who are wizards?”



    “Yes, one—a Wizard Hillier. I liked him, but I watched him like a hawk just
    in case.”



    “Did he notice anything odd? Any sign of magical interference?”



    “No,” she said. “Should he have?”



    “I think there’s something keeping me in the coma. Something tangled up
    with motor control, maybe. I get a hint of it every time I try to move—I
    can’t do it, and it’s very painful, like crossing a line and getting an
    electric shock. And here, dreamside, if I reach out to try to feel the
    edges of whatever I’m in that separates us, the same thing happens. That’s
    what pulled me out last night. I touched it and woke up.”



    She stared aghast at the empty space where he presumably stood. “Do you
    think Wizard Hillier cast something on you to keep you from waking up?”



    “Let’s hope so, because that sort of spell should be reversible.”



    “If it’s not that …”



    He groaned. “Then it’s probably the aftereffects of the weapon. And that,
    I’m afraid …” He trailed off. She didn’t need the rest of the sentence to
    know he thought there would be no reversing that.



    Breathe. No panicking. She pushed to her feet and put her hands on the invisible
    wall between them. Just as before, touching it on this side had no obvious
    consequences. “Can you see anything in there? Anything at all?”



    “No.”



    She took another deep breath and focused on what she wanted: the wall
    disintegrating—small pieces cracking off, bigger ones, a complete collapse.



    Nothing happened. It was hard to picture in fine detail the destruction of
    something you couldn’t see. In fact, it was hard to see anything now, so
    dark had the forest become.



    She gritted her teeth and visualized the noonday sun streaming down on
    them, unhindered by the leafless trees, hitting every part of this sinister
    barrier. Let there be light …



    “Oh,” she gasped, temporarily blinded as the dreamscape abruptly
    accommodated her. To Peter, she added, “Look again—if there are any cracks
    in your prison, you’ll see sunlight peeking through.”



    He hummed something tuneless under his breath while he looked. As her sight
    returned, she found shimmering before her an amorphous shape roughly
    Peter’s height. She could see the forest through it, but it wasn’t quite
    transparent. An odd pattern seemed to be spread across it, repeated
    thousands of times over, lines and strokes glinting darkly in the sun. She
    leaned in to see them better.



    Then she stumbled backward, adrenaline-spiked dread in her
    veins. Runes—the same rune etched into the payload stone, the one that
    wizards called “the grave.”



    Peter was trapped in a shroud of death, and there seemed no question what
    had done it.



    . . . . .



    “Oh! Good morning—come in.” Sue Clark’s welcoming smile flickered. “Are you
    all right?”



    Beatrix tried to smile back. “Tired. I finally got a job—started it a few
    days ago, in fact, and I haven’t had a moment until now to come and tell
    you.”



    “Beatrix! That’s wonderful news.”



    “Just in time, too. But I’ve been neglecting you. How are you feeling?
    How’s little Will and everyone else?”



    “Good, all of us.” Sue hesitated. “And Omnimancer Blackwell? Any change?”



    Beatrix shook her head, an answer at once true and false.



    “We want him back, too,” Sue murmured. “Everybody in town does.”



    A few seconds passed as Beatrix struggled for control of herself. She
    didn’t want to ask. She didn’t want the answer. But she forced the words
    out: “Did he—did he give you anything? For the baby, I mean?”



    Sue’s face lit up. “Oh, that’s right—I never showed you! You must see
    this.”



    Beatrix followed her to the bedroom, heart quivering. Inside, over the
    bassinet in which Will lay sleeping, miniature planets turned lazily around
    a bright yellow sun.



    Sue touched the tiny Earth, all blues and greens. “He’ll happily stay in
    his bassinet for hours, staring up at it. All the children love it. I can’t
    properly express how kind it was of Omnimancer Blackwell to give Will
    something so beautiful.”



    Beatrix nodded, unable to speak. The conversation with Peter had been real.
    He was aware inside his coma-stilled body. It was all she could do not to
    break down, because that meant the deathly runic magic entombing him was
    real, too, and he would probably never awaken.



    Eventually, she managed to say, “I’d better go. My train …”



    Sue walked her to the door. “I know it’s impertinent to ask, but … has
    Omnimancer Blackwell’s coma affected you beyond the loss of a job?”



    The hospital knew about their “engagement,” the lie Beatrix had told to
    ensure access to him and his doctors. With no next of kin to consult,
    they’d allowed her to make decisions about his care—not that there had been
    any to make, beyond continuing it.



    But no one in Ellicott Mills worked at the hospital. No one in town—save
    for Lydia and Rosemarie—knew how she felt about him.



    Sue was her friend. Her only friend, now. She murmured, “I love him,” a
    rogue tear slipping down her cheek at the thought of how much she had lost
    the day Ella attacked Peter.



    Sue nodded, clearly unsurprised. She reached out and squeezed Beatrix’s
    hand.



    “Whatever I can do to help you—both of you—I will do. I owe you my life,
    you know.” Sue’s lips twisted, wry with a hint of bitter, as she added,
    “Heaven knows it would be more useful to have someone rich and powerful in
    your debt, but one takes what one can get.”



    “Your friendship,” Beatrix said, a lump in her throat, “means more to me
    than you could know.”



    She gave Sue a swift, tight hug. As she ran for the train, an angry wind
    whipped tears off her face.



    Once in Annapolis, she went to the cafeteria without any expectation of
    seeing her employer—but Gray was there.



    “I need you to organize that press conference,” he said, barely above a
    whisper. “The one you suggested in your report.”



    She was gaping at him, she knew it. She cleared her throat, buying a second
    to decide how to respond, and went with a simple, “When?”



    “As soon as possible.”



    “Why? What’s happened?”



    “I don’t have the votes. Those wizards can lobby like nobody’s business.”
    He shook his head. “Maybe the Sugarworkers can change a few minds.”



    She tapped the table. “Lydia’s lining up support from other groups. If you
    wait a bit, you could have a press conference with a lot more people
    standing behind you.”



    “My bill just got scheduled for a committee vote next Friday. Seven
    days—that’s all the time we’ve got.”



    “OK,” she murmured, mind racing. “OK, I’ll aim for Wednesday or Thursday
    and get as many supporters as I can.”



    He nodded and turned to go.



    “Wait,” she hissed. “Should I organize it as your employee or as a League
    representative? What should I say to people?”



    He hesitated. But he gave the answer she expected: “Tell them you’re with
    the League.”



    “All right,” she said and strode off to get started, wondering if she would
    spend the rest of her life doing work for men that they needed her to keep
    under wraps.



She was glad to have this assignment, though. Finally, something    useful. Something to distract her from everything she couldn’t
    bear to think about.



    . . . . .



    She arrived in Peter’s room that night to find two men sitting beside his
    bed. One was Dr. Alvarez, head of the coma unit. The other was a wizard.



    She steadied herself on the doorframe, hoping the man was a
    fellow doctor. He wasn’t the wizard who’d attended Peter before.



    Alvarez got to his feet. “Miss Harper, this is Wizard Cleary, with the
    Department of Wizards Affairs.” He hesitated. “I don’t know quite how to
    put this …”



    “Wizard Blackwell has no living relatives,” said Wizard Cleary—brisk,
    businesslike. He was sitting in her seat, the armchair that Nurse Weller
    had brought over for her two weeks earlier. “The next-of-kin role defaults
    to his appointed guardian after his grandmother died—that is, the Arlington
    Wizardry Academy. They have designated that authority to my office.
    Therefore, we will now make decisions about his care.”



    She forced herself to set aside the shock for later. She took a deep
    breath. “I am his fiancée. Surely that supersedes a temporary guardianship
    that ended when he turned eighteen?”



    “It does not,” Cleary said pleasantly. “Dr. Alvarez?”



    The doctor sighed. “Our lawyers tell me Wizard Cleary is correct.”



    Your lawyers figure the magiocracy is far more likely to pay his hospital bill than I am.
    
    She stood up straighter. “And what, Wizard Cleary, are your plans for my
    fiancé’s care?”



    “We will be transferring him to the Wizards Affairs Hospital, effective
    tomorrow.”



    “No!”



    “He’ll have excellent care at the WA. You will, of course, be permitted to
    visit. Though not this late,” Cleary added, rising. “Visiting hours there
    are from noon to 5. Good day, Miss Harper.”



    He walked out without waiting for a response.



    “You can’t do this!” she called after him. He didn’t so much as
    break his stride.



    She made it to her chair and collapsed into it, hands shaking.



    “You know this isn’t right,” she said bitterly to Alvarez, who looked as
    if he wanted to sink into the floor.



    “Yes. I argued against it.” Shaking his head, he added, “They’re
    all wizards—at least they’ll take good care of him.”



    The thought of Peter completely in their power was too horrible to
    contemplate. But how could she tell the doctor that, with so little she
    could offer as explanation? Voice breaking, she said, “I have to work. I
    can’t possibly get to the WA during their visiting hours.”



    “They extend through the weekend, I understand,” Alvarez said miserably.
    “I’m terribly sorry, Miss Harper. Truly, I am.”



    She nodded, taking Peter’s hand. “I’d like to spend some time with him,
    please. While I still can.”



    “Of course,” the doctor said. He slipped out, closing the door behind him.



    “Oh,” she gasped, doubling over, and had to press her lips
    together to keep the sobs in until her chest stopped heaving and she had
    control of herself again.



    “Peter, I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. She’d come here intending
    to ask for Wizard Hillier, the doctor, to look again for signs of magical
    problems. But now … Would the magiocracy listen to her at all? Did they in
    fact steal Peter’s will for the express purpose of denying her the right to
    oversee his care and pay for it with his money?



    They would never help him recover, if such a thing were even possible. They
    would let him fade away and die as the runes sapped what the
    weapon hadn’t already managed to steal.



    No, damn it! She’d restarted his heart while covered in his blood—she
    wouldn’t let this happen without a fight. She sat with his hand in hers, a
    plan forming as she considered what she’d already tried and what she now
    knew. I can make out my hand pretty well while you’re holding it—that was what he’d said.



    She stood. “I’ll be back soon,” she told him, and rushed off to a payphone,
    dialing her house.



    Rosemarie answered, short and to the point. “Yes?”



    “It’s me,” she said. “I’m too tired to come home tonight. I’m staying in
    Washington.”



    Rosemarie paused before replying, and Beatrix imagined what her
    stand-in mother wanted to say.
    
        How do you intend to pay for that? Do you really think this is wise?
        Where will you go?
    



    But the house phone was tapped, so anything she said, the wizards would
    hear. Rosemarie settled on, “I see. And when do you think you’ll be back
    tomorrow?”



    “Not right away,” she said. “I want to visit with Peter as long as I can.
    Tomorrow’s Saturday, after all.”



    She could practically see Rosemarie shaking her head. “All right, then.
    I’ll tell your sister.”



    “Thank you,” she murmured.



    She went next to the cafeteria and bought the cheapest dinner they had, one
    that would leave her with just enough money to buy a single meal the next
    day and a train ticket home. She wolfed it down and ran back to Peter’s
    room.



    The hospital staff had always said she could stay with him as long as she
    wanted. No one had ever said this privilege didn’t extend overnight.



    She sat next to him and put her lips to his ear. “I’m going to try an
    experiment. See if anything changes. Every time I say, ‘Can you feel it,’
    I’ve switched something, so pay attention.”



    She slipped her hand into his and said, “I’m holding your left hand, Peter.
    Can you feel it?”



    She did nothing for a few minutes but that—just held his hand. Then she let
    go, took it up again and said, “I’m holding your left hand a second
    time—can you feel it?” Now she sent magic his way.
    A few minutes after that, she repeated the procedure, this time focusing
    specifically on what she wanted the magic to do—pummel the barrier that trapped him.



    She did all three steps again, this time with her hands on his chest. Then
    his forehead, throat, back, ankle, right hand, cheek and the top of his
    head.



    Once she ran out of places to try, she abruptly noticed how parched and
    tired she was. Hungry, too, but there was nothing she could do about that
    until tomorrow. She got herself water from the adjoining bathroom and an
    extra pillow from the closet, and settled back into the chair—her stomach
    rumbling, her corset digging into her.



    If she fell asleep, it would be a small miracle.



    “I’m still here,” she said to Peter. “Good night.”



 

 



    Chapter Five



    Peter walked and called for Beatrix until his dreamside legs ached and his
    throat went hoarse, something he’d been unaware was even possible. He
    finally slumped to the ground he couldn’t see, unable to continue, his
    thoughts jittering from one horror to the next.


Did the magiocracy want to
    make sure he never came out of the coma, or did they intend to hasten his
death? Did Project 96 kill Martinelli? Dead, his friend was    dead—and how could Beatrix counter everything the magiocracy would
    throw at the League without the assistance of someone legally able to cast
    spells?



    He heard her then, calling out for him. “Here!” he bellowed back.



    “Oh, Peter!” she said, the thud of her feet so quick he knew she was
    running to him. “Did you hear what they’ve done? The transfer to
    the WA?”



    “Yes,” he said, getting up. “I suppose we should take it as a certainty
    that they know I was helping you and your sister.”



    “Is there anything I can do to fight this?”



    He sighed. “Nothing’s occurred to me.”



    She let out a sob. But her voice trembled only a bit as she said, “What
    about my experiment? Could you feel any of it?”



    He’d given it zero thought since arriving in dreamside, as intriguing as it
    had been, because it was overshadowed by everything else. But he forced
    himself to concentrate.



    “What was the difference between the first time you held my hand, the
    second time and the third time?” he asked.



    “Answer my question, then I’ll tell you. I don’t want to influence your
    impressions.”



    Spoken like a true scientist. “In some cases I thought I could feel the
    first time, faintly, but mostly I couldn’t. I always felt the second
    time, at least by the end of it.”



    “And the third time?” A great deal of emotion seemed packed into that question.



    “Basically the same as the second time—”



    “Damn it!”



    “—except when you touched my head.”



    She sucked in a breath. He rushed on: “I don’t know how to explain it.
    Pressure, I suppose—like being pressed at from all sides. Just shy of
    painful.”



    “Forehead, cheek, scalp—which one?”



    “All of them, but more for the forehead than the rest.”



    “OK. OK,” she said, though whether she was excited or upset, he couldn’t
    tell. “The first time, I was just laying my hand on you. The second time, I
    was trying to send you … raw magic, basically. That’s what I’ve been doing
    every time I visit, trying to give you magic. If the weapon steals life
    force, and if life force is somehow connected to magical potential, then
    perhaps what we draw on when we cast spells is something that could be
    shared. I thought that might be the way to wake you.”



    His mind raced.



    “I know it’s a ridiculous number of ifs,” she murmured. “And probably hokum
    to boot.”



    “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “I would have said there was no such thing
    as ‘raw magic,’ only magical fuel and those who can wield it, but that was
    before I saw the difference between an explosion powered with a pig and one
    powered with a man. And before I saw you cast magic with no visible fuel at
    all.” He paused. “What were you doing the third time?”



    “Trying to attack this horrible barrier.”



    He looked at the darkness around him and swallowed, throat raw.



    “Peter,” she said, and she was upset, definitely upset, “what you felt when
    I was touching your head—do you think that means …”



    He gave in to his trembling legs and sat again, resting his forehead on his
    arms. “Whatever magic is trapping me, it’s probably lodged in or around my
    brain.”



    “If I break it, you might die.” Her voice wavered, unnaturally high.



    “Yes.”



    “Are there wizard brain surgeons? Could I find someone who would have the
    expertise to deal with this?”



    “I can’t imagine. There’s no neurology program at the Academies, and this
    is too cutting edge a problem, anyway.” He sighed. “Were you giving that
    attack everything you’ve got?”



    “I wasn’t, no. I thought I’d better be careful, not knowing how it might
    affect you.”



    “When you wake up, do it again. Full out, this time.”



    “Peter—”



    “I don’t want to live this way—I don’t want to be at the mercy of the
    magiocracy!” He stopped, closing his eyes, which changed nothing because
darkness was darkness. “I understand what I’m asking isn’t fair. But I    beg of you to try. Right away, before they take me.”



    The only sound for a moment was her breathing—sharp intake of air, shaky
    release.



    Then she said, “I will.”



    “Thank you,” he whispered.



    He tried to think of what else they needed to talk about in what might well
    be their last conversation. He couldn’t tell her he loved her, not now.
    That would simply make this worse.



    “I’m so sorry,” he said finally. “For hiring you against your will, for
    baiting you to break the law, for the Vows, for entangling you in my
    weapons mess—for everything.”



    “I know. I’m—I’m sorry about Plan B, I truly, truly am.”



    He swallowed, the unresolved, probably unfair hurt feelings sticking in his throat. (No, not probably unfair. Definitely so. His apology list was far longer than hers.) “I know,” he said simply, leaving it at that.



    Neither of them spoke for a long moment.



    “Do you want to live?” she asked suddenly.



    “What?”



    “Do you want to live and come out the other end of this coma, or are you
    hoping I’ll kill you?”



    He hesitated, but only because her delivery was so fierce it took him
    aback.



    “Peter,” she said, ferocious now, “I will only battle this dragon
    if you promise me you’re in here, fighting just as hard to get out! Don’t
    you dare give it anything less than everything you’ve got, do you
    hear me? Promise me!”



    “I promise,” he said immediately.



    “I refuse to let you give up or think this doesn’t matter! I love
    you, and—”



    He waited for the rest of what she would say, blood roaring in his ears—she
    loved him? Seconds ticked by. “Beatrix?” he said.



    She didn’t answer.



    “Beatrix? Are you there?”



    Silence.



    His heart pumped faster and faster. She must have woken
    up. Soon, the attack would begin. He had to get out—he had to live. Good God, she loved him!



    He examined the barrier entrapping him, hoping Beatrix’s earlier experiment
     made small inroads with it, but he saw no cracks in the dragon’s hide.



    The pressure began as a light touch at first, tentative and brief. Then it
    returned, ratcheting upward. He gritted his teeth against the suffocating
    impression of being pressed at from all sides and did the only thing he
    could think of to fulfill his promise to her: He pictured attacking his
    prison in exacting detail. He imagined one, a dozen, a hundred, a thousand
    cracks. But no pinpoints of light broke through the awful darkness.



    Eventually the pressure made it impossible to do much of anything at all.
Disjointed thoughts: Shouldn’t have asked—can’t take this—stop—



    That was when he saw it: tiny, the size and color of a nickel. He stared at this
    possible breach with desperate hope, willing it to grow with what little
    ability he had left to focus. But it didn’t. There was nothing but agony, a
    harsh sound and the vast blackness around the little gray splotch, until
    even the splotch began to fade. The worst of the torment was in his lungs.
    He couldn’t breathe.



    This was it—the end.



    Beatrix’s voice filtered through, far off and crackling with fear over what
    he suddenly realized was the frenzied beeping of medical equipment. “Fight,
    Peter! Fight!”



    With a soundless howl, he put all he had left into a last-ditch attempt to
    sit up and pull oxygen into his burning lungs.



    A flash-bang of disorienting noise and brightness exploded
    around him. He heard voices without knowing what they said.



    Then the overwhelming light receded and he could see.



    Doctors and nurses surrounded him, eyes wide, mouths open, their shock not
    one-tenth of his. He was half-sitting, half-slumped on the bed, his lungs
    more or less working.



    “Beatrix?” he said, or tried to say—more croak than word.



    “Wizard Blackwell,” a doctor stammered, “can you hear us?”



    “Yes.” He still sounded nothing like himself. He cleared his throat and
    tried again. “Yes, I can.”



    The people around him stopped staring and rushed to prop him up with
    pillows, take his blood pressure and do a flurry of other things to him.



    “Beatrix?” he said again, looking around, not seeing her.



    “Miss Harper is just outside,” one of the nurses said in a soothing voice.
    “We told her to wait in the hall.”



    “For God’s sake, let her in,” he cried.



    The gaggle of people hesitated, but one of them did as he asked. Beatrix came
    haltingly, looking at him without blinking, as if she were afraid the scene
    before her eyes would disappear if she closed them for even an instant.



    “Peter?” she said. She sounded afraid, and he realized what she had to be thinking—that he was alive but irrevocably damaged.



    “I’m all right,” he murmured, and took her hand. “You saved me.”



    Beatrix, who had such control dayside that he’d never seen her tear up in
    public, broke into racking, heaving sobs.


    “Really, miss,” a doctor said in a patronizing tone that strongly
    suggested “compose yourself” and “we have work to do here” would follow.



    “Give us ten minutes,” Peter said, staring the man down.



    “Sir, we need to—”



    “I’ll stay right outside the door in case he needs immediate attention,”
    said the older nurse with the sweet face who’d fetched Beatrix. “There’s no
    danger in it, doctor.”



    “Very well,” the man grumbled, and everyone—everyone except Beatrix—cleared
    out.



    He held on to her hand, trying to put into words something that would
    convey what he owed her and how he felt about her, his heart pounding in
    his chest.



    “You’re really, really all right?” she asked.



    “Yes, I seem to be. Beatrix—”



    She kissed him. The speed and ferocity of it would have erased any doubt
    that she’d meant what she’d said, had the thought occurred to him while
    trapped in the coma. She loved him. Of her own free will she loved him. He
    put a shaking hand on her cheek and leaned in to their first dayside kiss
    initiated by her, hardly believing it was really happening.



    It was over a few seconds after it had begun. She pulled back, fingers to
    her mouth, looking stricken.



    “What is it?” he asked, jerking from incandescent happiness to dread.



    She leaned in and whispered, “I shouldn’t have done that. I have no idea if
    we’re being recorded, but we’d better assume so.”



    Undoubtedly. He looked around, casting about for a safe topic while taking in the room he’d been lying in for a month, and noticed there was no other bed. “Where did you sleep last night?”



    “Here,” she said, gesturing to the chair she was sitting in.



    “Good heavens, how did you manage that?”



    Her beautiful crooked smile did not disguise the exhaustion around her
    eyes. “Not well.”



    He looked more closely and saw how pale she was. Ill, even. She’d made
    herself sick saving his life. “You ought to go home and—”



    “No! I’m not leaving until we get you out of here.”



    He took her hand. “I don’t know how quickly I can arrange my escape.”



    A knock on the door was immediately followed by an even bigger group of
    medical professionals than the one that had left. They were clearly
    operating on a different definition of “ten minutes” than the rest of the
    world. Then he noticed that one of the men in the gaggle was a wizard, and
    the desire to have leaves at hand—just in case—was so strong his fingers
    twitched.



    He glanced at Beatrix and saw the grim set of her mouth. “This is Wizard
    Cleary, who was here last night,” she said. “Just for the record, Peter, do
    you have any desire to be transferred to the WA?”



    “None whatsoever,” he said.



    Cleary wore a pleasant smile. “You’ll continue to need care, and I assure
    you it will be the very best—”



    “Thank you, but no.”



    Cleary’s smile did not slip. “The WA will be happy to help, should you
    require it later.”



    “Good day, Wizard Cleary,” Beatrix said firmly.



    As Cleary left, one of the doctors made a noise that seemed to be a
    swallowed snort. Peter caught the man’s eye and the doctor grinned.



    “Gentlemen,” Peter said, “what has to happen before you can discharge me,
    and how quickly can you do it?”



    “You have to understand, you’ve been in a coma for a month,” said
    one of the doctors—the grumbler, not the grinner, though even that doctor
    looked taken aback.



    “Oh, I understand,” Peter said dryly. “I was aware during a good bit of it.
    Can you get me unhooked and see if I’m capable of walking?”



    They finally negotiated that they would let him give eating a try, see how
    he felt in an hour and then let him attempt to stand.



    “Wait,” he said to the nurse, seeing “Weller” embroidered on her dress and
    realizing this was the woman who’d always had a kind word for Beatrix.
    Quietly, so as not to be overheard by the retreating doctors, he said,
    “Would you do me the tremendous favor of bringing something substantial
    along with the liquid food?”



    “You really must ease your stomach into it, sir. You don’t want to make
    yourself sick.”



    “Not for me,” he murmured. “For Beatrix. Please, she’s been here all night
    and I don’t know the last time she’s eaten.”



    “Oh!” Her disapproving look vanished and she beamed at him. “Let me see
    what I can do,” she added in a conspiratorial undertone, and bustled out.



    His plan to get himself sprung from the hospital that day, on the other hand,
    came to naught. He could walk, but he was so wobbly that the doctors were
    unanimous in their determination that he would need to stay another day at
    a bare minimum. There was talk of a brain scan until it was nixed by the
    grinning doctor, who turned out to be Alvarez, an older and gaunter man
    than Peter had pictured.



    “Cerebral angiographies aren’t safe,” Alvarez said, once it was only the
    three of them in the room. “I wouldn’t want one myself.”



    Peter nodded with a frown, wondering how many patients had been given one
    anyway. “There’s no alternative?”



    Alvarez rolled his eyes. “Why bother making grants for medical research when
    spells are the end-all, be-all?” Then he seemed to recollect to whom he was
    talking. “Uh—no offense meant, Wizard Blackwell.”



    Peter snorted. “Absolutely none taken.”



    “I do want a wizard doc to have a look at you, though. You know, just in
    case a few of those end-all, be-all spells might actually help. He’ll be in
    tomorrow.” Alvarez cocked his head. “I have to say, your recovery is nothing
    short of remarkable. I’ve never had a patient come out of a coma and
    immediately start talking sensibly, eating and walking. I might have to
    revise my opinion that wizards bleed red like the rest of us peons.”



    “I think I’m just lucky.”



    “In more ways than one, I’d say.” Alvarez gave a meaningful jerk of the head
    toward Beatrix, deeply asleep in her armchair.



    Beatrix, the reason he wasn’t dead. Beatrix, who loved him.



    “Yes,” Peter murmured, gazing at her. “Very lucky.”



 

 



    Chapter Six



    He finally convinced her to go home. She argued, but he was right that she
    couldn’t take another night of half-sleep on that armchair. “I’ll be fine,
    truly,” he’d said, so she went—unable to fully quash the anxiety that
    something might happen to him.



    She woke the next morning in a panic. No dreamside. She dialed the hospital
    with shaking, clumsy fingers, was transferred to his room and listened with
    mounting dread as the phone rang three times, four, five.



    Then he picked up. “Hello?”



    “Oh,” she said, visions of disaster evaporating. “Good morning!
    Are you … all right?”



    “Yes.” The tiniest of pauses. “I made the mistake of taking a long nap in
    the afternoon, though, so I didn’t sleep well last night.”



    That explained why they’d never intersected. They made arrangements for her
    to come down after lunch and she hung up, giddy with relief.



    When she arrived at the hospital, she found Peter walking in his room with
    a cane, his back to her. He turned at the sound of her footsteps and gave
    her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.



    “Is something wrong?” she said, closing the distance between them.



    He shook his head, lips twisting. “I’m alive, I’m on my feet, you love
    me—what could possibly be wrong?” Leaning in, he whispered, “Where
    is Garrett?”



    No wonder he’d looked worried. That worried her, too. “I don’t know,” she
    admitted.



    “Not in Ellicott Mills?”



    With no way to know if they were being recorded, it was little wonder he didn’t say anything
more specific. She couldn’t say what she otherwise would, either—his body is gone, and I think Ella took it—so she opted for “I
    don’t think so” instead.



    They desperately needed to have a proper conversation, the sort possible
    only with magic protecting them from eavesdroppers.



    “Here,” she said, handing him leaves she’d picked up at his house.



    “Thank goodness,” he muttered, stuffing them into the pockets of his gray
    hospital robe. She wondered if some of his inability to sleep the night
    before had been the uneasiness of lying unprotected and alone in his room.
    Why was the WA so intent on getting him even after he’d come out of the coma?



    A knock broke the silence. She looked around to find the wizard doctor in
    the doorway, his silver dreadlocks a shimmering shade off from his medical
    whites.



    “Well, this is certainly a major improvement,” he said, smiling at them.



    She gave him a cautious smile back. She hoped her instincts about him were
    right. “Peter, this is Wizard Hillier, who looked you over while you were
    in the coma.”



    Hillier gestured out the door. “Feeling up to a short walk?”



    The doctor chatted genially about Peter’s incredible recovery as they rode
    an elevator two floors up. He led them along a busy hallway and opened a
    door. “After you.”



    The room inside had a view of the city that made her heart constrict.
    There, the Capitol. And just beyond, though she couldn’t see it, was the
    dingy park where Peter nearly died.



    “Your office?” Peter asked.



    Hillier gave a soft chuckle. “No, like all itinerants, I don’t get an
    office. But this one is between occupants, and I like the sunshine. Have a
    seat, Omnimancer, Miss Harper.”



    They did, Peter slipping his hand into hers. He was alive and he loved her.
    She put the park out of her mind.



    “Now, then,” Hillier said, producing a miniature Brown’s Lexicon from an
    inner pocket and handing it to Peter, “I’m going to cast a diagnostic spell
    on you. You can look it up first if you’d like, under ‘H’—”



    “Hycgan gesyntu?”



    “Yes.” Hillier looked amused. “I suppose you get a lot of call for that
    in your line of work as well.”



    Peter nodded. “I would have cast it on myself already but didn’t have
    leaves at hand until just before you arrived.”



    “That’s fortunate, actually,” Hillier said, “because you shouldn’t be
    casting spells for at least the next week.”



    Her breath caught in her throat.



    “Why?” Peter asked, the slightest edge of a challenge there.



    “You must give your body a chance to recuperate before taxing it in that
    way.” Hillier’s smile was gone. He looked serious. “I’ve had patients end
    up back in the hospital, seriously impairing their recovery, because they
    jumped the gun.”



    She could see how that might be. She could also see how he might be making
    it up so Peter would have no way to defend himself.



Hillier leaned toward Beatrix, lips quirked. “We wizards can be a wee bit insecure about our casting abilities, and inclined to make
    sure everything is all right. But,” he added to Peter, “there’s no need to
    worry. I’ve never had and know of no cases involving wizard patients who
    found themselves unable to cast after a serious illness or accident. Your
    body will thank you for holding off.”



    She was trying to think of a place where they could squirrel Peter away for
    a whole week to keep him safe when Hillier cast the diagnostic spell—and
    Peter took on a distinctly yellow tint.



    Hillier frowned. “Make that two weeks before you spellcast again.”



    She stared at him. Two weeks!



    “Rest up,” the doctor said. “I mean it.”



    Peter sighed. “I really don’t think—”



    “Look,” Hillier said quietly, “I understand this is not ideal. Of course
    you don’t want to forgo magic even temporarily after being attacked by a
    wizard.”



    Beatrix glanced at Peter to see if he would show any sign of surprise, but
    he did not, which suggested he had overheard at least some of the
    discussions she’d had with police about Garrett.



    “Also,” Hillier added, even more softly, “important people have told me I
    am to inform you that you absolutely require twenty-four-hour care, and
    therefore ensure that you be transferred to the WA. Regardless of how you
    feel about it.”



    She tightened her grip on Peter’s hand.



    “So, while I don’t pretend to understand what is going on, it seems to me
    that you would be well advised to be on your guard,” Hillier said.



    “Thank you,” Peter murmured. “Did the important people say why
    they want me at the WA?”



    “They did not.”



    “Apologies for a blunt question,” she said, “but why
    tell us this instead of doing what the magiocracy demanded?”



    Hillier crossed his arms. “I didn’t go through medical school to have my
    advice dictated to me from on high, and I’m not going to assist in anything
    dishonest or unjust. I think you’ll find within the hour that Dr. Alvarez has
    signed your release papers.”



    He was right, bless him. Fifty minutes later, the two of them walked out of
    the hospital into snow flurries, Peter gripping her arm with one hand and a
    cane with the other.



    “Free!” she cried. “Oh, frabjous day!”



    He nodded, rearranging himself so he could slip his hand into hers. “I owe
    you a great deal, Beatrix.”



    She winced. At some point, she would have to tell him why she thought Ella
    did what she did. But she couldn’t now, and that was one conversation she
    was willing to put off.



    “I love you,” she said instead. “Self-interest played a rather large role.”



    He raised her hand to his lips.



    On the train ride home, they considered in hushed undertones where he ought
    to stay. His house, as long as he couldn’t protect himself from wizards,
    seemed a dangerous option. Her house—with three unmarried women—was a
    nonstarter. A boarding-house room outside Ellicott Mills, just temporarily?
    But that would be no guarantee of safety, either.



    “I wish we knew why the WA is so eager to have you,” she murmured.



    “I wish they’d leave me alone and everything would come up daisies, as long
    as we’re wishing,” he muttered, “but yes, that would do for a start.”



    “It’s about the League, isn’t it,” she said, still keeping her voice down.
    None of the people seated near them were wizards or appeared to be paying
    any attention to them, but it was impossible not to be paranoid.



    He gave an eloquent shrug in answer to her not-quite question, but he
    didn’t argue the point. She well remembered the FBI agent telling
    him—before Ella’s attack, before the coma, before she knew for a fact that
    she really loved him—that the agency was worried about “radicals” like
    League activists.



    Given how narrowly D.C. avoided disaster at Ella’s hands, the agent’s
    warning seemed more foresighted than she liked to admit. But it wasn’t the
    League that had radicalized Ella. What motivated her, other than whatever
    malign role knitting played, was the shocking mistreatment by her father,
    current vice president of the United States, after he learned her brother
    repeatedly raped her, got her pregnant and gave her an abortifacient that
    almost killed her.



    Where was she? And what, what would she do next?



    “Ellicott Mills!” the train conductor bellowed. A minute later,
    they were standing on Main Street, looking up the hill to Peter’s house.



    “Omnimancer! Good heavens!” Pastor Hattington came bustling toward them,
    his shock of white hair as charmingly mussed as always. “I had no idea—we
    thought you were still in a coma—appalling, of course, what
    happened to you—but it appears that our prayers have been answered! It’s so
    wonderful to have you back.”



    Peter’s smile might have been a mix of amusement (Pastor Hattington could
    never go more than a few minutes without declaring himself appalled about
    something) and appreciation for the earnest welcome. But she could no
    longer catch the echo of his emotions, so it was simply a guess.



    “Thank you,” he said, shaking the pastor’s hand. “I woke up yesterday and
    came home as soon as I could.”



    Within a minute, they had half a dozen people clustered beside
    them—exclaiming, laughing and, in the case of one little boy, dancing in
    circles around them.



    She finally had to intervene. “Omnimancer Blackwell really must rest, as
    you can imagine, so I’d better get him back to his house.”



    As they walked up Main Street, this kept repeating itself—cries of
    “Omnimancer!” and wide smiles and hand shaking. Mayor Croft actually teared
    up and pulled him in for a hug.



    Peter shook his head as she helped him up his long driveway. “I never
    thought … I mean, I know they must have missed the omnimancing, but …”



    “They missed you,” she said.



    She unlocked his door, grinning at him. But the happy bubble popped as they
    walked into his house and he got his first look at the magiocracy’s mess.
    He took in the state of the receiving room, the brewing room and even his
    bedroom without comment. But she saw his wince when his eyes landed on his
    grandmother’s quilt, ripped open by someone checking to see whether
    anything had been hidden inside. She wished she’d fixed it.



    He shrugged on an older version of his wizard’s coat, the same midnight
    blue as the one he nearly died in but fraying at the edges, and made short
    work of packing. Once his suitcase was in his car trunk, however, they had
    to face the fact that they still had not decided where he ought to go.



    “I know it sounds ridiculous,” he murmured, leaning on his car, “but I
    might do best to go back to D.C. I wouldn’t stick out there.”



    She shuddered. He wasn’t wrong, but the thought of him there—alone—was
    deeply unpleasant.



    “Let’s go to Reed’s first, though,” he said, taking her arm. “I think we
    both could use an early dinner.”



    He was predictably swamped when they walked into the diner, but she was
eventually able to maneuver him past the well-wishers—“who does she think    she is,” she heard someone mutter—and into a booth. She watched
    him relax, the tense rigidity seeping out of his neck and shoulders, and
    give Mr. Reed an honest-to-goodness grin when the sandwiches arrived.



    “Don’t go,” she said quietly, once they’d finished. “We can figure
    something out—I mean, anyone here would gladly have you for a night, and
    you can rotate around. We’d just explain that you shouldn’t be alone while
    you’re recovering.”



    He shook his head. “I don’t think that would be—”



    “Beatrix!”



    She turned to find her sister, out of breath and agitated.



    “Hello, Omnimancer, lovely to see you, so wonderful you’re all right,”
    Lydia said in a rush. “I wonder if I could borrow you both for a moment?”



    . . . . .



    The image was hardly artistic. But as a political smear, it was
    devastating.



    Their kiss, frozen in time. His hand about to cup her face. Her hair
    spilling down her back, looking for all the world as if he had unpinned it.
    Just enough of the surroundings to make clear they were in a bed, but not
    to identify it as a hospital. With the photograph was a typewritten,
    unsigned note: “This is how Lydia Harper’s unmarried sister behaves with
    wizards. Thought you deserved to know.”



    He stared at it, aghast. “Who gave you this?”



    “Dot Yamaguchi—one of the League leaders from Hazelhurst,” Lydia added for
    his benefit, though he could hardly forget, having uncovered Plan B in the
    young woman’s dormitory room. “She heard a knock on the door and opened it
    to find this in an unmarked envelope.”



    Beatrix, sitting to his right, raised a hand to her forehead.
    “How many of the League leaders have copies?”



    “I think we’d better assume all of them,” said Rosemarie Dane,
    squeezed next to him on the left. “Certainly every one of the state-chapter
    leaders who were already predisposed to dislike Lydia.”



    Beatrix’s sister sighed. “We’ve already heard from five of them.”



    “All calling for her immediate resignation.”



    They were huddled together on the couch in the Clarks’ apartment. It was
    the only nearby place they could think to go that would be guaranteed to
    have no bugs or watchers, as much as anything could be a guarantee, and
    Beatrix had assured them that Mrs. Clark would do whatever she could to
    help.



    “But this is outrageous,” said Mrs. Clark, who’d bustled her older
    children into her bedroom with promises of later treats and now sat in the
    lone chair by the couch with baby Will in her arms. “You’d just
    miraculously recovered from a coma, Omnimancer—this kiss was an honest
    expression of relief and love! If you explain the circumstances, they will
    see they’re being manipulated.”



    “No,” Miss Dane said. “They won’t.”



    Having watched some of the dynamics at work during the League’s national
    convention last fall, he was inclined to agree.



    “The League is split,” Lydia explained. “There’s the new guard who sees
    things the way I do—that magic is here to stay, and what we should be
    fighting is the ban on typics running the country. Then there’s the old
    guard.” She sighed. “They see magic as evil incarnate.”



    “They’re equally expressive about inappropriate behavior between an
    unmarried woman and an unmarried man,” Miss Dane said. “Let alone an
    unmarried woman and an unmarried wizard.”



    Beatrix squeezed her eyes shut. “It was my fault. I did this.”



    “We can see that.” Miss Dane, dry as death.



    “No, I mean—I initiated it. I wasn’t thinking, I was just so—so—”



    “I kissed you back,” Peter said, casting an irritated glance at Miss Dane.



    Lydia put up a hand. “We need to decide what to do, and fast.”



    “I think,” Miss Dane said, “that the time has come to go to the press.”



    He stared at her. Beatrix said, “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”



    “Of course it is.” Mrs. Clark’s words were shot through with quiet assurance. 
    “Romance and intrigue—they’ll eat it up, and think of the sympathy you’ll
    get. Have them call me, and I’ll tell them your behavior was so proper that
    no one in town even suspected.”



    “Except you,” Beatrix said, smiling for the first time in the conversation.



    “It wasn’t how you behaved with each other. It was how shattered you were
    when he was in the hospital—that’s when I knew you loved him.”



    His heart pounded loudly in his ears. Then he turned and kissed Beatrix in
    front of everyone. Miss Dane yanked them apart, glaring.



    “None of that, thank you,” she said. “You will be models of
    propriety until you are married, do you hear me?”



    He was tempted to argue simply because he was annoyed with her. But Beatrix
    gave a dutiful, “Yes, Rosemarie.” Sliding a glance his way, she added,
    “Every second of every waking hour.”



    Thank God for dreamside.



    “Now, kindly listen,” Miss Dane said. “You will talk about your engagement:
    how you suddenly realized you were in love and planned to marry quickly
    because it would be wholly inappropriate to be alone together otherwise.
    Then disaster struck. The coma.”



    Strategic. Smart. Not altogether true.



    “You will also discuss your assistance to us,” Miss Dane concluded, giving
    him a look he last recalled seeing when he had the temerity to groan at a
grade-school assignment in her classroom.    You WILL complete this, Mr. Blackwell, whether you like it or not.



    “Well—I don’t see that we have any other options,” Lydia murmured. “Peter,
    are you willing?”



    He let out a long breath. Outing himself was an irrevocable step. But if
    the magiocracy already knew he was helping the League, what benefit did he
    get by staying quiet?



    “Yes,” he said. “I’ll do it.”



    And that was that. Mrs. Clark offered good wishes and a sympathetic look as
    they left. After Miss Dane gave his car the evil eye for any sign of
    invisible bugs and they ran their hands over the surfaces to feel for
    unseen objects, they were off to Baltimore.



    They spent the trip talking about what they would and would not say,
    keeping their discussion as quiet and cryptic as possible in case they’d
    missed a recording device. He itched to cast a spell and find out for sure.
    For twenty years, he hadn’t gone a single day without using magic. How
    could he last two weeks?



    Beatrix pulled into a parking space a block south of the newspaper
    building. Even at six thirty on a Sunday night, two floors of windows were
    lit up.



    “Are we ready?” Lydia asked.



    Miss Dane cleared her throat meaningfully. “What day did you get engaged?”



That effectively  answered Lydia’s question. No, they were    not ready. They needed to get their story straight.



Beatrix glanced at him. He gestured at her—go ahead, you make it up.



    “The day before Peter’s coma started.” She bit her lip. “The day that
    Garrett …”



    He had yet to get the entire story about that, but the police had
    been at his bedside to update her several times during the period he was
    comatose while also able to hear what was said around him. He knew they had
    jumped to the wrong conclusion about Garrett, as he’d feared, but an
    entirely different one than he’d expected. He knew police thought Garrett
    had drugged them and left them for dead. He knew he was not expected to
    remember much if anything about it, so when Detective Tanner took his
    statement before lunch, his lies to that effect were accepted as truth.



    Had Garrett’s body not disappeared, things would be very different.



    “Should we mention what the police told us Garrett did?” Lydia murmured.



    “No,” he and Beatrix said at the same time, and with the same level of
    conviction. The less said about that, the better.



    “Anything else we ought to go over?” Miss Dane asked. “Why Beatrix
    isn’t wearing an engagement ring, perhaps?”



    “Because—because I wasn’t prepared when I asked her,” Peter improvised. “It
    just slipped out.”



    “And you will be remedying that soon.” Miss Dane did not say this in the
    form of a question.



    “I don’t want a ring,” Beatrix said, quiet but firm.



    He turned to look at her, surprised.



    “Beatrix,” Miss Dane said, “we must respect all the reasonable
    expectations of society—”



    “—in the interest of abolishing the unreasonable ones,” she said wearily,
    and he wondered how many times she’d heard that before.



    “Why don’t you want one?” he asked.



    She clasped her unadorned hands in her lap. “We don’t know how much your
    care will cost. If you buy jewelry for me, it will make me sick to see it.”



    Not once since he’d recovered from his coma the day before had he thought
    about the coming hospital bill. His stomach twisted. How bad would it be?



    Still, it hardly seemed fair that she should have to forgo visual proof of
    engagement.



    “Wait a minute,” he said, realizing that he had another option at hand. He
    took the keys from the ignition, struggled out of the car and opened the
    trunk. Inside his suitcase, he found the small drawstring bag he was
    looking for and emptied its contents into his palm. He put back the brooch
    and tiny ruby earrings he’d seen every day of his life until he went off to
    the Academy, their presence enough to bring back memories of his Nan. He
    closed his hand around her decades old, speck-of-a-diamond ring and hobbled
    back to the car.



    As he sat next to Beatrix, the to-do list mindset—ring, check—evaporated. This was their true engagement day. The very moment,
    in fact. He should say something more meaningful than “here, have this.”



    “Beatrix,” he said, unaccountably flustered. Well—accountably
    flustered, because he hadn’t prepared for what he thought could never be.



    He got as far as “this is my grandmother’s ring” and trailed off, glancing
    down at it in his hands. On some level he still couldn’t believe this was
    happening. At the height of Beatrix’s despair over the Vows, she’d sworn
    she would never love him. In their first conversation as adults, right
    before he abducted her from her somewhat simpler life, she said she saw
    marriage as a loss of what little self-determination she had. It was
    amazing that now, here they were—



    He looked back at her, stricken. Now, here they were, and she couldn’t say
    no.



    Her eyes were watchful, her muscles tense. If only he could still feel what
    she felt, he would have noticed before that she was upset. God damn it,
    they’d just escaped a relationship built on coercion. He didn’t want to
    marry her like this.



    “Omnimancer,” Miss Dane said impatiently, “do you intend to give that to
    Beatrix or not?”



    What choice did he have? What choice did any of them have at this point?



    “Beatrix,” he choked out, “will you marry me?”



    She said nothing for a moment, the silence
    deafening. Then she lifted her chin in precisely the way she had on another
    night—when she’d looked him in the eye and lied about Plan B.



    “I will.”



 

 



    Chapter Seven



    Beatrix led them up the stairs to the second-floor newsroom, telling
    herself that there was surely some rational explanation for the way he’d
    delivered his marriage proposal. He was nervous. Or wracked with stress
    about going public. Or—or anything except the obvious conclusion.



    It hadn’t occurred to her until now that the scandalous photograph wasn’t
    simply a deadline to do what they would have done regardless. The picture
    made marriage a requirement rather than a choice. Lydia’s presidency
    depended on it. But he wanted to marry her, so why would that be a
    problem now that he actually could?



    This was not the time to think about it. She opened the door to the
    newsroom and looked for Helen Hickok. The reporter’s desk was empty, the
    typewriter silent. Beatrix’s heart sank, but then she heard a hubbub across
    the massive room and looked over. Hickok stood with one hand on the desk of
    a scowling man, the other hand making slashing movements in the air.



    “No, you will not”—slash—“take out that quote”—slash
    —“because you are not”—slash—“a complete idiot,” she
    said, her ringing voice carrying.



    The man answered her, though his exact words were eaten up by the distance
    between them.



    “No, more like twenty percent,” she said, giving him a pat. “The longer you
    work with me, the less idiotic you get.”



    The man said something else. Hickok threw back her head and laughed. “All
    right, then,” she said. She turned, caught sight of who was standing by her
    desk, and literally ran for them, strands of her bright-orange hair
    slipping from her updo in her haste.



    “Oh—this, I have got to hear,” she said.



    Peter’s solemn expression gave way to a half-smile. Under normal
    circumstances, Beatrix was sure, he would have laughed.



    “Come on, come on,” Hickok demanded, pulling chairs from the desks of less
    dedicated reporters who took Sunday evening off. “Whatever this is about,
it’s a great story. Three League for the Prohibition of Magic leaders and a    wizard. Sit!” she ordered, whipping a notepad off her desk and a
    pen from behind her ear. “Talk! You first,” she said, gesturing at Beatrix
    with her pen.



    “This is Peter Blackwell, our town omnimancer.” Beatrix took a breath.
    Calm, be calm. “You know everyone else, of course. Peter, meet Helen
    Hickok, the Star’s political reporter.”



    “Delighted,” Hickok said. “Headline, Harper—why are you here?”



    Rosemarie had suggested beginning at the beginning. Beatrix simply handed
    over the envelope. She knew Hickok well enough to understand which way
    would be better.



    “Ah,” the reporter said, nodding as she assessed the photograph.
    “Washington sent this to you in hopes of forcing Lydia Harper out?”



    “No,” Lydia said. “Washington sent it to League leaders so they
    would force me out.”



    “When?”



    “Today.”



    Hickok hmm’d over the photo for a moment. Peter slipped his hand
    into Beatrix’s, the warmth of it spreading up her arm. She was being silly, surely—seeing problems that weren’t there. The scandal, on the other hand, was all too real. She needed to focus on defusing it.



    Hickok looked up. “All right, now the rest of the story. Your turn,
    Omnimancer.”



    “I’m from Ellicott Mills originally,” he said. “When I came back to town, I
    hired Beatrix to help.”



    Hickok snorted. “I find that hard to believe.”



    “That I would hire her?”



    “That she’d agree to work for a wizard.”



    “Yes, well,” Beatrix said, a bit archly, “I didn’t really get a choice in
    the matter.”



    She’d never made light of that before, but she no longer felt it so
    keenly. She knew him too well now, knew his intentions and how much his
    mistakes weighed on him, and besides—she didn’t give him a choice about
    Plan B. That consideration made her ironic smile slip just as he began to
    answer.



    “No,” Peter said, “so you can imagine how awkward it was when I …” His face
    was pale. “When I fell in love with her,” he murmured, looking at the
    reporter, not at her.



    That was when it hit her—belatedly, with all the power of a strike to the
    chest.


Just because she’d continued to love him after the Vows lifted
    didn’t mean he still felt the same way about her.



    What were the odds that they would both come out the other end with a
    strong desire to continue the relationship? When had he actually said he
    loved her since the Vows dissolved, other than right now for the benefit of
    a story they needed?



    “I take it from the photograph that you ended up falling for him, too?”
    Hickok asked her.



    “Yes.” Her voice trembled. She forced a smile. He’d kissed her twice—didn’t
    that mean something? But no: The first time, she’d kissed him. The
    second time, he’d kissed her in lieu of saying something about his
    feelings, likely knowing that Rosemarie would put a swift stop
    to it.



    One of them ought to be launching into a not-quite-accurate
    explanation of their engagement. But he didn’t, and
    she couldn’t.



    Into this heavy silence, Rosemarie—bless her—stepped in. “Omnimancer
    Blackwell proposed to Beatrix, and she accepted. Of course, they intended
    to marry right away. It would have been inappropriate for them to continue
    working together, otherwise. But then—explain what happened the day after
    you proposed, Omnimancer.”



    “I fell into a coma that I only just woke from yesterday morning,” he said.



    Hickok’s eyes widened and her breath caught, but there wasn’t so much as a
    second’s break in her furious scribbling. “What happened?”



    “It’s not entirely clear, but it was a terrible blow for Beatrix,”
    Rosemarie said, poking her in the back in what she assumed was an effort to
    get her to stop standing in a dazed stupor and say something.



    “I—I thought he wasn’t going to make it.” She could feel her eyes welling
    for reasons not entirely connected to the remembered trauma. “Then he
    suddenly sat up in bed.”



    “That photo was taken right after,” Lydia said.



    “Hold that thought,” Hickok said. She picked up her telephone and rapidly
    dialed a number. “Greene? I need you. Can you get here in ten?” She paused,
    scowled, and said, “Eat your dessert later! … All right, yes, fifteen, I
    can wait fifteen.”



    She hung up, shaking her head. “Right. What do you think about all this,
    Madam President of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic?”



    “I think if League members knew Peter Blackwell, they would immediately
    grasp that he is exactly the sort of man we want on our side,” Lydia said.
    “The magiocracy isn’t just trying to get me booted out of League
    leadership. They want to keep him from helping the League. You’ve seen the
    evidence that Washington is interfering with our efforts on typic rights.
    Well, I didn’t know this at the time, but he provided it to Beatrix.”



    Hickok looked up from her notepad—still taking rapid-fire notes, but eyes
    focused on them. “Oh?”



    “I stumbled upon it after moving here and was deeply concerned about what
    this meant for our democracy,” Peter said.



    “Everyone should be concerned,” Rosemarie said.



    “Once I knew, I planned to tell my membership about Peter and Beatrix, and
    the help he’s supplied us, but then he landed in the hospital,” Lydia said.
    “Not only did Beatrix nearly lose her fiancé, but she also lost her job,
    and it’s been an absolutely chaotic month for us. Washington clearly wanted
    to deliver the news first so they could twist it beyond recognition.”



    Hickok bit her lip, deep in thought for a moment. Then she asked a quick
    succession of questions, all of which Rosemarie or Lydia answered. Beatrix
    let it wash over her, grateful her input was not required. She looked down,
    caught sight of the diamond glinting on her ring finger, and closed her
    eyes.



    An irritated voice from behind them said, “I’m here, I’m here,” and they
    turned to find a disheveled man weighed down with bags and a very large
    camera. She put a hand on Hickok’s desk to steady herself as she realized
    what he was here to do.



    “C’mon, Hick, some of us have families, and—”



    “Greene, this is Lydia Harper, national president of the Women’s League for
    the Prohibition of Magic—I believe you’ve met? This is her sister, Beatrix,
    a fellow League leader. This is Omnimancer Peter Blackwell, Beatrix
    Harper’s fiancé—”



    Greene started to chuckle.



“—and that’s not even the most interesting part of this scoop, but    do please tell me how I’m wasting your time,” Hickok said, raising
    an eyebrow.



    “No, you win,” he said. “Follow me, folks.”



    In a corner of the newsroom that served as a studio,
    Beatrix stood with Peter’s arm around her, trying to convince herself that
    he loved her even as more reasons he might not popped into her head.
    He’d showed no sign of attraction to her before the Vows. He was nearly
    denied an education beyond eighth grade because of her mother’s bias
    against him. And Plan B.



    Most of all, Plan B.



    Greene took the first photo, his camera’s bulb letting out a spine-tingling poof. She tried to smile. He kept cocking his head and rearranging them. Look here. Sit there. Stand together.



    Finally he said, “Don’t look at me this time. Look at each other.”



    She glanced down as she turned toward Peter, trying to slow her breathing,
    to delay the moment. He took her hand, the one now adorned with his
    grandmother’s ring. She forced herself to look up.



    Signs of distress were all over his face—subtle but clear. He reached out
    with his free hand to cup her cheek. Then he closed his eyes and pressed
    his forehead to hers, letting out a shuddering breath.



    Poof-poof-poof-poof.



    “There we are,” Greene said. “That’ll do, thank you.”



    Peter stepped back, resolutely not looking at her, and she stood with her
    heart racing, thoughts in a jumble. If he didn’t love her, he might feel a
    driving obligation to continue on as if he did. He might consider that her
    reputation was at stake. He might think of how he upended her life once
    already, or how she saved his life—never mind that his association with her
    was what endangered him.



    Whether she wanted to marry a man who no longer felt for her what
    she felt for him would probably not occur to him in the midst of all that
    roiling guilt.



    She heard “Gray” and forced herself back into the stream of conversation
    around her.



    “A press conference?” Hickok was giving Lydia a skeptical look. “He doesn’t
    have the votes to get out of committee—a press conference isn’t going to
    change that.”



    “It’s not over until it’s over,” Lydia urged. “Please stop by.”



    Hickok shook her head. “There’s nothing to cover. What’s the headline?
    ‘Senator Reiterates Support for Own Bill?’”



    A press conference with no press—Beatrix could just see it. If Hickok
    wasn’t interested, that was a bad sign.



    “It’s a … a two-part event,” she said, with only the germ of an idea about
    what the latter part could entail. “The second piece is what you’ll really
    want to see, or so I hear.”



    Hickok turned to look at her. “Oh? Do tell.”



    “I can’t, not yet,” Beatrix said. “But Gray’s not giving up without a
    fight. Two o’clock Thursday—there aren’t any important hearings scheduled
    then, I promise.”



    Hickok didn’t look fully convinced, but she said, “All right. Two o’clock
    Thursday.”



    Oh, good. Now she just had to finish thinking up this promised event, get
    Gray’s permission and arrange it.



    All in all, that seemed less stressful than thoughts about Peter.



    As they walked out, Lydia whispered, “We need to tell the senator before he
    hears it somewhere else,” and it took Beatrix a moment to realize her
    sister wasn’t talking about the press conference. Lydia was right: They
    would have to try to catch him tonight at home.



    She spent the first part of the drive there pondering the event she
    promised Hickok, which was suitably distracting for a while, but then she
    recollected that they still hadn’t found a place for Peter to stay.



    She stole a glance at him. His head was turned away from her, exhaustion
    apparent by the way he’d slumped in his seat.



    She couldn’t simply ask how he really felt about her—not now, not only
    because wizards might be listening in but also because this would be a
    terrible conversation to have with her sister and Rosemarie trapped in the
    back seat. It would have to wait until they got dreamside. For now, while
    he couldn’t cast spells, that was the only safe place to talk.



    This day of holding back three-quarters of what she wanted to say, of
    second-guessing every word, would have been hard enough without suddenly
    doubting something she’d taken as a rock-solid fact. She needed to know
    where she stood with him. Maybe she was imagining the whole thing.



    She slowed for the turn onto Gray’s driveway with a memory replaying in her
    head—saying “I love you” as they walked out of the hospital and getting no
    reply.



    She lifted her chin as she walked in the dark to Gray’s door. She would not
    cry. She was stronger than this. She had survived the death of her parents,
    a pseudo-assassination attempt on her sister’s life, a magical contract
    that subverted free will and a nearly successful attack with a weapon of
    mass destruction, for God’s sake. How could a broken heart compare?



    She knocked on the door, feeling no better for the internal pep talk. The
    senator opened it, blinking in surprise. Then he saw who was standing on
    the front lawn and quickly closed the door behind him.



    “Omnimancer,” he murmured, shaking Peter’s hand. “I’m so glad you’re all
    right.”



    Lydia cleared her throat. “We thought you should know—”



    “Yes, very good news.”



    Her smile was thin. “You haven’t heard it all yet.”



    They told him the story, this time Rosemarie’s way—from the beginning,
    starting with the somewhat fabricated version of their romance rather than
    the very real photograph. Beatrix got through it without giving herself
    away.



    By the end, Gray’s eyes were practically popping out of his head. He took a
    deep breath. Beatrix braced herself.



    “The Star is really going to write about it?” he said.



    “Yes,” Lydia said.



    He looked at Peter. “And you really told them you were helping the League?”



    “I did.”



    Gray started to chuckle. He saw their startled looks and said, “Good soul,
    a Romeo-and-Juliet romance, a wizard helping fight for typic rights—mark my
    words, Washington miscalculated. I can’t tell you what your members will
do, Miss Harper,” he added, giving Lydia a level glance, “but this will be    great publicity for my bill.”



    “Speaking of which,” Beatrix said, “I’d like to get your approval for a,
    ah, strategic action immediately after the press conference.”



    “Oh?”



    “The groups that are coming to support you could buttonhole all the
    committee members, urging them to green-light your bill for a full Senate
    vote. I think I can make sure there’s at least one constituent for each of
    them. And we can bring the petitions the League has been working on.”



    He smiled. He approved. For once, it felt as if they were all truly working
    on the same side.



    She decided to go one more time to the well.



    “Senator—until Peter’s recovered sufficiently to safely cast spells, he
    shouldn’t be alone in his house. Could you put him up for a little while?
    You have a spare bedroom, don’t you?”



    Gray’s smile slipped. “How the heck am I supposed to protect you
    from wizards, Omnimancer?”



    “You don’t have to protect me,” Peter said, as smoothly as if she’d warned
    him about what she was going to do. “You’re just giving me a place to sleep
    where I’m temporarily out of sight.”



    “I’m bugged!”



    “You don’t have any tele-vision cameras. I’ll keep my mouth shut indoors.”



    Gray scowled. “You could be putting me in danger, you know.”



    “If the wizards do find out and want to use the opportunity to make Peter
    disappear, which, I should add, they have never tried before,” Beatrix
    said, “don’t you think they would teleport in while you’re sleeping, grab
    him and teleport out, leaving you blissfully unaware in your bed?”



    “You’re not in danger, Senator,” Lydia said in soothing tones. “We had
    confirmation recently that the wizards never intended to kill me. It was a
    ploy to get me to quit.”



    “Oh,” he said, gazing at her. “I’m glad to hear it.”



    Beatrix cleared her throat. “So you’ll do it?”



    Gray threw up his hands. “Fine, fine. Starting tonight, I presume?”



    They nodded.



    “Every time you show up,” he grumbled to Beatrix, “my life gets crazier.”
    Without waiting for a response, he turned to Lydia and said, “I have a
    request about the statement you’ll give on Thursday …”



    Peter took Beatrix’s arm, making her pulse jump, and led her a few paces
    away.



    “Did he hire you?” he asked. “Is this the job you landed?”



    She nodded. “I’m filling in for the legislative aide the wizards seem to
    have incentivized to quit. Not officially, though—officially, I’m a
    secretary. Not that he wants people to know I’m working for him in any
    capacity …”



    The sardonic twist of his lips was full of fellow feeling. He dipped his
    head to hers, whispering, “What, this paragon of courage? I refuse to
    believe it.”



    Had they still been under Vows, she would have kissed him. She wouldn’t
    have been able to help herself, as close as he was, standing in the
    dark with no one looking their way. It was hard enough now, her skin
    tingling where he touched her.



    But she was not under a Vow, and she didn’t know how he felt. She gave a
    strained laugh.



    “Very good,” Gray said from what seemed like a mile away. “All right, then.
    Coming, Omnimancer?”



    “Yes.” Peter looked at her, opened his mouth, closed it, and ultimately
    said nothing to her but “good night.”



    Dreamside filled her head as she drove off with her sister and Rosemarie. What would he say there?



    The answer, she discovered when her alarm rang the next morning and she sat
    up in bed with a start, was nothing. There had been no dreamside or
    anything like it. No dreams at all.



    She crept downstairs to prepare for work, unsettled and alone.



 

 



    Chapter Eight



    Hickok—Peter had presumed to call her “Miss Hickok” and was quickly
    disabused of the notion—met him at the hospital the following morning. She
    went through it like a conquering army.



    She compared his bed to the one in the picture and concluded they were
    identical. She interviewed nurses and doctors, extracting information about
    his coma, Beatrix’s devotion and the WA’s efforts to wrest him away. She
    browbeat the hospital’s public-relations man into making the chief
executive available, then browbeat him into admitting that yes, he    did find it odd that the WA would take the action it did.



    Eventually Hickok left in a swirl of gray skirt and orange hair for her
    next targets, which Peter understood to be governmental. He could go home,
    but to do what? He couldn’t omnimance yet. He couldn’t work on R&D for
    his Project 96 disaster, the massively deadly bomb for which there was no
    defense. And he certainly couldn’t do a thing about his other problems:
    dreamside AWOL, bills looming, Beatrix forced to marry him, Martinelli
    dead.



    He hesitated on the street outside the hospital, his eye caught by a
    payphone.



    Inside the booth, he flipped through the telephone book and found the right
    listing: Martinelli, Timothy and Mae. The line connected on the
    second ring.



    “Hello?”



    “Mrs. Martinelli?” he asked.



    “Yes?”



    “This is Peter Blackwell. I—I worked with your husband for years, and—”



    She began to sob, and he realized his mistake. He’d thought she would be
    sad, but not despondent—she’d left her husband, after all. But perhaps that
    simply made it worse.



    “I’m so sorry—I shouldn’t have bothered you,” he said, feeling terrible. “I
    only wanted to tell you how horrified I was to learn that—anyway, I’m very
    sorry, and I’ll let you go.”



    “No! No, don’t hang up! I want to talk about him, but no one …”
    She again lapsed into sobs.



    He pressed his forehead against the cool glass, wishing he knew what to
    say.



    “I will get myself under control,” Mrs. Martinelli said shakily. “I swear I
    will. Would you come see me—please?”



    “Yes,” he said numbly, and took down the address.



    Two trains and one bus later, he arrived at the house. It was at the end of
    a cul-de-sac, a home clearly meant for the children the Martinellis had
    tried so hard to have. Mrs. Martinelli opened the door, a small figure in
    the airy hallway, wisps of dark hair escaping her bun.



    “Thank you for coming,” she whispered, and led him to a sitting room
    decorated with fine antiques. He looked around, trying and failing to
    connect it with the perpetually rumpled Martinelli.



    “Won’t you have a seat?” she asked.



    He perched on an uncomfortable chair, gripping his cane with both hands.
    She sat across from him on an ornate couch.



    “We met at a Pentagram dinner,” she said.



    He nodded. “I’m surprised you remember that. It must have been at least two
    years ago.”



    “He was always talking about you, so I—” Her lips turned up in what was
    almost a smile. “I was curious to see what ‘the whippersnapper’ looked
    like.”



    She surprised a small huff of laughter out of him. Then he recollected that
    he would never hear Martinelli call him that again.



    Neither of them said a word for what was probably thirty seconds but felt
    ten times as long.



    She broke the silence with a question: “Do you know what happened to my
    husband?”



    He shook his head, hoping to God his fears on that score were wrong.



    Her eyes welled, but she did not sob. “Neither do I. It was at work, and
    they’ve told me nothing—nothing except that there was a ‘regrettable
    accident’”—he could hear the quotation marks around the phrase—“and that I
    should take comfort in knowing he was serving his country.” She pulled in a
    shaky breath. “He was a scientist, not a soldier! What on earth
    could he have been doing that would kill him? Could you tell me that?”



    His hands were trembling. He gripped his cane harder. “Our work was highly
    classified. But you understand that it involved weapons?”



    Her eyes widened. “He never told me that. Oh, Tim.”



    Peter breathed in and out, working up the courage to ask the question that
    prodded him to call her in the first place. “When did it happen?” As long
    as the answer wasn’t January 26—



    “Last month.” She closed her eyes. “The 26th of January.”



    Even in this moment of
    horror, he knew it should not be a shock. Of course it was the weapon. Of
    course.



    And that was his fault, as surely as if he himself had set it off. For all
    his bluster to Beatrix about Miss Draden, he’d invented the weapon. He’d
    stowed it in Ellicott Mills. He’d allowed Miss Draden to find out about it
    through his own carelessness.



    Mrs. Martinelli wrapped her arms around herself. “They c-couldn’t even give
    me his b-body!”



    No. There wouldn’t have been anything left.



    They sat in silence for a moment, both of them lost in their own misery.
    Then she took a deep breath. “When did you hear about Tim?”



    “Just this weekend.” His voice cracked. “I’ve missed the funeral, haven’t
    I?”



    She nodded. “I’m sorry. He liked you a great deal, and I did want to tell
    you, but I didn’t know where you were. He said you’d moved to a small town,
but if he told me the name, it went right out of my head. I tried and    tried to remember …”



    “Please don’t feel bad—I was hospitalized the last four weeks,” Peter said.
    “I wouldn’t have been able to come regardless.”



    She stared at him. “Were you—that is, was it the same accident—” She put
    her hands over her eyes. “No, you’ve been gone from the Pentagram for
    months! I’m not thinking.”



    He tried and failed to come up with something to say. It was in fact the
    same accident, and he would have given anything at that moment to switch
    places with Martinelli.



    “It was a very nice funeral,” she murmured, looking at the floor.
    “Beautiful and proper.” She made a sound that was neither a laugh nor a
    sob. “He would have hated it.”



    Peter opened his mouth, could think of nothing to say to that, either, and
    closed it.



    “He despised doing things for show,” she said. “He couldn’t stand small
talk and dinner parties with important people you don’t like and—and this    room and—oh, I was such a fool!” The pain on her face was
    hard to look at. “He told me it didn’t matter that I couldn’t have a child.
    I should have believed him. I shouldn’t have listened to them.”



    “Who?”



    “The wives,” she said heavily. “The other wizard wives.”



    It was difficult to concentrate on anything but the weapon and his culpability,
    but he tried. “What did they say?”



    “‘Oh, darling, that’s really too awful,’” she said in a high-pitched,
    saccharine tone. “‘You know how deeply wizards care about passing on their
    unique talents—why, Jenny Heller’s husband left her only last year because
    she was barren, did you hear? What was the point of a barren wife, that was
    what he said! So sad. And Hildy Jones’ husband took a mistress and
made her raise the results while he cavorted with the other woman. Can you    imagine how she felt? But really, we do have a weighty
    responsibility to the country!’”



    She shuddered. He did, too, sickened.



    “I shouldn’t have left. I should have had more faith in Tim,” she said.
    “But you can’t understand how hard it is—to have nothing useful to do—to
    sit in an empty home you can’t fill, these words repeating in your head
    over and over and over. You men have your work, and those wives
    have their children, but I have nothing.” Her breath came out in gasps.
    “And now I sit here, really and truly alone, and think … what if … what if
    my leaving made him distracted and careless, and—”



    “No!”



    She looked at him, startled.



    “No,” he said, quietly but even more firmly. “You had nothing to
    do with this. He visited me the day before. He was as clear-headed as
    always.”



    “Oh,” she murmured. “You saw him?”



    “Yes. He told me he loved you. He hadn’t given up hope.”



    Her face twisted. Tears slid down her cheeks. He shouldn’t have said it.



    He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Please forgive me for—”



    “I wasted the time we had,” she said. “I will always regret that. But I
    can’t tell you what a comfort it is that his last thoughts of me were …
    were kind.” She rose. “Thank you, Wizard Blackwell. Thank you from the
    bottom of my heart.”



    He struggled to his feet and took her outstretched hand, unable to speak.
    Her gratitude—that was worst of all.



    . . . . .



    Are you all right?



    There were many other questions she wanted to ask, but that was simplest.
    She passed the paper to Peter, sitting next to her on the couch after
    dinner, Rosemarie chaperoning from the nearby chair—as if there were
    anything to keep an eye on. They were a perfectly respectable foot apart.
    He wasn’t so much as holding her hand.



He hesitated before taking the pen and writing a one-word answer:    Tired.



    That was not the way she would have described how he looked. Beaten down, more
    like. Miserable, even. She took the paper back, contemplated what to say,
and settled on a question that hinted at their newest problem:    Did you sleep OK?



    He seemed to rouse himself at that. Yes. No dreams. I’m concerned.



    She swallowed. Gone, you think?



    He gave a helpless shrug before putting pen to paper.
    
        If the coma kept the link in place when it otherwise would have
        snapped …
    



    He didn’t finish the thought, but he didn’t have to. If the coma was the
    key to why dreamside inexplicably outlived the Vows, it ceased to exist the
    instant he recovered.



    For something so irrational as tandem dreaming they could control, that
    explanation made a certain amount of unfortunate sense.



    She stared at their spare conversation on the page. No way to talk to him
    in person. No way, it now seemed, to talk to him in dreams. And they
    shouldn’t even be writing to each other like this—a wizard could have
    slipped into the house, using no spells in town, and they would never know.
    A wizard could be standing next to the couch and looking over Peter’s
    shoulder this very instant.



    She jumped to her feet, ran to the bathroom and burned the paper, stomach
    clenching at the thought of the dangerously revealing things she’d written
    in this house before his coma. They couldn’t afford any more mistakes.



    She returned to sit in complete silence with Peter, the words she wanted to
    say pressing at her like a thousand pinpricks from the inside. Thirteen
    days before they could have a safe conversation. Thirteen days before she
    could ask him how he really felt about her.



    He took her hand. She looked at him, her imprudent heart giving a hopeful
    lurch.



    “I’d better go,” he said.



    “Yes,” she murmured, the unsaid words nearly choking her.



    . . . . .



    She woke the next morning with more evidence that Peter was right.
    Dreamside had not returned. She could think of nothing else until she bent
    down to pick up the newspaper on the stoop and saw their faces on the front
    page.



    The story was out.



    “THE LEAGUE’S WIZARD,” the Star’s headline declared—stripped above a photo that looked
    like something out of the cinema. Peter’s anguished face pressed to hers.
    Her hands clutching his coat, his ring visible on her finger.



    She averted her eyes and hastily read the story.



    It was good. Very good. Washington officials denied any connection to the
    image and anonymous note, but Hickok called eight League leaders who all
    told the same story of how they’d received them. Two, in fact, reported
    hearing a pop outside the door, the significance of which Hickok
    had made sure to explain.



    “All this,” Hickok wrote, “while Blackwell had yet to be released from the
    hospital in which he’d nearly died.”



    There was a quote from Gray: “Americans owe Omnimancer Blackwell a debt of
    gratitude, and the Abbott administration should be ashamed of itself.”



    There was a quote from Sue: “I’m quite sure I’m only still alive today
    because of their efforts.”



    There was a quote from Nurse Weller that made her want to laugh and cry in
    equal measure: “Shocked that they kissed? Heavens, I’d have been more
    shocked if they hadn’t, poor dears!”



    Naturally some naysayers got their say, too, but the League presidents from
    Vermont and Kansas sounded slightly laughable. Beatrix thought this hurdle
    the magiocracy had thrown at them had been well and truly leaped.



    Unnerving, of course, to so publicly reveal Peter’s help after all they’d
    done to try to keep it secret. Uncomfortable, too, to have details of her
    life splashed across the Star.



    She’d never before been mentioned in a story beyond fleeting references
    that usually did not include her name—which had been absolutely fine with
    her.
    
        Miss Harper, who was raised by her older sister … Miss Harper, who is
        joined in her tilting-at-windmills activism by her only sibling … Miss
        Harper, whose sister is inexplicably paying to send to college
    
    … She chuckled under her breath. She’d read that last one aloud at
    the time, and Ella had said—



    She winced. Ella the funny, Ella the warmhearted, Ella the best friend were
    firmly entrenched in her memory. Ella the killer and would-be mass murderer
    kept catching her by surprise in her own head. She missed her—oh
    how she missed her.



    She mechanically ate her oatmeal and re-read the story as a distraction,
    though she quickly realized she’d missed a few details in her breakneck
    pace the first time. Gray had disclosed that he’d hired her. What sudden
    advantage did he see in it?



    She looked up at the clock. Time to go.



    As she walked through the forest, she braced herself for the possibility of
    meeting someone in town—of having to justify herself, if only because it
    seemed to be the accepted notion in Ellicott Mills that no one ought to
    have secrets (besides oneself, of course). But Main Street and the train
    platform were empty as always this early in the morning. She enjoyed her temporary reprieve from repercussions.



    Then she stepped onto the train and everyone sitting in the car—six men who
always chatted with each other—stared back at her. One of them had the    Star clutched in his hands. She murmured a “good morning” and sat
    at the front, feeling their eyes on her the rest of the trip, hearing
snatches of their whispered conversation.    Harper. Wizard. Washington.



    Later, inside the Senate office building, heads
    turned as she went by.



    “Welcome to the spotlight, Miss Harper,” Gray said, falling into step
    beside her.



    “How long until it stops?”



    He chuckled. “Give it a day or two. Everyone will move on to something
    else.”



    “This is why you acknowledged my employment, isn’t it. You knew people
    would notice.”



    “Always retain some control over your own story,” he said.



    They discussed the press conference, and she left for appointments with
    groups she hoped to add to the attendee list. Here, too, her reputation
    preceded her.



    The president of the Maryland chapter of the National Women Voters
    Association kept commiserating with her in a kindly but off-topic way. “I
    can just imagine how you must have felt when your sweetheart fell
    into a coma. When my Henry had his appendix out, I was beside myself!”



    The president of the Maryland chapter of the American Civic Association, a
    gray-haired man in an equally gray suit, informed her she needed someone to
    bring order to her chaotic life. Someone older and steadier. Was she
    available for dinner that night?



    The president of the Maryland chapter of the Young Professionals Federation
    kept squinting at her and not attending to what she was saying. She finally
    asked what was wrong, and he said in what sounded like honest bewilderment,
    “You’re really not the type I’d imagine in this situation. You know,
    forbidden love and all that bosh. You’re so … plain.”



    “It’s always the ones you don’t expect,” she said dryly. “Now, are you
    coming or not?”



    She rode the train home with her eyes pressed shut. Lydia had been in the
    spotlight’s glare for years, and Beatrix had never truly understood what
    that felt like. Going back to being the Harper no one paid attention to
    would be such a relief.



    “Ellicott Mills!” the conductor cried.



    The doors opened. She had a second to gaze in astonishment at the crowd on
    the platform before the press cameras went off in her face, blinding her.



    . . . . .



    Peter took her hand and helped her off the train, seeing the strain in her
    face. “I’m sorry, I tried to warn you but Gray’s secretary told me you were
    out,” he said in an undertone. “They wanted to interview both of us.”



    Beatrix glanced up Main Street, and he had the momentary impression that
    she might run for it. But she turned back to the reporters, lifted her chin
    (again he thought inexorably of Plan B) and helped him answer a stream of
    questions on the platform. These reporters—all men—were decidedly more
    interested in the romance than Hickok.
    
        Were you soft on each other growing up here? Is there any family
        history to that ring? What did your sister say when you told her about
        your relationship, Miss Harper?
    



Then the inevitable follow-up:    How have your wizard friends taken it, Omnimancer? 



    He swallowed, trying not to think of Martinelli. “No one who knows her is
    surprised that I feel the way I do.”



    The reporter who’d asked that question added, “When are you getting
    married?”



    Peter had a single second to wish he’d figured out a way to have a
    conversation about that with Beatrix. A second was all it took for her to
    answer—firm and final.



    “Not right away.” Her smile looked forced. “We need time for our lives to
    settle down.”



    “Wouldn’t you rather start your lives together as soon as possible?”
    another reporter asked. “You were going to marry immediately before the
    omnimancer here fell into his coma.”



    “Now that I’m no longer working for him,” she said, “I’d like to plan a
    proper wedding.”



    The men all nodded with knowing smiles. No doubt they could easily imagine
    her all aflutter about her dress, flowers and cake, because they didn’t
    know the first thing about her.



    He and Beatrix needed to talk, actually talk, without
    second-guessing every word. He had to explain to her that he understood how
    she felt.



    They both tried for a while to steer the conversation away from their
    relationship and toward typic rights, with limited success. Finally he
    said, “We have to go. But I hope you’ll all come to Senator Gray’s press
    conference.”



    They retreated up Main Street as fast as he could walk while still using a
    cane to steady himself.



    “Where were they all from?” she asked him.



    “The Baltimore News-Register, both Washington papers, the
    Annapolis paper, the local radio stations and … one of the wire services, I
    think?” He shook his head. “I suppose we should have expected it. A surprising
    romance and political intrigue, always a winner.”



    “Peter,” she whispered, “everyone on the street is staring at us.”



    It was not an exaggeration. Some of the townspeople were smiling, some were
    frowning, but not a soul was looking away.



    “Ignore it, do you think?” he asked.



    “Oh, no,” she said in nearly inaudible horror. “Mrs. Price!”



    It was too late to run—not that he could have managed to anyway. The widow
    was closing in fast, her heels clacking angrily against the pavement, eyes
    flashing.



“Omnimancer Blackwell,” she cried in her piercing voice. “How    dare you bring such shame on our town! I told you in no
uncertain terms that you must not hire Miss Harper, but would you    listen to me? You would not! And you—” She turned to
Beatrix. “Your mother is surely rolling over in her grave! Your name in a newspaper! Consorting with an unmarried man! Consorting with    this unmarried man, of all men!”



    He opened his mouth to defend her when the poof-poof-poof of
    cameras stopped him. The journalists had followed.



    Mrs. Price turned on them. “You will not use my image.”



    “What’s your name, ma’am?” one of the radio reporters said.



    “You will absolutely not use my name!” she snapped.



    “They’re engaged—what’s your objection, lady?” another reporter
    said.



    Mrs. Price hesitated.



    “Come have tea,” Beatrix said hastily, “and tell us exactly how you feel.
    Right now, in fact.”



    Tea with Mrs. Price would be worse than arguing with her while surrounded
    by the press, in his opinion. But he bit out a “yes, please” for Beatrix’s
    sake.



    “Well,” the widow said, frowning. Softening.



    “Mrs. Price!” It was Mayor Croft, huffing down the street from his store.
    “Mrs. Price, I am in desperate need of your advice. Would you please—”



    “Amelia Price, widow of the mill magnate?” one of the reporters said.



    “Oh!” Mrs. Price glared at him. And apparently that settled it. “The reason
    I am horrified,” she said, enunciating every syllable, “besides
    the many objections that should be clear from today’s Star—”



    “Mrs. Price, really,” Croft said, trying to tug her away.



    “—is that Omnimancer Blackwell was an illegitimate child!” she howled.



    All the reporters’ heads swiveled toward him and Beatrix as one. There was
    something so ridiculous about the whole situation that for an instant, the
    crushing blow of Martinelli’s death and the stress of this marriage Beatrix
    did not want lifted. He laughed.



    “Yes, I was—as everyone in town knows,” he said. “Also, just to
    save Mrs. Price the trouble, I was orphaned and impoverished. It was a
    shock to all concerned when I additionally turned out to be a wizard.”



    “Is it any wonder he cares about fair play and equal rights?” Beatrix said.
    “Mrs. Price, that is the way to judge a man. Don’t you think,
    Mayor?”



    He watched with admiration as Beatrix’s words had exactly the right effect.
    All the reporters swarmed around Croft, who said that yes, indeed, that was
    a good measure of a man, and the town was very lucky to call Omnimancer
    Blackwell a native son, etc. etc. Peter didn’t hear the rest because by then,
    he and Beatrix had slipped away up Main Street.



    He went for his car, intending to drive them to her house.



    “Wait,” she said, and walked them down the hill and into the woods.



    “Do you think it’s safe to talk here?” she murmured.



    He hesitated—they certainly needed to talk and had no better place to do
    it. But: “No,” he said in an equally quiet undertone. “Not yet.”



    “Twelve days,” she said, more a lament than a statement, and gazed at the
    forest stretching out before them, her expression troubled.



    The feeling that he had to say something caught at him and
    wouldn’t let go. Considering his words carefully so they would not be
    understood if overheard, he said, “I agree with what you said. About the
    wedding date.”



    She turned her head sharply to look at him. “You do?”



    “One hundred percent.”



    She nodded, though she appeared no less troubled. She seemed to be
    considering her own words. She took his hand, lips parting.



    Poof-poof! He swung about. A photographer stood
    ten feet away.



    “Er—sorry, I was afraid I hadn’t gotten good images on the platform,” the
    man said. “Could you do that again before we lose the light—hold hands and
    look at each other?”



    He considered what Miss Dane would say. Would this count as improper? (What did she think of the Star photo?)  But the decision was made for him. Beatrix
    slipped her hand back into his—as if she wanted to marry him. As if they’d
    come here to steal a moment of happy intimacy, as if they weren’t
    progressively losing the ability to live like halfway normal people.



    “One way or another,” she said as the photographer hustled back to Main
    Street, “we’re constantly being watched.”



    “At least this part is done,” he said, gesturing to the journalist.



    “That’s what I thought this morning.” Her endearing crooked smile flickered
    to life and just as rapidly died. “Home, I suppose?”



    Off they went to the house where eavesdropping was a guarantee, there to
    sit at a respectable distance from each other and say nothing of substance
    whatsoever.



 

 



    Chapter Nine




    The front-page treatment on all the papers that had dispatched reporters to
    interview them was the first clue that this was not, in fact, the end. Then
    the calls began pouring in—to her house, to Peter’s, to Gray’s office.
    Reporters from out of state had seen the wire service write-up about
    “Washington’s Romeo and Juliet.” They wanted to do their own stories.



    By Thursday morning, forty-two news organizations had registered for the
    press conference Beatrix had so recently feared would draw no one. She
    moved the event to the Senate auditorium and stood on the stage as the
    final minutes ticked down, reminding herself of what Rosemarie had written in
    her crisp cursive the night before:
    
        The magiocracy is constrained now—they have to be careful lest they
        make our case for us. So don’t complain about the attention, for crying
        out loud.
    



    She was right, of course. The event would probably not go
    inexplicably wrong, because too many people would assume Washington was
    behind it. Far better yet, there was now nothing but downside for the
    magiocracy in an attempt on Lydia’s life, should anyone’s thoughts have
    tended even nominally in that direction. She was too young for her death to
    look anything but highly suspicious. Peter would be safer, too, for the
    same reason. Beatrix appreciated that, she truly did.



    She just wished all these newspapers, radio stations and newsreel makers
    didn’t want to report on her possibly-fake romance.



    Peter, trailing Lydia, stepped up on the stage. Camera bulbs popped. He
    shook Gray’s hand—more pops. He worked his way over, put his hand on her
    arm, a bit awkwardly, and dropped it.
    The cameras caught it all. She turned her head to give herself a moment,
    afraid her own face communicated exactly how she felt, and caught sight of
    Joan Hamilton, the League’s Baltimore chapter president and her first
    recruit for Plan B. Joan gave her a sort-of smile and glanced away.



    They hadn’t talked since the day she’d been forced to go back to Joan and
    the other top recruits, listen to her sister tell them the plan was a
    mistake that must be stopped, and call on their Vows to ensure it. She
    didn’t know what Joan thought of her, but she could imagine.



No need to imagine what Peter thought of the Plan B mess. He’d told her.    Is there any way for me to see this except as a betrayal?



    Really, how could he love her? Why would she have expected otherwise?



    Gray stepped up to the microphone, blessedly giving her something else to
    concentrate on.



    “Good afternoon, folks.” The senator’s voice echoed around the auditorium. “Thank
    you for coming—including those of you who aren’t here for me, which is at
    least ninety percent of you.”



    The journalists chuckled. Peter shifted next to her, his hand brushing
    hers—there and just as quickly gone, like a man snatching back his fingers
    from a hot stove. She closed her eyes. He didn’t want to touch her, and she somehow had to pretend she was gloriously happy.



    “Too often,” Gray said, his tone shifting from humorous to serious, “we
    accept injustice because we’re accustomed to it. ‘That’s just the way it
    is,’ we say, if we think about it at all. It takes people to stand up and
    declare, ‘No, this is wrong, and we must change it.’”



    She looked in time to see him gesturing from one end of the stage to the
    other. “Well, we’re standing up. We all know it’s wrong that Americans are
    excluded from national office—from running our country—purely on the basis
    of a genetic quirk that has no connection with intelligence or good sense.
    And I’ve introduced a bill to help change it.”



    These were her words. She listened to Gray deliver the rest of the speech
    she wrote for him, this man who’d originally thought it laughable—purely on
    the basis of a genetic quirk—that she presumed herself
    qualified for the job.



    “My thanks to all these staunch supporters,” he said. “And now two of them
    will explain why they consider this effort so important.”



    First came Joe Levine, president of the United Sugarworkers Union.
    Then—“Miss Lydia Harper, president of the Women’s League for the
    Prohibition of Magic,” Gray said.



    Beatrix scanned the crowd. Knowing rationally that the wizards weren’t
    trying to kill her sister was not enough to silence the voice in her head
    that drove her to Plan B, the voice she now associated with knitted magic.
    
        Maybe there is a risk. Be prepared. Take action.
    



    No. She forced herself to focus on her sister.



    As the applause of Lydia’s local leadership quieted, she began her speech—one carefully crafted with Rosemarie to persuade the many typic men who might see, hear or read it later. In the legislatures considering bills like Maryland’s, the number of female elected officials came to a combined total of two.



    “Once, every little boy in our country could decide he wanted
    to grow up to be president. No law stopped him,” Lydia said. “Our democracy
    was built on this idea—that we can pick our representatives from a wide
    pool. That good men are not banned from serving simply because they weren’t
    born with a select pedigree. We’re here today not to ask, not to beg, but
    to demand that right back.”



    “Smile,” Rosemarie hissed into Beatrix’s ear. “Or at least stop scowling.”



    “Perhaps you know that the Women’s League for the
    Prohibition of Magic once tried to do exactly what its name suggests,”
    Lydia said as Beatrix managed the second part of Rosemarie’s request but not the first. “But prohibiting magic is not the solution our country needs.
No, what our country needs is a prohibition on    typic discrimination. A prohibition on wizard supremacy.
    A prohibition on making decisions with little consideration of how they
    affect the overwhelming majority of the country!”



    Poof-poof-poof. Beatrix jerked as the cameras went off in Lydia’s face, but that was all
    it was. Cameras, not spells. Her sister continued speaking in that
    rousing voice she only broke out for events, so attention-grabbing
    that the reporters who did not come for this were nevertheless scribbling
    fast to keep up.



    “Our effort is nationwide,” Lydia said. “In every state, supporters are
    working to undo the un-American Twenty-fifth Amendment. Legislators in
    forty-three states have agreed to sponsor bills to call the constitutional
    convention necessary to do so. Senator Gray’s bill will be the first to
    come to a committee vote. The first battle of the war.”



    She paused. The room was silent, save for the scrape of pen on paper and
    the thudding of Beatrix’s heart.



    “And make no mistake, this is a war,” her sister said.
    “Behind the scenes, wizards are working hard to keep the discriminatory
    Twenty-fifth in place. The senators on the committee that will send Senator
Gray’s bill for a full vote or pronounce it dead on arrival have been    surprisingly noncommittal.” Lydia paused to let that sink in.
    “Well, we’re about to visit them now with something that might help them
    make up their minds—petitions signed by their own constituents.”



    Beatrix realized she was holding her breath and forced herself to exhale.



    “Thank you, Senator, for your steadfast leadership,” Lydia said, and
    stepped back—safe.



    Beatrix knew she had to stop bracing for the worst. It diverted her mind
    from the real problems they had. But all the rational thought in
    the world wasn’t enough to keep the memory of the crane falling toward her
    sister from making her hands twitch and her lungs burn.



    “Any questions?” Gray said, quickly adding, “About the bill, please.”



    Just two hands went up. After Gray handled both, he said, “If that’s all,
    the League will deliver their petitions and—”



    Just like that, the room was in an uproar. Reporters shouted what were
    either questions or objections, most of them starting with “Omnimancer.”



    “Omnimancer Blackwell and Miss Beatrix Harper will answer your questions on
    the way, so come along,” Gray bellowed over the din.



    This had seemed like a bad idea to Beatrix when Gray had suggested it the
    day before. Now—as they were jostled out of the room, the reporters surging
    behind them, still trying to get their questions in all at once—she felt
    the beginnings of a panic attack hooking into her.



    Peter leaned in. “Do you want to whip them into shape?”



    She glanced at him. His lips quirked and he looked suddenly just as he had
    when she knew without a doubt that he loved her. That zipped through her,
    swamping the panic with equally strong but muddled feelings—yearning and
    horrible hope chief among them.



    His smile faltered. “Are you all right?”



    “Yes,” she said, a bald-faced lie, and turned to look at the press as they
    reached the first office belonging to a senator on the committee
    considering Gray’s bill. She took a deep breath.



    The men and one woman—Hickok—all fell silent, waiting to see what she was
    about to say.



    “I’m afraid we couldn’t hear any of your questions,” she said, “so let’s
    take them one at a time. We’ll start at the front. Once you’ve had your
    turn, move to the back.” She tried
    not to look at the flashing bulbs of the busy cameras. “Everyone will get a
    turn if they wish.”



    “I’ve found things go much better when you let Beatrix sort them out,”
    Peter said, and the newsmen chuckled as a group.



    “Go ahead, sir,” she said, gesturing to a reporter in a pinstripe suit. Her hand trembled.



    “Gregory Taylor, Los Angeles Herald Examiner. Tell us about that
    first day you came back home, Omnimancer. What was it like? I understand
    Miss Harper didn’t want to work for you?”



    “Well, I’d just convinced her boss to lay her off so I could hire her,”
    Peter said, raising his voice to overcome the lack of a microphone. “No one
    would appreciate that. And she and her sister had already been having
    mysterious problems with League organizing that they suspected were caused
    by wizards, so the fact that I’m—” He stopped and looked at her. “Did you
    believe I was in town to undermine you?”



    “Yes,” she said. “At first.”



    “It’s a wonder you ever fell in love with me,” he murmured, no humor to it
    at all.



    It went on like that for a long while. Question after question after
    question, asked outside multiple senators’ offices, the whole thing overlaid with the
    sense that Peter was pretending nothing was wrong between them. Just as she
    was.



    Finally, outside the last office, they were down to just three reporters
    who hadn’t gotten their question in yet.



    “Jonathan Ashburn, Chicago Daily News. How does it feel to be
    called the twenty-first century Romeo and Juliet?”



    Ironic, that was
    how it felt, with a side of heartbreaking. She cleared her throat and went
    with “unnerving.”



    “Really? Why?”



    “Well,” she said dryly, “they die, you know.”



    Peter threw back his head and laughed. It sounded so true—so unforced—that
    she caught herself staring at him. She desperately wanted to talk to him,
    actually talk to him, without an audience.



    He leaned toward the reporters, as if to impart a secret, and said, “Romeo
    and Juliet were also half our age, I might add.”



    The second-to-last man, eye-catching in a yellow fedora, called out, “Then
    what famous couple of literature are you like?”



    She resolutely did not meet Peter’s eye. She knew he would be thinking the
    same thing she was. Hades and Persephone—not an answer they could very well
    give.



    “We’re just Beatrix and Peter,” she said. “And honestly, we’re not
    interesting enough for all this attention. It’s the typic-rights movement
    that ought to interest everyone, because it’s been fifty years since typics
    could help run our country. It isn’t this way everywhere—”



    “Canada, for instance,” drawled the man in the fedora. “Are you pro-Canuck,
    Miss Harper?”



    She blinked at him, thrown by this. “I’m pro-American,” she managed. “As I’m sure you know, many of our allies allow typics to
    run for national office, and disaster has not ensued.”



    “What do you think, Omnimancer?” asked the last reporter. “Doesn’t
    all this hurt your feelings just a bit, this typics vs. wizards stuff?”



    “There’s nothing magical about politics,” Peter said. “Let anyone run for
    Congress or president, and may the best person win.”



    “Anyone?” The drawling, fedora-wearing reporter smirked. “Even a
    woman?”



    “Of course,” Peter said.



    Beatrix’s heart sank. Gray’s warning about misogynist colleagues whose
    votes he needed rang in her ears.



    “I’m sure, though, that Americans will want typics with experience,” she
    said, “and those are the men so capably running our states.” She swallowed,
    hoping it was enough—that clear endorsement of sexism.



    Out of the corner of her eye she saw Lydia and other members of the League
    step out of the last office. The petition delivery was done.



    “Senator Gray and Lydia Harper will answer any further questions you might
    have,” she said. “Thank you.”



    “Let’s get out while the getting’s good,” Peter murmured as the rest of the
    press conference attendees milled about. She led him around a corner, glad
    to escape.



    “Wait!”



    It was Hickok, rushing up the corridor after them.



    “I need to ask you something,” the reporter said. “In private.”



    What now? Beatrix suppressed a groan, looked into the nearest meeting room
    and found it was empty.



    “Come in,” she told Hickok, wishing the day would end.



    . . . . .



    Hickok got right to the point. “Have you been bugged?”



    “Uh—what?” Peter said, unable to think of anything better.



    “I’m hearing from League sources that Washington tapped your phone and
    placed recording devices in your house,” she said to Beatrix. “Is that
    true, and if so, why the hell didn’t you tell me?”



    Beatrix glanced at him. He sighed. “Because we don’t have any evidence that
    would definitively prove they did it. A wizard was clearly
    involved—everything’s under invisibility spells—but Gray asked me how he
    was supposed to know that I didn’t put them in when we discovered
    he’s bugged as well. So—”



    “Gray, too?”



    “Office and house,” Beatrix said.



    “What about your place, Omnimancer?”



    He nodded. “My phone is tapped.”



    Hickok gave a low whistle. Then she scowled. “How the heck am I going to
    confirm this?”



    “Have you heard of a wizard named Morse?” Beatrix asked. “M-O-R-S-E?”



    Hickok shook her head. “Who is he?”



    “The one who bugged us. My house, that is,” Beatrix said. “He—”



    The door opened without so much as a warning knock. The reporter with the
    yellow fedora strode in, an unhappy-looking photographer trailing him.



    “I have more questions,” he announced.



    Peter frowned. “The press conference is over, I’m afraid.”



    “Oh, you’ll want to hear this.” Yellow Fedora smirked. “Unless you’d rather
    just read about it in my column tomorrow.”



    Peter didn’t have the slightest idea who he was or what paper he worked
    for, but he had the air of a man who thought everyone knew his name. Asking
    would probably not help matters.



    “Two words,” the man added. “Theodore Garrett.”



    For a deeply unpleasant second or two, Peter thought he couldn’t
    breathe—that Beatrix’s panic attacks had found their way to him. Then he
    realized he’d simply been too shocked to make the attempt.



    The reporter cleared his throat. “Do you remember anything about his attack
    on you, Omnimancer?”



    “We really can’t place the investigation at risk by discussing—”



    “How well did you know him?”



    “I don’t think we should be talking about anything related to—”



    “Are you afraid for Miss Harper’s safety?”



    “Sir, I’m telling you, we can’t—”



    “Why did you turn down Garrett’s offer of marriage, Miss Harper?” the man
    asked, swiveling toward her. “When did your feelings make the leap from one
man to the other? What is it, exactly, that makes you so    irresistible to wizards?”



    Beatrix, who never backed down from a challenge, who always put her chin up
    and faced it head on, looked down at her hands with a stricken expression
    and said nothing.



    Peter stood up, strode past the man and opened the door. There was so much
    he wanted to say, but less was more at this point. “Good day to you both.”



    The reporter left with his sharp smile intact. His photographer cast a look
    over his shoulder that seemed to convey both an apology and a deep dislike
    of the man. Peter closed the door and locked it this time.



    Hickok crossed her arms. “Is there anything else you’d like to
    mention? Perhaps you’re planning to run for president
    with Miss Harper as your VP?”



    “If it wasn’t an ongoing investigation, we would have told you about it,”
    he said, feeling the inadequacy of this response.



    “Omnimancer—”



    “Why on earth do you think that journalist would disclose his scoop when
    you’re sitting here with a press badge pinned to your blouse and a notebook
    in your hands that says ‘REPORTER’ on the cover in all caps?” Beatrix
    asked.



    That, by contrast, was exactly the thing to say. Hickok’s thunderous
expression shifted to a bark of laughter. “I’m a woman, that’s why. And he’s no journalist—he’s a    gossip columnist.”



    “Who is he?” Peter asked.



    “You don’t read the society pages, do you?”



    He and Beatrix both shook their heads.



    “A hundred papers carry his dreck—including mine, more’s the pity.” Hickok
    shook her head. “That was Roger Rydell.”



    Peter groaned. He might never have read the man’s column, but even he was
    aware of Rydell’s reputation.



    “Isn’t he the one who writes about Hollywood scandals?” Beatrix said
    blankly. “Why is he covering us?”



    Hickok plucked a copy of that day’s paper from her bag and turned to an
    inside page. There was the column, Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt. “‘Sometimes the juiciest stories aren’t in La-La Land. D.C.’s all abuzz
    about a wizard and his anti-magic paramour,’” Hickok read. “Etc. etc., and
    then he signs off, ‘More to come from your correspondent on this salacious
    story. Much more.’”



    “Oh God.” Beatrix’s voice broke. “This circus is never going to end.”



    Hickok gave her a pat on the back. Peter couldn’t help noticing that she
    didn’t argue the point.



    “I suppose this is Washington’s response,” he said. “Leak the Garrett story
    to divert attention from Gray’s legislation.”



    “Well,” Hickok said, drawing out the word, “I hear Rydell is in deep with
    the L.A. police. Feeds them information about people if it’s too hot for
    him to publish, gets tips in return. I wouldn’t be shocked if he knows
    somebody who knows somebody in the D.C. police.”



    He was inclined to argue, but it could well be true.



    Hickok stood. “My deadline’s breathing down my neck,
    so if there’s nothing else you’re burning to tell me …”



    “Wait,” he said, “this is—on background or whatever you call it, but we
    don’t think Garrett was acting on any sort of orders. He made Beatrix an
    offer of marriage, she refused, he stalked us. You can report that, if you
    really want to, but it doesn’t seem like your sort of story.”



    “Not even a bit,” Hickok said, tossing her notepad into her bag. “But that’s
    exactly Rydell’s cup of poison.”



    The door clunked shut behind her. He turned to Beatrix, wanting to say so
    many things and unable to let any of them out. Ten days—God damn it, how
    could they wait that long?



    “Oh,” she murmured, head down, eyes shut. “Oh, oh, oh.”



    He sat in the chair next to her, thought of putting his arm around her,
    considered Miss Dane’s warning, mentally told Miss Dane to stick it, and
    followed through. Her breath hitched. She looked up, their faces so close
    he would only need to shift an inch forward to kiss her.



    He shifted back instead, sighing. Miss Dane wasn’t wrong—their actions
    would have a bearing on Lydia’s ability to lead the League and see her
    strategy through. They had to assume for now that nothing they did would go
    unnoticed, even in a locked room with no windows.



    “It’ll be all right,” he said.



    She turned her head away. But she remained pressed against
    his side until he recollected a minute later that they didn’t have time for
    this—for this simple act of dealing with a stressful situation. They had to
    find her sister and bring her up to speed. They would surely need to tell
    Gray, too. Most of what he really wanted to discuss with Beatrix, on the
    other hand, had to wait.



    Ten days. Ten. Every hour he went without spellcasting was harder
    than the last.



 

 



    Chapter Ten




    March 5, 2021


 

Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt


    ‘ROMEO & JULIET’ IN NEARLY FATAL LOVE TRIANGLE: The star-crossed lovers
    of the nation’s capital came this close to meeting the same end as
    their doomed namesakes — only not by their own hands, in this case. Your
    correspondent has exclusively discovered that Peter Blackwell and fiancée
    Beatrix Harper were attacked in January by another wizard, a man who had
    earlier proposed to Miss Harper.



    My well-placed sources tell me that police are searching for this man and
    blame him for Omnimancer Blackwell’s month-long coma. No name for now,
    rabid readers. But have patience — it’s coming.



    That the never-married Miss Harper, 33, is the object of not one but
    two wizards’ affections boggles the mind. There’s the little matter of her advanced age, for a start. And she’s not
    even the best-looking woman in her immediate family.


 

 


    March 6, 2021


 


  Typic-Rights Bill Advances in Md. Senate



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    The effort to claw back the constitutional amendment that bars typics from
    running for national office unexpectedly cleared its first hurdle in the
    state Senate yesterday.



    The Judicial Procedures Committee voted 6-5 to send legislation sponsored
    by Sen. Mitchell Gray, an Ellicott Mills Republican, to the full Senate
    with a favorable recommendation. A House version of the bill faces its own
    committee vote on Monday, but in that case nine of the 11 members have
    already indicated they plan to give the measure the go-ahead.



    Gray’s bill, by contrast, had been expected to fail.

He said yesterday
    evening that he knows the true challenge will be the full Senate vote in
    just over two weeks. But it was a buoying moment for the burgeoning
    typic-rights movement — the first vote on such legislation anywhere in the
    country.


 

 


    March 7, 2021


 


Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt



    ‘ROMEO’ A NEO-SUFFRAGIST: Politicians who see the so-called typic-rights
    movement as their key to a Washington power job, take heed: The wizard
    helping push the reforms thinks females are qualified to fill those
    positions.



    “Let anyone run for Congress or president, and may the best person win,”
    Omnimancer Peter Blackwell said at a press conference last week.



    “Even a woman?” your correspondent asked, eyebrows raised.



    “Of course,” Blackwell said.



    Don’t say you weren’t warned …


 

 


    March 8, 2021


 


‘Romeo & Juliet’ Hometown Wishes They’d Been Less Discreet



    By Marc Leviton

Portland Evening Journal reporter



    ELLICOTT MILLS, Md. — This tiny outpost twenty-five miles north of the
    nation’s capital has a different take on the tale of the wizard and his
    anti-magic paramour than the rest of the country devouring it.



    That’s because the couple lives here, and Ellicott Mills had plans for
    Omnimancer Peter Blackwell that did not include fiancée Beatrix Harper.



    “No one had any idea that he wanted to marry her,” said Harry Delarose, 51.
    “Nearly every woman in town was trying to catch him for herself or a
    relative, and they’re all mortified.”


 

 


    March 10, 2021


 

Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt


    ‘ROMEO’ NOT SUCH A CATCH AS AN EMPLOYEE?: Peter Blackwell’s engagement to
    an anti-magic activist and allegations about Washington corruption have
    made him a media darling. But my well-placed sources tell me that he wasn’t
    so popular at the Pentagram.



    “He would scream at people at the slightest provocation,” one former
    colleague tells me.



    “I think he’s unhinged,” says another.



    Omnimancer Blackwell, who left the Pentagram last year, claims he never
    screamed at anyone and is not unhinged. But then he would say that …


 

 


    March 11, 2021


 

Enough of the Spotlight, Town Begs


    By Steven Litterton

El Paso Herald-Post staff



    ELLICOTT MILLS, Md. — America is riveted by the tale of Washington’s
    star-crossed lovers, the wizard and the typic-rights activist. The couple’s
    community, on the other hand, is sick of it all.



    “I’ve been asked for my opinion about it by thirty-one reporters,” said Sam
    Croft, Ellicott Mills’ mayor. “Isn’t there anything else going on in the
    world?”


 

 


    March 12, 2021


 

Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt



    TROUBLE IN PARADISE?: Washington’s Romeo and Juliet have not been seen
together a single time this week. But Omnimancer Peter Blackwell was spotted in six locations with a different woman — his
    fiancée’s sister, the striking Lydia Harper.



    At two rallies in Maryland, an event in Virginia, coming out of the
headquarters of the powerful Metalworkers Union in Washington, lunching    al fresco at a park, walking down the Mall in the nation’s capital
    arm-in-arm … they’ve been quite busy.



    Give the two pictures below a once-over. He leans in to say something to her, his
    hand on her shoulder, his lips practically brushing her ear. She looks up
    at him, smiling radiantly. Word to the wise: Perhaps Beatrix Harper should
    spend less time at work …



    . . . . .



    Beatrix gave the photographs in Rydell’s column more than a once-over. She
    shouldn’t have, but she did, and found his description far more accurate
    than was typical for him.



    She looked up as Lydia perched on the couch next to her, so she caught her
    sister’s reaction, the deep blush that could signify nothing or everything.
Lydia scribbled a note:    What an odious idiot that man is.



    Beatrix nodded, gave her a hug and kept to herself the painful thought that it would be entirely understandable if Peter had developed feelings for Lydia now that the Vows were broken. Even setting aside her sister’s beauty, education and political accomplishments, wouldn’t he prefer a woman who had never lied to him?
   



    She slipped out of the house without eating breakfast and lingered in the
    forest, where no one had yet thought to look for her. Then she dashed for
    the train and locked herself in the bathroom, the plaintive calls for “Miss
    Harper!” muffled by the thick door.



    She couldn’t face the reporters, no matter how bad this looked.



    . . . . .



    “Well, you’re certainly much better than you were before.” Wizard Hillier
    took off his stethoscope and gave Peter a penetrating look. “But how do you
    feel?”



    Peter opened his mouth to say “fine,” couldn’t, and sighed. “A bit …
    overwhelmed.”



    “I’d be shocked if you felt otherwise.”



    The doctor’s calm manner made him a hard man to read. Peter couldn’t help himself:
    “What’s your opinion about my support for repealing the Twenty-fifth
    Amendment, if you don’t mind me asking?”



    “I wholeheartedly agree with you.” Hillier sat on the edge of his
    borrowed desk, crossing his arms. “And I think your efforts put you in a
    very uncomfortable position.”



    No kidding. Half the roughly one hundred letters he’d received in the last
    few days were from appreciative typics, but the rest were from wizards. To
    a man, they were irate.



    Fortunate that there was nothing one could cast on paper that would
    harm the recipient.



    “You understand what you’re up against?” Hillier asked.



    “Well,” he said, a bit flippantly, “the hate mail has been educational.”



    Hillier’s expression turned grim. “Take it seriously. We live in a society built on discrimination. Some who
    see themselves as the beneficiaries will go to great lengths to keep things
    as they are.”



    Peter swallowed. That was the voice of experience speaking, clear as day. He suddenly remembered something that hadn’t struck him at the time: Quite a few of the Black students in his class at the Academy transferred out, opting for typic life. He’d been too miserable about his grandmother’s death to give it much thought. Now it seemed ominous.


“Those sorts of people you’re talking about …” He looked Hillier in the eye. “They’ve targeted you, too?”



A loud knock on the office door gave them both a start.



    “Sorry to interrupt,” a nurse said. “Dr. Cary would like to consult with
    you on a trauma case.”



    Hillier stood up. “Already in surgery?”



    “Prepping.”



    “I’ll be there momentarily.”



    Hillier turned back to Peter as the nurse left. “Please be careful,
    Omnimancer.”



    “I will, thank you. Am I cleared to get back to spellcasting?”



    “If it’s an emergency, yes. Otherwise—wait until Sunday to give yourself
    the full two weeks. You’re much improved, but the extra few days could make
    the difference between taking it in stride or making yourself ill. And I
    don’t think you want to end up back in the hospital just now.”



    He couldn’t afford it, that was for certain. Not in time or money.



    “Here’s my recommendation, for what it’s worth,” Hillier said, opening the
    door and gesturing for Peter to go out first. “Invite a wizard friend to
    visit for the weekend.”



    Peter’s stomach clenched as his mind went unerringly to Martinelli.



    “Please give my best wishes to Miss Harper,” Hillier added.



    As he left the hospital, Peter’s thoughts pinged mercilessly between the
    best friend he’d effectively killed and the fiancée who didn’t want to get
    married. He leaned against a mailbox to steady himself. Then—without
    articulating to himself why he was doing it—he went to the nearest Metro
    station and took two trains and one bus to Virginia.



    “Omnimancer Blackwell!” Martinelli’s widow stood in her doorway, staring at
    him with her mouth open for a full second. Then she recovered and stepped
    aside. “Um, won’t you come in?”



    This time she brought him into the kitchen. “He liked it here,” she said,
    pausing for a moment before sitting at the table. “He was quite a cook, you
    know.”



    “He made me scrambled eggs once,” Peter said. Then he remembered:
    That had been the last morning of Martinelli’s life.



    “Oh, you should have had his quiche.” Mrs. Martinelli gave a small
    smile. “He always made such a mess in here—it was worth it, of course, but
    one morning after I’d gotten everything squared away the night before, I came
    down to find every pot dirty and lined up by the sink. All of them, he’d
    used for that breakfast. Six pots! For a single breakfast!”



    She started to laugh even as a few tears slid down her cheek. “No, no,
    Omnimancer, please don’t worry,” she said, catching his expression. “I’m
    doing a little better. Truly. Did you
    want to check up on me, or was there another reason for your visit?”



    It was my fault. Your husband is dead because of me.



    The words stuck in his throat. He couldn’t say them because to do so would
    reveal every other secret he had to protect. And also because he was a
    coward.



    “Oh, goodness,” she said, looking more closely at him. “Are you all right?”



    “I—”



    “What am I saying?” She shook her head. “Of course you’re not all right.
    You can’t do anything now without someone writing a story about it.
    ‘Omnimancer Peter Blackwell went to the store today and bought apples. What
    does he have against bananas? The public has a right to know!’”



    Her delivery was so over the top that he smiled, despite the guilt biting
    at him.



    “How can you stand the mean things Roger Rydell writes in his
    column?” she asked.



    He rolled his eyes. “I’ve stopped reading it.”



    “Was Tim aware of—well, you know, everything that’s in the papers now?”



    “Not most of it.” He could hear the strain in his voice. He cleared his
    throat. “But it took him roughly thirty seconds to realize I was in love
    with Beatrix Harper.”



    Mrs. Martinelli lit up. “Really? Had you already asked her to marry you?”



    He shook his head. “He kept encouraging me. I will always be grateful for
    his counsel.”



    She looked so happy—such a striking difference from when he’d first visited
    her. “He didn’t give up on me. And, you see, he didn’t want you to give up,
    either. Would you tell me about her? I mean,” she added apologetically, “if
    that’s not impertinent. I suppose you must be getting very tired of these
    sorts of questions.”



    It was, he realized, the first time since Martinelli’s death that he’d had
    a question about his relationship with Beatrix that wasn’t from a reporter
    or Miss Dane preparing him to talk to one. So he leaned both elbows on
    the table in Martinelli’s favorite part of the house and tried to explain
    to his best friend’s widow how indispensable Beatrix was to him. Skillful,
    clever, funny, compassionate, dogged Beatrix, who walked through the woods
    in her bare feet, fought crises tooth and nail, and could make his heart
    accelerate just by standing next to him. Even without the Vows, though
    naturally he didn’t add that detail.



    “I’m so sorry,” he said after ten minutes of this. “I came here to see how
    you were doing and ended up talking about myself.”



    Mae Martinelli shook her head. “No, this is good. It feels normal. I
    haven’t had enough of that lately.”



    They talked for a few more minutes about nothing in particular, Peter
    feeling slightly more normal himself. Then, as she was walking him out, he
    noticed something on the hall mantelpiece that made him freeze mid-step: A
    photo of husband and wife in a stained-glass frame that used to sit on
    Martinelli’s desk at the New Mexico test site.



    It hadn’t been blown up.



    “You got that back,” he blurted out.



    “I’m sorry?”



    “The picture,” he said, gesturing, feeling he should let the matter drop
    but not able to do it.



    “Oh! Yes.” She gazed at it. “They gave me a box of his things. Books, odds
    and ends. Like this.” She grasped a necklace that dipped under her shirt
    and pulled it out, the metal ornament on it swinging gently in her hand.
    “It’s a silly little thing, I know, but it—it makes me feel better to wear
    it.”



    Martinelli’s four-leaf clover charm. He’d touched it for good luck before
    every weapons test.



    The viewing room, where the charm had hung on a nail, was at the opposite
    end of the building from their office. That meant the complex most likely
    remained entirely intact.



    “Do you happen to know … That is, I’ve been anxious about …” He steeled
    himself and pushed on. “Mrs. Martinelli, did the accident kill others as
    well?”



    “I—” She paused, but not to compose herself. She was thinking. “No, I don’t
    believe so. They never told me it did, or said anything that suggested it
    to me, at least.”



    He could see, then, what had almost certainly happened. Someone had to
    teleport outside to place the payload stone for detonation tests. After
    he’d left, that someone was Martinelli. His friend had gone out thirty
    miles into the desert wasteland to put the stone down for one explosion
    and, just by fatally bad timing, had been consumed by another.



    It was a relief that dozens more people hadn’t perished. But the image of
    Martinelli teleporting unwillingly, stomach queasy, and facing death
    utterly alone would haunt him for the rest of his life.



    “Thank you,” he said, the words barely above a whisper. “What can I do? Is
    there any assistance you need?”



    She shook her head. Her lips trembled, then curved into a smile. “Just go
    and marry your Miss Harper. It makes me so happy to know that Tim had a
    hand in that.”



    He nodded, because what else could he do. But as he reached the front door,
    she added, “I know I’m definitely being impertinent this time,
    but—well, I hope you do it soon. You love each other. Forget everything
    else. Don’t waste the time you have.”



    He swallowed over a suddenly dry throat.



    “You’re right.” He took her hand. “You’re absolutely right.”



 

 



    Chapter Eleven



    Beatrix, holed up in an unused meeting room, finished her tally of likely
    votes on Gray’s bill, based on how the senators were currently leaning.
    Twelve checks for yes, one for maybe, fifteen no’s
    and the rest—nineteen in all—unclear. It was going to be a hard road to
    get the twenty-four they needed.



    She glanced at the clock, saw it was just past five, and sighed. She didn’t
    want to go home. But what else could she do?



    She gathered her things, trying not to look at Peter’s ring on her finger,
    taunting her with the difference between its promise and the reality. Then
    she opened the door and stood stock still at the sight of him, hand raised,
    clearly just about to knock.



    He peered at her. “Are you all right?”



    As gratifying as it would be to let loose a bitter laugh, she
    nodded instead. She would be all right. She would. “What’s
    happened?”



    “Nothing—nothing bad. I finally feel steady enough to drive a longer
    distance, so I thought I’d pick you up. The people in Gray’s office said I
    could find you here.”



    She nodded again. “Thank you.”



    She supposed he’d seen the column and realized they had to keep up appearances at least until all the states in
    play voted on their typic-rights legislation. They couldn’t afford to drown
    the effort in sordid drama. More sordid drama.



    He fell into step with her and slipped a hand into hers. All the
rationality in the world was not enough to tamp down her reaction—the    zip in the stomach, the dreadful hope that she no longer believed.
    There was only one way out of the building. They had to go past a phalanx
    of reporters and photographers who’d staked out spots there. Of course he
    took her hand.



    She forced a neutral expression onto her face as they stepped over the
    threshold, two cameras going off, five reporters shouting questions.



    “Omnimancer! What’s your reaction to—”



    “—just got word—”



    “—do you think?”



    “Fellows, I’ve barely seen my fiancée all week,” Peter said. “We’re going
    to dinner. Come by my house tomorrow morning if you’re still burning to ask
    those questions.”



    “But West Virginia’s Senate just voted down their amendment bill,” one
    of the men said. “We were hoping to get a quote.”



    Beatrix stared at him. “But … it wasn’t scheduled for a vote until next
    week.”



    “Rescheduled at the last minute. It’s the first state to get to a full
    floor vote, so—we’d really like to know what you think.”



    She swallowed a groan. The head of the League’s West Virginia state chapter
    had been sending them positive reports. The sponsor thought he had the
    votes.



    “Why do you think it was rescheduled?” Peter asked.



    One of the reporters offered a cynical snort.



    Exactly. She asked, “Do you know the vote tally?”



    “Twelve for, thirteen against, nine absent.”



    Nine. On a close vote, that would make all the difference.



    The youngest-looking reporter in the pack cleared his throat. “So how do
    you feel?”



    Peter glanced at her, eyebrows up—giving her first crack at it.



    What would Lydia say? She exhaled. “It’s terrible for West Virginians that
    their opportunity to weigh in was cut short. It’s terrible for the senators
    who supported the bill but weren’t able to vote on it. I challenge
    opponents—I challenge Washington—to make this a fair fight and see what
    Americans truly want.”



    The reporters were madly scribbling this into their notebooks. Then several
    of them said, “Omnimancer?”



    “I can’t put it better than that,” he said.



    And that was it. No questions about their relationship. He walked her to
    his car and off they went. Beatrix closed her eyes, grateful for the
    respite from the train—the reporters who looked for her there were all
    writing “Romeo and Juliet” stories.



    “Beatrix?”



    She opened her eyes to find the car stopped, but she hadn’t felt it
    happening. “What—”



    “You fell asleep. Are you sure you’re all right?”



    She considered telling him the truth, but this was not a conversation they
    could have without spells. His two weeks would be up on Sunday. She needed to wait another day and a half.



    “Just tired,” she said.



    He nodded, accepting that. If the Vows were still in force, he would know
    how she really felt.



    Of course, if the Vows were still in force, he would also love her.



    She opened the door to get out and realized with a start that they were not
    in Ellicott Mills. Nor did it seem to be Annapolis. She stood, turned and
    saw towering buildings down the street. Baltimore.



    “We’ve got dinner reservations,” he said, taking her arm and leading her
    the other direction. “Miss Dane has deigned to approve.”



    Rosemarie probably suggested it.
    
        You ought to do something, Omnimancer. That column about you and Lydia
        is a problem. People will talk.
    
    It was a perfectly good idea from a strategic point of view, but her heart
    was involved, and she wished she could go home.



    They were on a street with some of Baltimore’s ritzier offerings, which
    made her feel even worse. But then he turned right, walked two blocks east and opened
    the door of a restaurant that looked perfectly ordinary and comfortable.



    Her relief was short-lived. Every head turned. The room went all but silent
    for a second, followed by the buzz of excited whispers.



    The waiter who rushed to them was followed by two guests, five, ten, most
    of them putting out their hands in hopes of a shake. A moment later, all
    the people in the restaurant were on their feet, applauding.



    “Thank you both for standing up for our rights!” an elderly lady at the
    closest table called out.



    Her husband waved his fist in the air. “Give ’em hell!”



    “I think, sir and miss, that I’d better take you to the back room,” their
    waiter said, and managed to part the crowd.



    “I’m sorry about the uproar,” Peter said as the waiter pulled the door
    closed behind them.



    “We can go, if that would be easier,” Beatrix murmured.



    “No, no!” The waiter was emphatic. “No one’s reserved this room tonight.
    Please stay. Stay as long as you’d like.”



    He took their orders and left. Peter shook his head. “Well, this wasn’t
    what I had in mind …”



    Wasn’t it?



    “… but I’m not going to complain about getting a room entirely to
    ourselves.”



    Her throat felt thick.



    “I’m sorry about West Virginia,” he said. “We knew all the states around
    here were going to be especially tough. They’re just so intertwined with
    Washington.”



    She nodded.



    “It’s safe to talk,” he said. “Well—reasonably safe. Nobody knows we’re
    here specifically, no one followed us on the road, I felt around carefully
    in the car to ensure no wizards were hitching an invisible ride and I made
    this reservation under ‘Smith’ from a payphone.”



    Clever as it was, it wasn’t safe enough for the conversation they needed to
    have.



    He looked around the empty room, which was clearly meant for a bigger
    crowd. “This is such a relief.”



    “Yes,” she said, wondering how she was going to get through the evening
    without breaking down.



    “You’re really good at this, you know,” he said, and for a second she
    thought he meant “pretending everything is all right,” but then he added,
    “Politics. Figuring out how the system works, organizing people to push for
    reform, coming up with a clear answer to an unexpected question in a split
    second.”



    “Thank you,” she said, surprised and touched.



    “Have you changed your mind? Do you like this work now?”



    Her expression must have been answer enough. He laughed. Then he
    sighed. “You’ve never been able to do what you really wanted.”



    “You never really had a choice, either.”



    “True. But if it were up to me—if I could get paid enough to get by—I think
    I’d keep omnimancing.”



    She stared at him. “Really?”



    “Honest to God.”



    At that point the waiter bustled in with salads and bread. But when the man
    left, she hastened to continue the conversation. It was so good to talk to
    Peter, even as the sensible part of her warned that this would only make it
    harder when the end came.



    “Do you plan to keep omnimancing, then?” she said.



    “Well, I imagine I may have blown my chance to get hired into the
    federal omnimancer ranks.”



    His delivery was so dry it almost made her laugh. The feeling bubbled up
    but couldn’t quite make it past the icy certainty in her chest that he
    didn’t love her, had never loved her, had merely had the emotions thrust
    upon him temporarily by a spell gone awry.



    He was looking at her, no doubt expecting a response that was not a sob, so
    she said, “There’s probably a county around here that would see the value
    in budgeting for a wizard.”



    He nodded. “The trouble is, it wouldn’t pay very much. It’s not that I want
    a lot of money, but the hospital bills …”



    “Yes,” she said, the icy feeling spreading to her stomach. When would they
    come? How bad would they be? She had called twice now to ask, and in each
    case was told that it would be “soon” but that the amount had not been
    tallied yet.



    “And we need to have enough to cover Hazelhurst,” he said, buttering a
    piece of bread.



    She blinked, lost, and then picked up the thread. “Oh—I’ve finished paying
    Lydia’s tuition.”



    “No, no, your tuition.”



    The fork she’d picked up to eat a bite of salad slipped out of her hand and
    clattered on the table. “You—you plan to …”



    He looked up from his own salad, brow furrowed. “Did you really think we
    weren’t going to prioritize that?”



    She didn’t know what to say. He took her hand.



    “Beatrix,” he murmured, “I know why you don’t want to set a wedding date.”



    Her mouth went dry, her heart thudding in her ears.



    “I’m sorry things have worked out the way they have.” He grimaced and
    looked down at his plate. “I understand how hard this is for you, I do. But
    I’m offering you a different sort of marriage. Surely we could make this
    work?”



    “A—a different sort of marriage,” she said. She could feel her bottom lip
    trembling. She bit down on it to make it stop.



    “Yes. Your life would be your own.”



    Of course. She could see it. Her life would be her own, and his life would
    be his own, intertwining only in the ways that would be necessary to keep
    up the fiction of a marriage in which both parties loved each other.
    Perhaps she and her sister and Peter would all live together—in a house
    carefully scrubbed for eavesdropping devices. And in return, he would send
    her to college.



    It felt as much like a bribe as when Garrett had offered it as a sweetener
    to his own marriage proposal. Garrett, of course, had thought he loved her.
    Peter’s intent was entirely different. He was giving her another deep
    desire of her heart and asking for that to be enough.



    “I …” The word came out as a gasp. It didn’t matter that this was
    verifiably not the worst thing that had happened to her—it felt in this
    moment as if it was, and she couldn’t take it anymore. She pushed away from
    the table. “I need to go home.”



    . . . . .



    He jumped to his feet and put an arm around her, afraid she was on the
    verge of fainting. “What’s wrong?”



    “I can’t—” She swallowed and seemed to pull herself together. The shaking
    stopped. She looked away. “I can’t have this conversation. Not now. Not
    until Sunday.”



    He stared at her, aghast. She wasn’t unwell—she was miserably unhappy.
    Sunday was the end of the two weeks, when he could finally create a secure
    place to talk. What could she want to say to him that she was afraid the
    magiocracy might overhear, if not that she would never marry him?



    The door opened and the waiter came in with their meals—in time to see them
    jump apart.



    “Oh, it’s all right,” the man said with a kindly smile. “The gossip
    columnists won’t hear it from me. What kind of a world is it when a man
    can’t give his sweetheart a kiss without it making the papers?”



    He’d already put the plates on the table before either of them could think
    of something to say.



    Beatrix got in first—“wait!”—but Peter was more assertive: “Thank you very
    much, and we’ll be fine, no need to check on us—we’ll come out if we need
    anything.”



    The waiter grinned. “You got it, Omnimancer.”



    The instant the door clicked shut, he leaned in and whispered, “I’m going
    to lay down demarcation stones in this conveniently windowless room, turn
    off the lights and count. On three, I will cast the shielding spell. Then I
will count again, and on three, I will cast the spell-detector.    With the lights off.”



    Her eyes widened.



    “You understand what I’m saying?” he said, still in a whisper.



    “Yes.”



    He strode to each corner to drop a stone, taking her with him, clutching
    her hand because he was half-afraid she would run if he didn’t hold on
    tight. When he flicked the switch, her face—pale, pinched—was the last
    thing he saw before the room was thrown into darkness.



    He reached into a pocket and drew out three leaves. The pulse in his wrist
    leapt at the sensation—his body aching to spellcast, yes, finally—but he put them in Beatrix’s hand instead.



    “One,” he said. “Two. Three.”



    He called out “scield!” as loudly as he could to drown out her
    voice saying the same thing. He felt her spell catch—her arm vibrated with
    it—and they stood together in the dark, both of them breathing raggedly.



    “All right,” he said. “All right.” He passed her two additional leaves.
    “One. Two. Three. Lang rēad lēoht!”



    The room lit up an uninterrupted red around them—no white remnants of
    spellcasting except where they stood. He let out a relieved breath.
    Beatrix slipped her hand into his side pocket, pulled out extra leaves and
    cast two spells in quick succession, first to soundproof the room and then
    to undo the eerie spell-detector.



    They were still standing very close in the dark. He reached out, carefully,
    and trailed his fingers down her jaw, hearing her breath catch.



    “Peter,” she said, “do you understand what you’re doing to me?”



    “Making you want to marry me despite it all, I hope?”



    Her laugh was one notch off frantic. “Tell me what this atypical marriage
    would look like. Be specific.”



    “Well,” he said, hope rising, warming him, “I won’t try to control your
    life. I absolutely promise not to override your wishes regarding your
    finances, property and all the rest.”



    “And?” Her voice wavered. She sounded as if she thought there was fine
    print involved—something bad he was holding back.



    A part of him rebelled against that. She knew him as no one else did or
    could. How was it that she had so little trust in him?



    He thought then of the first Vow. How, indeed.


“Is there something else you want?” he asked tentatively.



    “Love!” Her answer was fierce. “I want you to love me as foolishly as I
    love you, and I refuse to marry you under any other circumstances.”



    He stared open mouthed into the darkness where she was, shocked speechless.



    “Right,” she said, more sob than word. “I think I should go—”



    He kissed her. It was a ferocious kiss, an I’ll-show-you kiss, a kiss
    powered by all the times he had wanted to touch her and could not. She
    sagged into his arms for a moment, boneless, before pressing as close to
him as it was possible to get. When he pulled away, she said, “Oh oh     oh,” with so much emotion it made his heart ache.



    “What in God’s name,” he said, pressing his forehead to hers, “could have
    possibly given you the idea”—he took one of her hands and pressed it to his
    hammering heart—“that I might not love you?”



    “Well … first off, you never said you did.”



    “I frequently—”



    “After the Vows were broken.”



    He paused, thrown by this. “I didn’t?”



    “No. And when I said I loved you, coming out of the hospital, you didn’t
    say anything back.”



He thought about that, trying to remember. Why wouldn’t he have … oh. “I was too choked up to speak. But surely that
    alone—”



    “And you all but stopped touching me.”



    “Because Miss Dane ordered us to behave!”



    “And today, you didn’t say a word about Rydell’s column.”



    “What? What did he write?”



    “That you’re in love with Lydia.”



    He laughed. “And you believed that malicious nincompoop?”



    “Peter,” she said, very seriously, “you know how the Vows work. You know
    there was no guarantee that you would still feel the same way about me
    afterward.”



    He had no counter to that. God, of course she had wondered and worried and
    finally thought the worst. The inability to talk freely had let this fester
    for days.



    “You couldn’t fall in love of your own free will before, and now you can,”
she added. “So yes, I did believe Rydell might be right. Why    wouldn’t you have wanted the most beautiful and accomplished woman
    in town?”



    He pulled her close. “That woman is you. You.” At her soft snort,
    he said, “No, listen. Besides the fact that I would never fall for someone
    who looks so much like your mother, there’s no one who compares with you.
    You brew better than I do, you get angry crowds to see things your
    way, you deliver babies, you saved everyone in downtown Washington from
    instantaneous death—you saved me—and if you could still feel my
    emotions, you would have no doubt.”



    She said nothing for a moment, her arms tight around him. Then she replied,
    “It was just one baby.”



    It seemed a good sign that she was now finding the humor in the situation,
    but he wasn’t willing to assume anything at this point. “Tell me you
    believe that I love you.”



    “Yes.” She caressed his cheek. “I do. But could you explain why you were so upset when you proposed? You were. It was obvious.”



    “Yes, I was. Because it had just occurred to me that you didn’t want to get
    married and you were being forced into it by circumstances.”



    She pulled back. “What? When did I tell you I didn’t want to marry you?”



    “In Croft’s shop. The very first day I came back.”



    “I most certainly did not—”



    “No, no, I mean—you said you didn’t want to marry anyone. That you
    preferred having your life and finances under your own control.”



    She let out a sound that was almost a laugh. “My God, I did. I’d completely
    forgotten about that. So when you sat here and offered me a different sort
    of marriage, you meant a marriage of equals—”



    “Yes, and you thought I meant … What? A marriage in name only while I
    cavorted with your sister?”



    “That about covers it.”



    He shook his head. “After all we’ve been through together, you really
    should have given me a bit more credit than that.”



    “We’ve been through Plan B.” He could hear the emotion in her voice. “You
can’t tell me that doesn’t bother you anymore. I betrayed your trust—you    told me that.”



    He fumbled for the switch and turned on the light. Her face was streaked
    with tears.



    “Yes.” He took her hands. “And I betrayed your trust first. You forgave me,
    so why can’t I do as much for you?”



    She opened her mouth to respond, hesitated, and closed it. Then she stepped
    into his arms and kissed him. It was a slow kiss, a full-of-meaning kiss.
    By the time they went back to their dinner, the food was
    cold.



    He didn’t care.



    “When will you marry me?” he said. “How about tomorrow?”



    “Well,” she said, her lovely crooked smile playing on her lips, “I have so
    much to do still. Centerpieces to arrange and a dress to buy and—”



    “Tell me with a straight face that you care about any of that,” he said,
    grinning.



    “Not even a little! But a marriage license is rather important, and we’ll
    have to wait until Monday to get it.”



    “Monday, then. Marry me on Monday.”



    “Yes,” she said, looking as radiantly happy as he felt.



 

 



    Chapter Twelve




    Later, after they’d finished feeding each other their cold food, after
    they’d kissed and talked and kissed some more, after she’d stripped the
    spells from the room and he’d paid the waiter with effusive thanks, they
    headed for his car in a bubble of euphoria.



    “I love you,” he murmured.



    She kissed his ear. “I love you.”



    “I love you, I love you, I love you. Just trying to catch up for lost
    time.”



    “I will never tire of hearing that,” she said, leaning into him.



    They turned onto Charles Street, its upscale restaurants and elite
    gathering spots lit up on either side of them. “I hope you don’t mind that
    I didn’t take you here,” he said apologetically.



    She laughed, looking up at the sleek exterior of a
    private club. “I was so relieved you didn’t.”



    Two men tumbled out the door and nearly bowled into them. One was
    tow-haired, his head turned to his companion behind him. Then the other man
    straightened up. His hair was silver—a long queue of silver.



    Beatrix, tensing, sucked in a breath. Peter recognized him with a nasty
    start the very next moment.



    Not just any wizard. Frederick Draden.



    The vice president’s son, the predator who raped his own sister and was
    never held to account for it, flicked his hair over his shoulder.



    “You’re that piece-of-shit Blackwell,” he said with a disgust that
    perfectly mirrored what Peter felt for him. The man coughed and spat on the
    sidewalk between them.



    Peter pulled Beatrix closer. “You’re Frederick Draden.”



    Draden put a hand in his pocket, and in that split second, Peter made up
    his mind: This was an emergency. Now, here. He went for his own leaves and
    shouted “beorgan!”



    Nothing happened.



    No tingle of magic in his stomach. No zip of it through his arm.
    No puff of leaves turning to smoke. No protective shielding settling on
    them. Nothing.



    As Peter stood there, overcome by blank shock, Draden swayed and fell.



    “What have you done to him?” the other man cried out.



    “Nothing,” Draden said, his tone at once irritated and breathless. “He cast
    a protective spell, the coward. Stop faffing around”—he coughed—“and help
    me up, Ritter.”



    That bought Peter a few more seconds to consider what they should do. Run? Stay put and hope the wizard didn’t realize the spell utterly failed?



    As Draden struggled to his feet, gasping for air, it finally clicked that
    the man was seriously ill.



    “Bottle,” Draden choked out.



    The typic slipped a hand into the pocket Draden had been reaching into,
    pulled out a flask of the sort an omnimancer would use for medicinals and
    helped him take a sip.



    “Good-bye, Omnimancer,” Draden said contemptuously, walking away with
    assistance. “Have fun fucking your little revolutionary”—he gave another
    hacking cough—“and the whole of wizardkind.”



    “Oh,” Beatrix said in an undertone once the men were a block
    away. “You have no idea how much I wanted to demand how he could have done
    what he did to—” She caught his shell-shocked expression and must have
    misunderstood it, because she quickly added, “I know I can’t. It would make
    us even more of a target. But I wanted to.”



    “It’s not that.” He leaned in and whispered, as quietly as he could, “My
    spell didn’t work.”



    Her eyes widened. She felt her arm, her shoulder, her head for the hard
    coating beorgan should have left but did not.



    “Well—it’s been almost a month and a half, counting all the time you were
    in a coma,” she said, murmuring in his ear. “And spells do go awry
    sometimes. Especially in a stressful situation. I’m sure it’s just—”



    “No, it didn’t work at all.” He withdrew his hand from his pocket,
still holding the intact leaves. “Even with a screw-up, I should have felt    something.”



    “Try again.”



    He did. He tried the same spell, he tried three different spells, he tried
    with different leaves. No reaction.



    He was too rattled to say anything more. Beatrix, arm around him, led him
    back to the car.



    All the happiness and laughter that had been in her eyes a few minutes
    earlier had fled. “Peter, do you think …?”



    He had no idea. But if the weapon had stripped him of his magical
    abilities, a world of trouble awaited them.



    . . . . .



    An hour later, they stood in an empty bedroom in Peter’s house with Lydia
    and Rosemarie, the latter slowly walking around, scrutinizing every inch
    for suggestions of invisibility. There was nowhere to sit, but then, that
  made it easier to ensure there was no one and nothing
    watching them.



    “All right,” Rosemarie said.



    Peter turned off the light and they repeated the restaurant procedure, the zip and zing of her magic making her shiver. What if he
    could never do this again? She’d missed spellcasting—the wonder and awe of
    it—in the six weeks she’d abstained, and she’d only been doing it for a few
    months. How much worse would it be for a man whose life since the age of
    thirteen, whose whole identity, was wrapped up with magic?



    He turned the light back on, expression tense. She slipped a hand into his
    and realized his whole arm was trembling.



    “What’s happened?” Lydia said.



    “I—” He swallowed. “I seem to have lost my ability to spellcast.”



    Lydia and Rosemarie stared at him with identical expressions of shock.
    Lydia was the first to respond, and all she said was, “What?”



    It was clear that he couldn’t bear to talk about it. So Beatrix told them
    how they’d run into the vice president’s son and what happened after that.



    “Your two weeks aren’t up until Sunday,” Rosemarie said matter-of-factly.
    “Don’t you think it’s possible you haven’t recovered enough to have the
    strength for it?”



    “No. That’s not it.” Peter closed his eyes and leaned against the wall.
    “The doctor knew full well I should be able to spellcast—that’s
    why he warned me so thoroughly to wait, for fear it would set my health
    back. When I broke my leg at fifteen, when I was laid up with influenza at
    nineteen, when I had severe food poisoning in my twenties—all of those
    times, I could cast.”



    “Hillier, the doctor—he said he knew of no wizard who’d ever been unable to
    use magic after an illness or accident.” Beatrix stepped closer to him,
    shoulder to shoulder. “But there’s no other wizard who had the life force
    pulled from him by a weapon, let alone survived it.”



    Lydia gazed at them. “You mean …”



    “I think it took whatever it is I had that allows a wizard to manipulate
    the world.” Peter sighed. “Permanently, I fear.”



   A moment of silence followed. “Not good,” Rosemarie said finally, in a
    grim understatement.



    Now they had no legal way to use magic to protect their conversations,
    safeguard their events, keep tabs on hostile spellcasting. If a wizard
    attacked Peter, he’d have no effective defense. And this new limitation was
    utterly life-changing for him—his education and career were built on the
    assumption that he could cast.



    “We’ll make this work,” Lydia said. “We’ve managed without magic for the
    last six weeks.”



    “Not well.” Rosemarie looked at Beatrix. “What we need is a way of using
    magic that no one will be able to see.”



    Her heart couldn’t take much more from this day. “No. No.”



    “Beatrix, you told me your method is undetectable. It doesn’t rely
    on leaves or spellwords.”
    Rosemarie frowned. “Why don’t you want to do it?”



    Peter was looking at her, too, waiting for her answer.



    She’d had so much on her mind the last two weeks that she’d given no
    thought to that powerful, insidious form of magic and its consequences. Now
    there was no way around it. She had to tell them. She had to tell Peter.



    She looked down at his hand clasped in hers. What would he think of her?



    “It’s not safe,” she said.



    Rosemarie got in before she could go on. “Surely with practice—”



    “No, I mean … it’s unsafe under any circumstances.” She looked down at the
    floor. It would be easier this way. “Ella never showed any sign of being
    unhinged before—you know she didn’t. But then she started using magic this
    way, and in a matter of weeks, she almost murdered tens of thousands of
    people.”



    “In all fairness, Bee, we don’t know that had anything to do with it,” her
    sister said. “I mean, you didn’t try to kill anyone.”



    “But I did,” Beatrix said, voice catching. “I came very close on two
    occasions.”



    The silence in the room was suffocating. She swallowed and went on. “The
    woman who was a failed Plan B recruit—the one who wanted to inform the
    magiocracy—”



    Lydia broke in. “You thought you would handle it by murdering 
    her?”



    “No, no, we showed up disguised as wizards to make her think she was
    reporting it. That was the plan. But then we made a mistake and I thought
    she’d realized that we weren’t wizards at all, I thought she was about to
    call the tip line again, and I—I only just pulled back from attacking her.
    I wasn’t thinking, ‘I will kill her,’ but that’s what almost certainly would have happened.”



    Peter’s hand twitched in hers. “And the other time?”



    “Garrett.” She shuddered. “When Garrett discovered
    me casting spells and said what he planned to do—I wanted
    to kill him. I knew how I could do it. I had my hand to his neck and … and
    I changed my mind just in time. I didn’t know what had come over me.”



    “Stress—that’s what it was, surely,” Rosemarie muttered.



    “No. No, you don’t know how it felt. There was something wrong
    with me,” Beatrix said, forcing the words out. “It was only after Ella did
    what she did that I realized what might have come over us both. She used
    magic that way far more than I did. Imagine the effect that could have
    had.”



    She turned away, pressing her hands to her face. “And I taught her. You warned me it could be
    dangerous, Peter, you told me there was no way to know its effects, and I
    didn’t listen. I showed Ella, and everything that happened
    afterward is my fault. Her mental breakdown. Your coma. Martinelli. And now
    this.”



    No one said anything for a moment. Then Peter put an arm around her. “Beatrix,” he said gently, “what happened with Project 96 is my fault.”



   “But if I’d taken your warning seriously—”



    “No, listen. I developed the procedure necessary to use living fuel, I disregarded the inner voice telling me the whole thing wasn’t a good idea until finally it was too loud to ignore, and then I idiotically brought the device here under the assumption that nothing bad could happen while I tried to figure out a defense.”



    He let out a long breath. “Martinelli is dead because of my bad decisions.
    It wouldn’t have been possible otherwise. I can’t just push the blame onto
    Miss Draden—and I certainly don’t blame you.”



    She looked at him. He offered a grim smile. “Losing my ability to use magic
    is the least of what I deserve.”



    Rosemarie cleared her throat. “As fascinating as it is to see how you
both apportion responsibility for the situation, could we    please focus on the key question: What are we to do now?”



   Seconds ticked by without suggestions. Her question had no good answer.



    “Let’s continue this conversation tomorrow,” Lydia said, her voice subdued.
    “We can consider our options then.”



    Peter dropped them off on his way to Gray’s—what to tell Gray, if anything,
    was one of the options they would have to consider—and she lingered in the
    passenger seat beside him as her sister and Rosemarie got out.



    “I love you,” she said in a forceful whisper, meaning it every bit as much as
    she had earlier in the evening. More, in fact.



    He pulled her close. Voice choked with emotion, he said, “I love you, I
    love you, I love you.”



 

 



    Chapter Thirteen




    The ceiling was so high. That was what Peter remembered thinking at first,
    as a kid trying to keep his mind off the desperate hope that he could pass
    the test every thirteen-year-old boy in the county had showed up to take.



    He had never been inside the county’s high school before. By that point
    he’d known he wouldn’t be attending it—Nan didn’t have the money; Mrs.
    Harper wouldn’t let a bastard child have one of her scholarships. He’d kept
    staring at the ceiling, overwhelmed by the thought that he would be poor
    his whole life and Nan would never get the comfortable final years she
    deserved.



    For as long as he could recall, she’d told him things would get better because
    he was smart. “College! That’s your ticket out, darling boy,” she’d said
    when they shivered in the cold apartment in the winter or broiled in it all
    summer. “You’ll be a doctor someday, mark my words,” she’d said when they
    were down to their last tin of meat or had nothing for dinner but the wild
    greens she gathered from the edge of the forest. “Study hard—you’ll see.”



    But it hadn’t mattered how hard he’d studied.



    As he’d stared at the ceiling, afraid if he put his head down that tears
    might leak out, he’d heard the exam plodding forward: the presiding
    wizard’s instructions; one group of boys after another marching to the
    stage to take their turn in reverse alphabetical order; the many
    repetitions of the awkward spellword. And most significantly, the sighs and
    groans that followed each group attempt—no cheers, because each boy had
    revealed himself to be a typic.



    That was always the way. Two percent of men were wizards, supposedly, but
    the last time a county boy had passed this test was a generation before
    Peter had been born. Ellicott Mills had never produced a wizard.



    At some point, Peter’s seat had started vibrating. He’d turned to find the
    boy next to him shaking his seat and the ones attached
    to it with the nervous movements of his legs.



    “Hey,” Peter had hissed.



    The boy had stopped, glancing at him for perhaps half a second before
    looking away. “Sorry.”



    He couldn’t say now, twenty years later, what had tipped him off. Maybe it
    was the eyes. Or he recognized the voice. Whatever it was, he’d realized
    with a start that he was sitting next to Mrs. Harper’s daughter, her hair
    tucked in an oversized cap, her contraband shirt and pants nicer than any
    he’d ever owned.



    He’d glared at her. Never mind that what she wanted to do was flat-out
    impossible (or so he’d thought). It was the principle of the thing that
    outraged him: She had everything, and she wanted this,
too? Did she have no conception that for some of these boys—for    him—this dividing line was their last chance?



    The county executive, up on the stage, had bellowed the names of the final
    group: “Collins, Cardozo, Brown, Blackwell, Bell, Applebaum, Abramowicz,
    Able.” He’d walked up, his legs somehow both stiff and wobbly. He’d looked
    into the audience, trying but unable to pick out Nan in the sea of faces.



    The tall, dashing wizard on the stage strode about, adjusting their
    spellcasting stances. “Excellent, you don’t need to do a thing,” the man
    had said to Beatrix Harper, the imposter, before shaking his head and telling Peter to press his shoulders down.



    “Āhebban,” all the boys—and one girl—had called out several times
    over, getting a feel for the word. They’d listened to the wizard explaining
    that if at first you didn’t succeed, say it again, chant it, give the magic
    a chance to catch.



    Peter felt failure settling on him before it had even happened. He
    started to lower his arm.



    Then Beatrix had murmured, “You can do it.”



    She hadn’t been talking to him. She’d been muttering to herself, eyes on
her own hand. But something about it had buoyed him. She’d known she    couldn’t do it, and yet there she was. What did he have to lose?



    The wizard handed out leaves. The shifting and coughing and other noises in
    the auditorium stopped.



    “All right, gentlemen,” the wizard said. “Cast!”



    Peter had let the air in the room fill his lungs. He’d looked up at the
ceiling, so far away, then at the five-pound weight at his feet. “Āhebban!” His stomach had tingled. “Āhebban!” The sensation had spread up his back. “Āhebban!    ĀHEBBAN!”



    Down his arm the tingling, prickling, fizzing feeling had rushed, bursting
    from his fingers in a sparkle of light. Up the weight had shot—all the way
    to the impossibly high ceiling.



    He’d fallen to his knees in shock.



    The rest of that day was a muddle with just a few clear memories. The
    wizard clapping him on the back, telling him he’d go far. Nan clambering
    onto the stage, her cane clattering to the floor as she threw her arms
    around him—that was when it finally felt real, and shock gave way to
    elation. Telling her that he would be able to take care of her now, just as
    soon as he graduated. Stepping off the stage to a line of people who were
    suddenly very interested in him.



    And some minutes later: Seeing Beatrix Harper, now wearing a dress, hair
    slightly mussed, face solemn. He’d put out his hand. She’d taken it, her
    mother glowering behind her.



    “Congratulations, Peter,” Beatrix had said, and then—in a whisper: “What
    did it feel like?”



    “Like I wasn’t really alive, and now I am,” he’d said. A distinct memory.
    Word for word. “It’s incredible. Magic is just incredible.”



    Now—twenty years after that day—he bitterly contemplated a life without it.



    His livelihood, gone. What did he know that didn’t require spells to see
    through? How could he marry Beatrix in good conscience?



   For that matter, how could he keep his casting inability a secret so it didn’t affect the Twenty-fifth repeal campaign?  He could just imagine
    Rydell’s take: Now we know why he wants typic rights!



    He shifted in Gray’s spare bed, wondering whether he had, in fact, become a
    typic. It seemed just as inapt to call him that as it would be to call him
    a wizard. He no longer fit anywhere. He’d held the keys to the forces of
    the universe for twenty years, taking them increasingly for granted but
    never once tiring of them, and now they were gone. His terrible invention
    ripped them away.



    Hoist with your own petard, Hades. Beatrix said that to him once, meaning the Vows, but it was even more
    true today.



    He turned onto his side and squeezed his eyes shut.



    . . . . .



    “All right, then,” Miss Dane said. “We’re agreed.”



    Peter, leaning on one of the chairs they’d dragged into the empty bedroom,
    did not entirely swallow his bitter snort. Oh yes, they’d agreed. What else
    was there to do? He wouldn’t let on that he no longer could spellcast.
    Beatrix would only cast if they were both together in an apparently empty
    room with lights they could switch off, and only then if it were truly
    necessary. That was the extent of their plan.



    “What about your R&D?” Beatrix said, bringing to mind a problem he
    hadn’t thought of as he’d laid in bed the night before, feeling sorry for
    himself. Weapons defense. Finding a counter to his misbegotten creation was
    the reason he’d come home in the first place, hired her against her wishes
    and set everything in motion. And now …



    “That, surely, is necessary,” she added. “We could work on it together
    here—”



    “No.” He said it to his hands in his lap, then made himself look her in the
    eye—see her startled expression. “I was out of ideas even before the
    attack. Utterly out. Either I’ve made something that cannot be contained or
    I’m just incapable of figuring out the solution, and for the sake of the
    human race I hope to God it’s the latter.”



    “Peter,” she murmured, and then stopped, cocking her head. “Is that the
    door?”



    The knocking was nearly soft enough to miss. He turned to go answer it.



    “I’ll come with you,” she said.



    Miss Dane gave a hmmph. “Then I’m coming, too. Can’t have people
    thinking the two of you are alone in this house.”



    They clacked down the stairs, Peter’s roiling emotions clarifying for a
    moment into black humor as he considered all the months he and Beatrix had
    been alone in the house without anyone—besides Mrs. Price—thinking much of
    it.



    He peered through the peephole, half-expecting a reporter. But no—it was
    tiny Mrs. Hattington, the pastor’s wife.



    “Oh, Omnimancer,” she said, smiling tremulously when he opened the door, “I
    so hate to ask because I do understand you’re still recovering, but would
    you happen to have any more of your migraine remedy? George ran out last
    week and he’s suffering.”



    He winced. “Please come in, and I’ll check.”



    As he walked to the brewing room, he heard Miss Dane say, “I’ll be upstairs”—her job was done. Beatrix told the pastor’s wife, “I think we do still have a bit left.” When he’d put the ransacked house back to rights, he found half the bottles of prepared medicinals broken, but he too recalled that some of the migraine tincture had survived.



    It was, in fact, just one vial. He stared at the sad collection of other
    bottles: three cold curtailers, two cough suppressants and a few other
    health aids. Over the past week he’d given Mrs. Clark the last of the
    vitamin doses for her children, Mr. Levin the last of the anti-arthritic
    distillate, and Miss Ross the last of the brew that kept her diabetes in
    check, thinking all the while that soon he would be able to make more.



    For all his gloomy thoughts in the previous twelve hours, it simply had not
    occurred to him until now to consider the consequences of his new
    disability for everyone else in town.



    He walked out with the vial and handed it to Mrs. Hattington.



    “You look very tired, Omnimancer,” she said, gazing up at him, her gray
    hair peeking out of an enormous hat. “You’re not getting enough rest, are
    you. All this running back and forth you’re doing, and here you are just
    two weeks removed from your coma.”



    “I didn’t sleep well last night,” he said. “That’s all.”



    The pastor’s wife leaned toward Beatrix. “I do wish you two would marry
    soon. He needs someone to look after him, and—well, it would be better all
    ’round. Once you marry, surely all this hubbub will settle down.”



    He tried to catch Beatrix’s eye, hoping she would not say, “In fact, we
    plan to marry on Monday.” He hadn’t had a moment to bring it up yet.



    But Beatrix wasn’t looking back at him. She grimaced and shook her head.
    “You know, ‘surely now everything will settle down’ is what I’ve
    been telling myself every day since it began. I’m beginning to lose faith
    that it will happen.”



    “You poor dears.” Mrs. Hattington squeezed Beatrix’s hand and gave him a
    pat on the cheek, as if he were thirteen rather than thirty-three. “I know
    it’s been very hard for you.”



    “People who’ve known me my whole life treat me differently,” Beatrix
    murmured.



    “George plans to speak about the biblical exhortations against gossip when
    we have the supper next Saturday. The one we’re hosting at church with the
    Methodist pastor and Rabbi Katz, you know. I hope that will do some good.”
    Mrs. Hattington gave a deep sigh, as if she doubted it would. “Thank you
    very much for the remedy.”



    The moment he closed and locked the door behind her, he swiveled and towed
    Beatrix up the stairs, her hand in his. They had to talk. He couldn’t put
    it off.



    “Could we have the room for a few minutes?” he said to Rosemarie and Lydia.



    “No, wait,” Beatrix said, “there’s something we need to discuss first.”



    She re-secured the room. He flicked the light back on and looked at her,
    wondering if she too had their marriage on her mind.



    “We need to alter the plan,” she said. “Peter must keep omnimancing.”



    He stared at her. “What?”



    “We all wish he could,” Miss Dane said tartly, “but I rather think that
    ship has sailed.”



    “No,” Beatrix said, “hear me out. He will tell Mayor Croft that he feels well enough to begin omnimancing again soon, but only brewing from here on out. Most of brewing requires no magic at all.”



    For a dizzying second, he was swept up in the memory of a months-old
    conversation at the beginning of her employment with him.
    
        Many steps in brewing don’t need a wizard’s touch, Miss Harper. You can
        handle those.
    



    Now their situations were reversed.



    “You’ll cast the spells,” he said. He swallowed and leaned against the
    wall, overwhelmed again by what he had lost. “That’s what you mean?”



    She nodded.



    “Bee,” her sister said, the syllable heavy with warning.



    “That’s far too great a risk,” Miss Dane said, sounding, if anything, more upset than Lydia.



    “The town needs us,” Beatrix said. “And—no, Rosemarie, listen,”
    she added, as Miss Dane made to interrupt, “we need them. We do.
    Peter, did reporters call you about that obviously planted story of how
    ‘unhinged’ you are? I mean, anyone besides Rydell?”



    He snorted, seeing where she was going with this. “Yes. Six or seven at
    least.”



    “And did they write about it?”



    “No.”



    “Why?”



    “I told them to ask anyone in town, even Mrs. Price, whether I showed signs
    of unhinged behavior.”



    Beatrix raised her eyebrows at Miss Dane. “Washington is trying to damage
    our reputations because that’s what they think will win this war. We need a
    town full of people who will speak up for us, and I don’t think it’s very
    strategic to stop helping them in the middle of the fight. Not to mention
    that someone might eventually catch on if Peter never casts again, and you
    can just imagine the headlines.”



    “Every time you cast, Bee, you’re risking arrest,” her sister said.
    “There’s no use trying to help our reputations by doing something that
    could ruin them. Peter, you do agree with me, don’t you?”



    He hesitated, seeing both sides of the argument, and Beatrix got in first.



    “It’s not just our reputations I’m worried about,” she said. “The reason
    Peter came here was so he couldn’t easily be disappeared. We have no idea
    why the WA was so keen to get him in their clutches last month, but let’s
    not assume they’ve given up.”



    Miss Dane threw up her arms. “They’re not going to kidnap a man every
    newspaper in the country is writing about! That would be lunacy.”



    “If he’s not in constant contact with everyday people who can vouch for
    him,” Beatrix said, “then he’s far more vulnerable to efforts to make him
    look like he really is unhinged. And if reporters think he is, it won’t
    seem so odd if he disappears. ‘That’s what unhinged people do,’ etc. etc.”



   She didn’t add “and now Peter is completely helpless so he can’t defend himself from kidnapping,” but she didn’t need to. It was obvious. He slumped into a chair, gaze fixed on the floor.



    The silence stretched out.



    “Peter?” Lydia, her voice hesitant. “Do you think that could be true?”



    “Yes.” He swallowed. “But this is a solution that could be as dangerous as
    the problem.”



    He didn’t want Beatrix—or any of them—to end up in prison. He didn’t want
    to pretend to do what he no longer was capable of, either.



    He made himself look up. Lydia seemed irresolute, Miss Dane was clearly
    still skeptical and Beatrix looked as determined as he’d seen her since—



    He turned away. Since she proposed a wild idea that he vehemently disagreed
    with, then went behind his back to execute an even wilder version. Since
    Plan B.



    What he’d told her at dinner the night before was true. He’d forgiven
    her. But that wasn’t the same as implicitly trusting her judgment.



    “Suppose I say no. What then, Beatrix?” he asked. “Will you make the brews yourself and hand them out while I’m otherwise engaged?”



    As she dropped to her knees beside him, face stricken, he regretted what he’d said. Not the question, but how baldly he’d put it.




    “No, no.” She laid her hand on his. “This would be with your
    agreement or not at all, on my honor. I … I realize I have very little
    honor left on this score.”



    He helped her up and murmured, “I’m sorry. I believe you—I do.”



    Miss Dane gave a heavy sigh. “If you’re confident you can take precautions
    to minimize the risks of this idea, I won’t stand in the way.”



    “I agree,” Lydia said. “It’s up to you, Peter.”



    He said nothing for a moment, trying to decide which would be the lesser of
    two evils. What decided him, finally, was the thought of the Clarks, Pastor
    Hattington and all his other neighbors going without.



    “Yes,” he said, gazing at Beatrix. “Let’s do it.”



    Her eyes shone. “Thank you,” she whispered.



    “We’ll brew in this room, and you’ll put a tripwire spell on it,” he added. “If anyone crosses it, you’ll feel
    it—no matter where you are.”



    “Is there a way to set it to trip for everyone but us?”



    He shook his head. “I’ll keep the room empty unless we’re going in
    together. The tripwire’s just an extra precaution—you’ll still cast the
    usual protection spells with the lights off.”



    She nodded.



    He turned to her sister and Miss Dane. “That’s satisfactory?”



    “God alone knows,” Miss Dane said, but she didn’t demur.



    “Yes,” Lydia said. “I—”



    She stopped at the sound of another knock on the door, this one not the sort you could
    miss. The sheer assertiveness of it made him nervous, and apparently it had
    a similar effect on the others: In wordless agreement, they all went down
    the stairs together.



    It was Detective Tanner.



    “Good morning,” Peter said, stepping aside to let the man in, adrenaline
    hitting like a wallop to the chest.



    “Omnimancer, Miss Harper,” the policeman said. “There’s been a
    development.”



    “Won’t you please sit down?” Beatrix said, her voice too high, a sign that
    they were thinking the same thing. Had Tanner found Garrett’s body?



    And now, just now, when there was absolutely nothing he could do
    about it, Peter realized how likely this was. Simplicity itself for Miss
    Draden. She’d moved the body; she knew where it was. Call the police
    anonymously, tip them off—she wouldn’t even have had to suggest who did it, because he would obviously be the prime suspect. Why hadn’t he thought of this? He should have been preparing, figuring out a plan—



    “I thought you should hear it from me first.” Tanner sat in the receiving room. “We’re charging Wizard Garrett in
    absentia. Two counts of attempted murder and various related offenses.”



    Peter stared at him, too dazed and relieved to say a word.



    “I’m very glad to hear it,” Miss Dane said. “About time.”



    Beatrix said, “Have you … that is, are you any closer to …”



    “To finding him?” Tanner sighed. “It’s fiendishly difficult tracking a
    wizard. But we’ve frozen his bank accounts and taken other measures to
    contain what he can do. We’ll get him eventually.”



    Beatrix nodded, hands twisting in her lap. He wondered how she must feel,
    forced by Miss Draden into a criminal act—withholding evidence about a
    murder.



    But it wasn’t the first criminal act she’d been forced into, was it. In
    that case—casting spells for her job, day after day—the blame lay with him.



    He cleared his throat. “What should we be doing?”



    Tanner leaned in. “Same as before. Inform us if you have any clues to his
    whereabouts. Call immediately if you believe he’s in town.”



    “What happens now?” Lydia asked.



    “A press conference to announce the news.” The detective gave them an
    apologetic glance. “Every day, we get a dozen or more calls from reporters,
    all asking, ‘Any developments yet?’”



    Peter bit back a groan. “When are you holding it? I think we’d better join you.”



    “What?” Beatrix looked horrified.



    “Everyone will want to talk to us about it,” he said quietly, taking her
    hand. “I’d like to give one statement that’s acceptable to the police and
    say nothing more. We don’t want to unknowingly jeopardize the
    investigation.”



    Tanner nodded. “Good point. We’ve scheduled it for three this afternoon.
    Why don’t you come down at two, and we’ll get all our ducks in a row.”



    “All right. Thank you.”



    Beatrix jumped to her feet as Tanner made to rise from his chair.
    “Wait—there’s one more thing,” she said.



    She darted to Peter’s desk and came back with a letter. “Read this.”



    Peter knew what it was—not specifically, but the group it belonged to—even
    before Tanner said out loud, “‘Blackwell: How dare you do this to your own
    kind. You’re a’”—Tanner hesitated over the next word, then went with, “‘f’ing disgrace. I know where you live. Better watch your back.’ Signed, ‘A
    real wizard.’”



    He hadn’t realized Beatrix knew about that. He hadn’t wanted to worry her,
    so he’d told Lydia instead. Evidently her sister thought she shouldn’t be
    kept in the dark.



    The detective looked up from the plain white paper and its ugly contents.
    “You think—Garrett?”



    Peter shook his head. “I’ve received a lot of letters like this recently,
    and they don’t seem to be written by the same person. Different
    handwriting, different postmarks. No references to Beatrix beyond a
    generalized assumption that I let my heart get the better of my head—put
    more crudely than that.”



    “I urge you to take this seriously, Detective,” Beatrix said. “Some
    people might dash off a threatening letter with no intention of following
    through, but all it takes is one.”



    Tanner examined the letter for another moment. “I’d like to bring copies
    back to the office. Could you abracadabra up a set for me, Omnimancer?”



    Panic gripped him. “I …”



    “We need to go through the pile to make sure we haven’t missed any,” Miss
    Dane said, smooth as you please. Saving him. “They can bring the copies
    with them this afternoon.”



    “Yes, Peter also received a lot of very nice letters thanking him for his
    efforts, so it’s … all a bit of a muddle,” Beatrix said.



    Tanner nodded. “All right, thank you.” He held out his hand to Peter, who
    shook it, feeling like a fraud. A fake wizard. A fake victim—at least as it
    related to Garrett.



    He saw the detective out, wishing to God that Miss Draden hadn’t killed
    Garrett, then recollecting that if she hadn’t, Beatrix would be sitting in
    prison. No, if he were going to get a wish, he would have to go farther
    back in time than that.



    But why hadn’t Miss Draden tipped the police off? Did she intend to frame
    him later?



    Miss Dane sighed. “Well, then—I suppose you won’t be able to come with us
    to the town-hall gathering, Omnimancer.”



    That was at one o’clock in Baltimore. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I
    didn’t mean to leave you in the lurch.”



    “It was the right decision,” Miss Dane said, giving him a nod he remembered
    from grade school—her rare flash of satisfaction over a student who’d
    performed to her exacting standards. “We’ll manage.”



    But then she added, “We’ll all have to leave the house, of course. If you
    two need to talk, finish up quickly.”



    Both he and Beatrix said “no” at exactly the same time. He glanced at her
    and they both smiled.



    “We need time to discuss things in private,” he said. “We’ll stay here
    until we need to leave for Washington.”



    “Omnimancer,” Miss Dane said, and he remembered that tone from
    grade school, too. Miss Disdain, they’d all called her behind her back.
    “May I remind you that appearances matter.”



    Honestly—did Miss Dane care about anything but appearances?



    He glanced at Lydia to see how she felt about it. She was conspicuously
    minding her own business.



    “We need this time,” he said, barely restraining a snappish response. “It
    will be patently obvious to anyone with sense, once the press conference
    occurs, that we weren’t spending the few hours beforehand in any hanky
    panky.”



    Rosemarie snorted. “Your mistake is counting on people having sense.
    However,” she added, holding up a hand, forestalling him, “I’ll say no
    more. A grown woman should be able to talk to her fiancé in private on
    occasion, never mind what some think.”



    Beatrix leaned in and whispered in her ear. Miss
    Dane gave a tentative smile. “Well now,” she murmured. “I
    love you, too, dear girl.”



    I love you to the moon and back, darling boy.
    His eyes prickled. Miss Dane was far less demonstrative than his Nan, but
    the bonds between her and Beatrix seemed powerful all the same. He simply
    hadn’t noticed.



    Miss Dane cleared her throat. “Good-bye, Omnimancer.”



    “Peter.” He let it spill out before he could second-guess himself.
    “Please—I would like it if we could call each other by our first names.”



    She looked surprised but inclined her head. “Very well, then. Peter.”



    Off they went, Rosemarie—how odd to think of her in that familiar way—and
    Lydia. He locked the door and took Beatrix’s hand. “All these months I’ve
    seen the strategizing and disapproval but completely missed the real
    emotion behind it. I misjudged her.”



    “Oh!” She laughed. “So did I—for years. It wasn’t until ... until
    your coma. That was when I realized she was trying in her own prickly way
    to mother me, and I needed to listen harder to what she meant.”



    This image of Rosemarie Dane as a well-meaning porcupine made him grin.
    Then he recollected what they were supposed to be doing, and he heaved a
    sigh and turned to the receiving room.



    It took only a moment to gather up the hate mail—he’d kept it
    separate, never mind what Beatrix helpfully told Tanner—and he was halfway
    up the stairs when it hit him. Miss Draden couldn’t frame
    him—not anymore, not without fatally damaging Lydia’s movement. Before, his
    help had been a secret. Now it was extremely public.



    That was probably the only reason he wasn’t behind bars.



    Under the cover of darkness in the spare room, he pretended to cast spells
    while Beatrix actually did so. Once the room was safe and light, he watched
    her copy the threatening letters with lithe fingers, the
    magic making his gut twist. He lay down on the floor, eyes on the ceiling
    like the boy he once was, casting his gaze away from what he couldn’t have.
    Not just magic. For now, at least, also Beatrix.



    Eventually she murmured “awritan” for the last time. The sound of
    papers being stacked together followed, and then the rustle of her skirt as
    she lay down next to him.



    “Did you catch all my conversations with Detective Tanner when you were
    comatose?” she asked. “Particularly the one where he first revealed that
    Garrett was their suspect?”



    “No—by the time I could hear, you were clearly discussing something you
    already knew about. Better tell me everything, just in case.”



    She tucked her head on his shoulder and unspooled the details, three of
    which he had in fact missed—the marriage license Garrett had obtained by
    forging her signature, the unsettling photographs taken while invisibly
    stalking her and the insistence to a colleague that he had a “plan” to make
    Beatrix his.



    “I don’t know what that would have been,” she said, voice quiet, “but I
    don’t think anything good would have come from it.”



    “God, no.” He shuddered. Perhaps Miss Draden hadn’t been quite so mad—in
    that one case. It was even the honest truth that Garrett had nearly
    killed him, just not on the day in question and not quite intentionally.



    He took a deep, shaky breath. The mere memory of being affixed to
    his basement wall where Garrett had left him, unable to move as his own
    malformed spell slowly suffocated him, always stole the air from his chest.
    But even before Garrett had gone and he’d realized the true danger he was
    in, he’d thought he might die. The look in Garrett’s eyes—the rage in his
    voice—



    Still. Unstable and dangerous though Garrett seemed to have been, the fact
    remained that Miss Draden had killed him, and he and Beatrix were complicit
    because they knew and said nothing.



    Now they would have to speak publicly about this mess of a case.



    “Peter,” she said, “about the press conference …”



    “We don’t need to say much.”



    She let out a breath. “But what?”



    They settled on a few things, pending police approval. Then the subject was
    covered, and he no longer had an excuse to delay telling her that he could
    not marry her on Monday—that he had no idea when he would be in a position
    to marry her.



    The silence stretched out. He glared at the ceiling and tried to make
    himself say the words.



    “Forgive an utterly stupid question,” she said, “but how are you feeling?”



    He sighed. “Everything it is humanly possible to feel, that’s how I’m
    feeling. All at once.”



    She said nothing for a moment, then laid a hand over his heart. “Peter,
    tell me truly, now that you’ve had more time to think about it: Has this
    changed how you feel about me?”



    He shifted to look her in the eye. “No—no.” He traced her jaw
    wistfully. “Love is not love which alters when it alteration finds.”



    A tear sparkled in the corner of her eye. “O no,” she murmured, “it is an
    ever-fixed mark that looks on tempests and is never shaken.”



    Three months ago he’d said that to her, lying on another floor in this
    house, plucked by her shaking hands from death by suffocation. So much had
    changed since that night, but this much was the same.



    “I know you inside and out,” he said, “and I will never stop loving you.”



    “Oh,” she said, more catch in her throat than word, and for a
    moment they simply looked at each other. “I promise you,” she added, “that
    I will never stop loving you, either. But I will stop asking for continual
    reassurance about your feelings.”



    He laughed. Then he remembered what he was supposed to be telling her. How
    could he bring it up now?



    “There’s a reason I wanted that clarity,” she said, taking his hand. “You
    see, I have the sinking feeling that you no longer plan to marry me the day
    after tomorrow.”



    His astonishment gave him away.



    “Ah,” she said, her own face far less revealing. Was she upset? Angry?
    Resigned?



    “I can’t,” he said. “It’s not that I don’t want to—I can’t.”



    The sight of her lips twitching stopped him. The one reaction he hadn’t
    prepared for was amusement. “I see,” she said. “You are no longer of sound
    mind, perhaps?”



    “Beatrix—”



    “Or you’ve just now recalled that you’re already married. It’s the sort of thing one might forget.”



    She was teasing him, trying to make him laugh again—and she succeeded, just
    a little. But it was a temporary diversion.



    “I can’t marry you as I am.” He closed his eyes. “I have no source of
    income, no way to make money, and—once the hospital bill comes
    due—no savings. It’s going to take a considerable amount of time to find
    something I’m qualified to do and dig myself out of this chasm.”



    “Look at me,” she demanded—no longer teasing. As he opened his eyes, she grasped his face with both hands, jaw set. “I want you as you
    are. Do you hear me, Peter Blackwell? We will be fine. Your
    brewing amounts to earning rent. My wages will keep us fed—we’ll have
    enough left over for us after helping Lydia. We’ll pay off the hospital
    bills eventually. We will. Good God, you know very well I’m not
    marrying you for your income potential! I want to see you every day, to
    talk to you in private whenever I please, to go into your, our,
    bedroom at night—”



    She broke off, breathing unsteadily. His skin tingled. His heart thudded in
    his ears. She had him the moment she began to argue her case, but he wasn’t
    about to let her stop now.



    “Yes?” he whispered, shifting closer. “Go into our bedroom and …?”



    “Undress you.” She let out a shuddering breath as he slipped an arm around
    her waist. “And watch you undress me.”



    He shifted one of her hands so he could kiss her palm. “Go on.”



    “I want to—to see you and touch you—oh,” she said, as he put his
    lips against the sensitive skin on her wrist and worked up her inner arm.
    Her eyes fluttered closed. “I want you—I want you—”



    He kissed her. They were as tightly pressed together as their clothes
    allowed, his right hand wrapped in her hair, his left on the sweet curve of
    her bottom, when he came to his senses and pulled back.



    “Rosemarie,” he said, casting an eye down their intertwined, supine bodies,
    “would be horrified.”



    Beatrix’s throaty laugh almost broke what was left of his self-control. He
    scrambled to his feet, because vertical was safer than horizontal, and
    helped her up.



    “Have I convinced you?” Her question sounded casual, but her hand clutching
    his belied it. He nodded.



    “I ought to stick to my principles,” he said, “but it’s so tempting to be
    selfish when the person you’d be taking advantage of is urging you on.”



    She made a face at him. “You promised me an enlightened marriage. How
    exactly is it taking advantage of me if we’re both contributing?”



    “The hospital bill—”



    She kissed him. He suspected that was for want of a better argument, but it
    worked, because he had no desire to press it further.



    “Just tell me this,” he said. “How on earth did you realize my intentions
    about the wedding before I said a word about them?”



    She smiled, and there was such beauty in the crinkle of her eyes, the
    crooked quirk of her lips, the arch of her eyebrow. “Oh, I know
    you, Peter Blackwell. Inside and out.”



    “Plagiarist,” he said in her ear, drawing out the word, making her
    laugh.



    She held him tightly for a moment before stepping back. “We’ll have to leave pretty soon.”



    “Yes.”



    “We’d better do something so we don’t look like we were rolling around on
    the floor,” she said, reaching out to tuck behind his ear a strand of hair
    that had escaped his queue.



    They both had a layer of grimy dust down their backs and the sides they’d
    leaned on. He told Beatrix the spellword she needed to fix the problem and
    held back a grimace as her magic washed over him. Why did his loss feel so
    much keener whenever she cast, as if one had anything to do with the other?



    “Oh,” she said, eyes widening. “Peter—bend down, let me see the top of your
    head.”



    He did, knowing immediately what she was looking for. Once, he had searched
    her hair for any sign of silver. Now she was checking to see if the roots
    of his hair were brown.



    “I think I’d better cast that color spell,” she murmured.



    It shouldn’t have mattered—he knew this was coming, and it told him nothing
    he didn’t already know. But his stomach sank all the same.



    Forty-five minutes later, clothes neat and hair color obscured, they
    boarded a Washington-bound train. The furtive looks and hushed murmurs
    began almost immediately. Blackwell. Harper. Scandal.



    He glanced at Beatrix. She looked completely unsurprised, which said
    volumes about what she dealt with every day.



    “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I never considered what the train was like for
    you. I’ll drive you to work from now on.”



    “It’s—it’s not too awful,” she whispered, then shook her head.
    “All right. It is. I will gladly let you rescue me from it.”



    They rode the rest of the way to D.C. in silence. He didn’t want this
    warped fame that had overtaken them. He didn’t want to mislead the
authorities about Garrett or live in fear that police actually would find the man. All he’d wanted when he came to town was to
    fix a mistake, one he now had no ability to do anything about, and he’d
    gone so far down the rabbit hole that he wondered if he would ever be
    permitted to surface again.



    A mournful sigh escaped him as the train pulled into Union Station. Beatrix
    shifted closer and slipped her hand into his.



    They were in this hole together. That shouldn’t have made it more bearable,
    but selfishly, it did.



 

 



    Chapter Fourteen



March 14, 2021


 

Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt


    ‘ROMEO & JULIET’ ATTACKER CHARGED: Peter Blackwell and Beatrix Harper
    finally spoke out (oh so briefly) about the love-triangle attack that left
    them for dead. During a police press conference in Washington that
    announced charges against the still-missing Theodore Garrett, Omnimancer
    Blackwell said he and his fiancée were indebted to the boys in blue.



    “We’d been drugged,” he said, Miss Harper clutching his hand. “We still
    have more questions than answers about that day. But we’re grateful to be
    alive, and very grateful to the police for their work on this difficult
    case.”



    And that was it — the whole statement. Miss Harper, who’ll go on and on
    about “typic rights” if you give her an opening, did nothing but say “very
    grateful” like some sort of echo.



    But never fear, rabid readers. I’ve got the dirt. Here’s the picture of
    Wizard Garrett painted by people who actually know him:



    “A delightful young man.” (His neighbor for the past five years, Joseph
    Travis.)



    “A fellow who always had a smile on his face.” (His senior advisor at the
    Los Angeles Wizarding Academy, Ralph May.)



    “A good friend.” That’s from Ted Regel, a childhood buddy, who adds, “I
    wish to God he’d never met that woman.”



    “That woman,” of course, is Miss Harper. My well-placed sources say she was
    leading Wizard Garrett on until she hooked Omnimancer Blackwell, at which
    point she promptly dropped the unfortunate swain.



    “He came undone,” said Mr. Regel. He hadn’t seen Wizard Garrett for several
    years and noticed the difference when they had a boys’ night out a month
    ago. “I would go crazy, too, if it were me.”


 

 


    March 15, 2021


 

Alleged attacker had troubling fixation with ‘Juliet,’ former colleagues say



  By R.T. Singh

Washington Herald reporter



    Theo Garrett’s coworkers knew something like this might happen.



That’s what four of them said in exclusive interviews with The Washington Herald the day after he was charged — in absentia — with a brazen attempt to kill Peter Blackwell and Beatrix Harper after the
    latter chose Wizard Blackwell over him. All spoke on the condition that
    they not be named because of the sensitive nature of their jobs at the
    Pentagram.


    “He’s fixated on that woman,” said one of the men who worked in Wizard Garrett’s unit. “He seemed to think she was the
    only one he could count on to love him as opposed to his status as a
    wizard. But for [expletive] sake, when someone refuses to marry you, that’s
    a pretty clear sign they don’t love you.”



    “He’s not used to skirts saying no to him,” another former colleague said. “Kind of drove him ’round the bend.”



    A wizard who worked with Wizard Garrett for six years put it more bluntly: “Something is very
    wrong with him.”


 

 


    March 15, 2021


 

 Father of accused ‘Romeo & Juliet’ attacker left with bitter memories


    By Ron Sawyer

New Orleans Bee staff writer



    Theo Garrett never visited his parents in the four years they lived in a
    cozy house a few miles outside New Orleans. He never called. When his
    mother died last June, he didn’t come to her funeral.


    Now his father is left with terrible clues — in police and news reports —
    about the man his estranged son has become.


    . . . . .



    She woke in the dark and lay in her bed for a few more moments, savoring
    the thought that she would never again have to sleep in it—alone—while an
    invisible camera recorded her every toss and turn. She’d spent her last
    night in this house. Fourteen or so hours from now, she could slip into
    Peter’s bed without fear of condemnation.



    She considered that for a pleasant thirty seconds, her imagination fueled
    by all the things they’d done dreamside, when reality hit. They didn’t want
    children, they absolutely could not afford an accident, and their only way
    to guarantee none was to forgo what she had long thought was the sole form
    of sexual relations. Now she knew other methods of giving and receiving
    pleasure, but such a restriction … She groaned and rolled out of bed, a
    final offering for the cameras. Oh, how she missed dreamside.



    But she’d talked herself into a better mood by the end of breakfast. If she
    could go back in time and tell her month-ago self that Peter would soon
    break free of his coma,
    share his life with her and sleep with her but just not in this one specific
    way—and wasn’t that rotten—well, she’d get roundly told
    off by herself.



    By the end of the day, they would be married. He was alive, he loved her
    and that was more than enough. She kept these thoughts in mind as she packed her
    lunch, put on her nicest dress and pinned up her hair, until she was
    positively giddy.



    He arrived to take her to work with a smile every bit as wide as hers.
    “Ready?”



    It was a question with two meanings, and she answered both. “Yes. Oh, yes.”



    “I have the rings,” he murmured on the way to his car.



    “Did the jeweler recognize you?”



    He chuckled. “Nope. I put on a hat, tucked my hair under my coat and turned
    up the collar.”



    In the car, he pulled a book from the back seat and handed it to her.
    “Before we go, take a look at something.”



    Why he wanted her to see Greenhouse Gardens became clear when he
    opened the front cover and she saw the piece of paper tucked inside.



    Her breath caught.



    
        I, Peter Blackwell, relinquish any so-called coverture rights over
        Beatrix Harper once we are married. I will not prevent her from working
        if she so chooses or dictate anything about such employment. I will
        consult with her on any matter involving our finances. I will take no
        significant actions involving our property without her consent. In
        short, I acknowledge her as an adult with equal standing and commit to
        treating her as such, regardless of ridiculous laws to the contrary.
    



    She stared at it, the memory of their past contracts—the terrible
    Vows—making this one all the more striking.



    He cleared his throat. “Is it ... all right?”



    “Yes,” she whispered. She knew she couldn’t say much, in case the car was
    bugged, so she simply added, “Yes.”



    He leaned in, signing and dating it.



    “You know I trust you,” she said as he pulled down the driveway, hoping he
    would understand she meant even without it.



    He nodded. “I know. But some things just cry out to be said.”



    It was by far the pleasantest trip to work she’d ever had. Then they pulled
    in sight of the Senate office building and saw the clot of men outside
    it—at least twenty. They had the look of reporters.



    “Oh no,” Peter said. “Now what?”



    When it turned out they were all there in hopes of additional comments
    about Garrett, she was almost relieved—almost but not quite. She’d nearly
    had a panic attack in the middle of the police press conference on
    Saturday. Now her chest tightened with guilt about the truth they were
    holding back and the fear that came with the memory of what actually had
    happened. She couldn’t have answered questions if she’d wanted to.



    “We’re very grateful to the police for all their work, and we don’t want to
    harm their investigation by commenting,” Peter kept saying as he maneuvered
    them through the scrum.



    As he finally got a hand on the door, one of the reporters called out,
    “Miss Harper! Is it true you led Wizard Garrett on to make Omnimancer
    Blackwell jealous so he would propose?”



    “Oh, come on,” Peter bit out, glancing over his shoulder. “No one who knows
    Beatrix would give that any credence at all.”



    Once they were inside and out of view of the doors, he murmured, “Are you
    all right?”



    She managed a deeper breath and nodded.



    “Should I stay a while?” he said.



    “No, I’ll be OK.” She squeezed his hand. “See you at lunch.”



    His grin returned. She felt a bit better. And when noon
    arrived, she was better still, because too-close-to-call Virginia had
    passed its typic-rights measure.



    “No one’s waiting to ask us about that, I see,” Peter said, as
    they walked out of the building to a sidewalk devoid of reporters.



    “Hickok’s writing something. Gray did two or three interviews, I think.”
    She sighed. “I know, I know, there were three dozen reporters at the police
    press conference.”



    His lips quirked. “Well, never mind—I’m in rather a hurry to get
    somewhere.”



    She smiled at him. He started to laugh. “What?” he said. “What are you thinking with that mischievous look in your eyes?”



    “Just wondering if kissing you right now is worth the chance that it will
    be headline news tomorrow,” she said.



    “Absolutely worth it.”



    “Rosemarie will be annoyed.”



    “Rosemarie is always annoyed.”



    Now she was laughing, too, so happy she felt weightless. “That’s not true.
    She’s no killjoy, you know, she’s just cautious.”



    “I know. But my position still stands: Worth it.”



    As they turned the corner onto an empty side street, she
    brushed her lips against his, just a second of contact that set off every
    nerve ending in her body.



    They took a circuitous route to the courthouse, checking behind them as
    they went to ensure they weren’t followed. Peter tucked his hair under his
    coat and put on the hat that had worked so well at the jeweler’s.



    “Are the Clarks coming?” he murmured as they slipped into the
    marriage-license line behind two other couples.



    “Yes. What about the Reeds?”



    “I decided I’d better not ask. It’ll be the middle of the dinner rush for
    them.”



    She winced. “I’m sorry.”



    “It’s all right. I’m sure there are people you’d like to invite but
    couldn’t.”



    That was true. The Crofts—she trusted the mayor to keep the secret, but not
    his gossipy wife. Sweet old Mr. Freelow, who wasn’t really a gossip but
    simply could not keep a thought, once in his head, from coming out of his
    mouth.



    Joan Hamilton, fellow League stalwart—but in that case, it wasn’t fear of
    the secret getting out that stopped her. Why would Joan want to come to the
    wedding of a woman who persuaded her to put herself in danger for a cause,
    then forced her to stop?



    Ella. Most of all, Ella.



    If things had gone differently, her friend might have come to know Peter
    well enough to see past the misconceptions born of horrific experiences
    with wizards. Perhaps Ella would have even liked him.



    Either way, if Ella hadn’t snapped, she wouldn’t have set off the weapon,
    Beatrix wouldn’t have relocated it to the desert and Peter’s best friend
    wouldn’t have died. Martinelli would have stood up with Peter at the
    wedding, she felt sure of that. As it was, Peter would have no one there at
    all—no family or close friends.



    But … if Ella hadn’t snapped, the Vows would still be in place. She,
    Beatrix, would be sitting in prison—assuming Garrett didn’t do what the
    police suspected he was planning and get her to marry him while under the
    influence of ayayak root. She and Peter most certainly would not be
    standing here, now, on the verge of getting married themselves.



    It was unnerving, thinking of it that way. She didn’t want to feel that her
    happiness was made possible by death and near-destruction.



    Peter dipped his head to hers. “Don’t think of that.” As she looked at him
    in surprise, he added, “Whatever it is you’re thinking about that put that
    stricken expression on your face, I mean. Unless it’s a problem we have the
    power to change.”



    “No,” she murmured.



    “I think of those things, too—all the time. But not today. Today, I
    refuse.”



    He flashed his self-deprecating quirk of a smile at her. Impossible not to
    respond in kind.



    “Next!”



    They moved up to the counter, filled out the application—her pulse
    quickening as she signed it—and handed it over. The clerk glanced at the
    paperwork, showed no sign of recognizing the significance and told them
    where to wait for the license.



    No one gave them a second look as they cooled their heels. Then a different
    clerk called out, “Blackwell!” And their glorious anonymity abruptly ended.



    “Blackwell?” several people murmured as she and Peter hustled to the
    counter to grab their license. Then: “I think it is!” Just like
    that, every person in the room was staring at them—some with curiosity,
    some with disgust. She heard “that awful woman” and “Roger Rydell says” as
    they rushed out the door—



    —straight into Roger Rydell.



    “Well, well, well,” he drawled as his photographer set off the camera with
    a flash and a pop. “Romeo and Juliet, marriage license in hand.”



    She was too appalled for any immediate reaction beyond gaping at him. As
    Peter snatched his hat off the floor, where it had been knocked in the
    collision, Rydell added, “When’s the wedding?”



    “Whenever it is, it will be private,” Peter said coldly.



    Rydell smirked. “Are you hoping a quick marriage will distract from all
    this Garrett ugliness? Or from the fact that one of you is too fond of the
    other’s sister?”



    She found her voice: “Trying hard to not call attention to something makes for a pretty
    poor distraction, wouldn’t you say?”



    “Look,” Peter said, “I’m not in love with anyone but Beatrix, who has never
    toyed with anyone’s affections. If you’re looking for dirt and drama, why
    don’t you focus on Washington’s effort to kill the typic-rights bills?”



    Rydell’s smile sharpened. “If I had a dollar for every time my subjects
    said, ‘Why don’t you write about someone other than me,’ I’d be a rich
    man.”



    “You can’t expect him to take on the magiocracy,” she said to Peter in a
    fit of pique. “He only goes after people less powerful than he is.
    It’s so much more comfortable that way.”



    But Rydell got in the last word as they stalked off. “You’re not keeping
    your wedding from my readers! I have eyes everywhere!”



    They laughed it off, once their initial outrage and frustration faded. He
    didn’t have eyes everywhere. They’d told no one besides the few
    they could absolutely trust, and how likely was it that Rydell would expect
    they’d marry that very night—six-thirty on a Monday?



    At six-fifteen, they walked into church, poked their heads into Pastor
    Hattington’s office to let him know they’d be ready soon, and literally raced each
    other to the sanctuary.



    “Victory,” she cried, getting her hand on the side door an instant before
    he did.



    “I was in a coma very recently,” he said. “I should have had a
    two-second head start.”



    “I’m wearing a corset. That’s far worse.”



His grin so effortlessly communicated what he was thinking—you won’t be wearing it much longer tonight—that she felt
    instantly warm all over.



    They turned at the sound of footsteps and saw Lydia and Rosemarie coming
    around the corner, a vase full of white lilies in Rosemarie’s arms.



    “Oh, you shouldn’t have,” Beatrix said, but even as the words left her
    lips, she smiled at the sight.



    “You can get married without a wedding gown or churchful of people,”
    Rosemarie said, “but you cannot get married without flowers. That
    is where I draw the line.”



    Beatrix laughed. “All right, let’s bring them in.”



    She pushed the door open. The flash and pop-pop-pop was so
    unexpected, it took her a disorienting moment to realize what it was.



    “Fancy meeting you here,” Rydell said.



 

 



    Chapter Fifteen




    The best move, in Peter’s opinion, would have been to throw Rydell out. But
    Rosemarie considered that unwise—“it’s just the sort of drama he
    wants”—so they retreated to Peter’s house to come up with a workaround.



    “Try again tomorrow,” Lydia suggested.



    “No, he’ll be counting on that,” he said, scowling. If not for the infernal
    Rydell, they would have been married by now.



    “But in the morning, before he thinks to show up—you could take a half-day,
    Bee—”



    “I can’t.” Beatrix sighed. “There’s too much to do. Two more states have
    committee votes this week, and Maryland’s House votes tomorrow—I know
    that’s the easy one compared with the Senate, but I don’t want to leave
    anything to chance and wizards.”



    “Early morning, then, before work,” Lydia said.



    Beatrix gave a mournful shake of the head. “Pastor Hattington can’t string
    two words together before eight, according to his wife. Besides, Mr.
    Clark’s shift starts at six, so he’d be at work already.”



    Peter slouched in his chair. “If only I’d said, ‘Saturday, Saturday’s the
    wedding,’ he never would have shown up tonight.”



    “If you had, he could truthfully call you a liar. That would never do,”
    Rosemarie said, and he couldn’t argue with her logic.



    “All right,” he said, “let’s get married here. In this house.”



    “No,” Rosemarie said firmly. “You will get married in a church. Think how
    it will look—and in any case, the pastor wouldn’t conduct the ceremony,
    otherwise.”



    There was something deeply ridiculous about the situation, though he didn’t
    feel like laughing. “Another church, then, in a different county.”



    Beatrix crossed her arms. “I won’t be run out of my own church. And I
    refuse to wait and wait for the magic half-hour that we’re
    available and Rydell isn’t there. I’d rather grit my teeth and go ahead
    with him sitting in a pew, acid pen and all.”



    Peter winced at the thought of exchanging Vows while the man watched, the
    two of them knowing that every lovely detail would later be twisted into
    something unrecognizable—mostly at Beatrix’s expense. He couldn’t do it.
    And he resented that they couldn’t invite whomever they wanted just because
    someone might let the news slip.



    Of course, under normal circumstances they probably would have felt obliged
    to invite everyone in town, to avoid hard feelings. Basically all of
    Ellicott Mills’ residents could fit in that capacious sanctuary.



    Wait …



    “I’ve got it.” He laughed. “I know what we can do.”



    . . . . .



    March 16, 2021


 

Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt


    ‘ROMEO & JULIET’ WEDDING IMMINENT: Guess who spotted the star-crossed
    lovers dashing out of the courthouse yesterday with a newly inked marriage
    license?



    They refused to say when they plan to wed. But you know, rabid
    readers, that closed lips can’t deter me. Oh, no, my sources are
    too well-placed for that. When Peter Blackwell and Beatrix Harper arrived
    at the chapel that night, I’d beaten them there.



    There’s no way to know, of course, whether they actually would have married
    that night — had I not spoiled their hopes of keeping the deserving public
    out of it — or whether they were simply putting the wedding-white lilies in
    place for another day. Either way, there’s a definite shotgun feeling to
    this affair.



    Maybe that’s why Omnimancer Blackwell plans to marry this
    Miss Harper and not the other one …


 

 


    March 17, 2021


 

Roger Rydell Dishes the Dirt


    ‘ROMEO & JULIET’ WEDDING WATCH: Peter Blackwell and Beatrix Harper
    still refuse to reveal when they plan to Mendelssohn March it, but I’m
    hearing from all sorts of little birdies that the big day is set for a week
    from Saturday.



    I’ve interviewed dozens of people in Ellicott Mills, and they all have one
    thing in common: Romeo and Juliet have not requested the
    honor of their presence.



    “No, we haven’t been invited,” said Tamara Croft, wife of the
    mayor. “I don’t know a soul who has!”



    For years, all that stood between Miss Harper and starvation was Mayor
    Sam Croft’s kindness. He employed her at his general store, even though
    “there were men wanting a job who would have been more of a help to him,”
    Mrs. Croft disclosed. “He was sorry for her, you see. Her father owned the
    store before he died.”



    Now Miss Harper is the famous Juliet. Mrs. Croft, shaking her head, told
    me, “It breaks my heart to see how high and mighty she’s become.”


 

 

Md. House Boosts Typic-Rights Campaign

By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    Maryland’s House of Delegates overwhelmingly approved its “typic rights”
    bill last night, part of an effort across the country to boot out the
    half-century-old constitutional amendment requiring all candidates for
    national office be wizards.



    The vote of 130-11 sent a sharp message. But it’s unclear whether the Senate — seen as far more wizard-friendly — will echo it. That vote is scheduled Monday.



    Nine states have passed similar measures as of yesterday evening. But
    advocates will need twenty-nine more to call a constitutional convention,
    the first since 1787. Activists have managed to get bills introduced in
    forty-five states, leaving just seven they can afford to lose.



    To date, two states have voted the measure down.



    “It’s a high bar,” said Tam Rannon, a constitutional scholar at the
    University of Maryland. “The odds are stacked against them. But if I were a
    wizard, I’d be worried the activists might pull it off.”
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Frenzy builds as ‘Romeo & Juliet’ wedding approaches



    By J.T. Moore

The Associated Media



    ELLICOTT MILLS, Md. — Walk into this hilly little town, and the first thing
    you notice is the man in the screaming-yellow hat. He’s sitting in a chair
    outside the dressmaker’s shop, directly across from the Episcopal church.



    Roger Rydell, the country’s most famous gossip columnist, is not about to
    let the country’s most famous couple wed without him as a witness. He’s
    been in this chair since Tuesday, buttonholing townspeople for interviews
    as they go by.

“He’s paying people to sit here overnight in his place,” said Joe Sederey, a local farmer. “Has the world gone mad?”


    . . . . .



    First came the morning “call your senator” rally in Baltimore, then the
    meeting with the Informed Voters Council in Annapolis, and finally, with an
    hour and a half to go before the church supper, Beatrix and Lydia rushed
    into their parents’ bedroom—bugged only with audio equipment, unlike
    theirs—to prepare for what she ardently hoped would be a surprise wedding.



    She shimmied into Sue’s ivory wedding dress, lacy and a bit too short.
    (Rosemarie had looked long and hard the day before at the hemline, which
    swept the floor for Sue but exposed Beatrix’s ankles, and finally decided
    that it would be less shocking than marrying in a red dress.) That was the
    “something borrowed,” and Lydia helped her latch their mother’s sapphire
    necklace, the “something blue.” Mary Blackwell’s engagement ring on her
    finger was the “old,” and the simple gold band Peter had bought would
    complete the rhyme.



    Lydia worked on Beatrix’s hair for what seemed an
    unreasonable amount of time. Then she raised a hand mirror to show off the
    results and Beatrix saw how intricately her sister had braided it.



    “That’s … beautiful,” she whispered.



   Lydia came around the front of the chair Beatrix was sitting in, little glass jars in her hand. They were filled with substances that could only be one thing, and it was all Beatrix could do not to laugh.



   She leaned in to murmur in Lydia’s ear: “Rosemarie will have a fit.”



    “Watch and see,” her sister said, smiling.



    The rouge was rubbed onto her cheeks and chin so artfully that she wouldn’t
    have believed it was anything but good health if she hadn’t witnessed its
    application herself. The color Lydia added to her lips was equally subtle.
    Then her sister fussed with her eyebrows and eyelids, and when Beatrix
    could finally look, she had to admit that nothing gave
    her away as a painted woman—she simply looked far more impressive than
    normal.



    Wow, she wrote to her sister, underlining the word.



    The next time Rydell comments on your appearance, Lydia wrote,    remember that you can look like this whenever you want.



Beatrix imagined adding an hour to her brisk morning routine (an    hour, for heaven’s sake), and almost snorted. But she didn’t want
    her sister to think she didn’t appreciate it. Lydia was beaming, her eyes
    shining, and a rush of feeling hit Beatrix in that moment: gratitude and
    love and loss, because her relationship with her sister would change now.
    That was inevitable, and they had only just begun to regain a bit of the
    closeness they had had when she was her sister’s age and her sister was a
    student in Rosemarie’s schoolhouse.



    And Rosemarie—Beatrix had shortchanged herself of years and years of a mother-daughter relationship because she had instead seen her as a rival whose advice Lydia preferred to her own. All along, Lydia had understood Rosemarie, and she had not.



    She gave Lydia a long hug, careful not to wipe any of the makeup onto her
    sister. She slipped on her coat—long enough to cover every inch of the
    dress—and walked downstairs to find the rest of her family so she could hug
    her, too.



    Rosemarie was on the couch in the sitting room, surrounded by the results
    of Rydell’s increasingly pointed columns. All the early hate mail had gone
    to Peter, but now it was arriving here, addressed to Beatrix. What had
begun as a trickle on Tuesday filled up four boxes at Rosemarie’s feet. (“I’ll read them, thank you very much,” Rosemarie had said,
    snatching a particularly ugly letter from Beatrix’s hands—saving her from a
    depressing and occasionally disturbing task.)



    As Rosemarie glared at the letter in her grasp, fully absorbed by whatever
    it said, Beatrix looked at the tally on Rosemarie’s lap. The
    “Insults” column had too many marks to count at a glance, clearly hundreds. The
    “Support” column was up to a dozen. And in the final column … five,
    ten—eleven. The same number of threats as before, at least.



    Lydia had received hate mail on occasion over the years and shrugged it
    off. It was harder to do than Beatrix had presumed as an outraged onlooker.



    She peeked at the opened letters sitting beside Rosemarie, catching
    snatches of messages intended for her: “should be ashamed of yourself,” and
    “Peter Blackwell could do far better” and “ruined one man’s life by leading
    him on, and another’s by persuading him to join your cockamamie crusade.”



    STOP. Rosemarie slapped that terse message on top of the letters, written in
    all caps. Then, moving her pen so fast that her normally beautiful handwriting
went cramped and messy, she added,    If you listen to idiots, what does that make you?



    Beatrix really couldn’t do anything but laugh. Rosemarie was right, of course. She leaned in and kissed her
    on her forehead, thankfully leaving no telltale trace of red.



    “Ready?” she murmured.



Rosemarie sighed. She added one more sentence to the page: I will miss you terribly, my girl.



 

 



    Chapter Sixteen



    Rydell was not in his chair. One of his hired watchers slouched in it,
    half-asleep, and Peter wondered if the gossip columnist really had no
    notion of what they’d planned—or if he was already in the church, clutching
    his pen.



    Mrs. Martinelli, who’d been surprised but willing to come to a seemingly
    random church dinner when he’d showed up unannounced an hour earlier, tsked
    under her breath. “Does he make people sit there all night?”



    “At least until eleven,” he said. “That’s as late as I’ve bothered to
    look.”



    He helped her snag the last empty seat in the sanctuary—no sign of Rydell—and then poked his head into the fellowship
    hall and every other nook and cranny of the building. Rydell wasn’t there,
    either. Yet.



    Back in the sanctuary, he leaned against a wall, one eye on the doors, and sang the opening
    song by rote. When Rabbi Katz finished speaking and Pastor Hattington stepped forward for his turn, Peter was so distracted that he missed the beginning of the homily. 



    “Yes,” Pastor Hattington said, shaking his head. “Absolutely appalled. And
    so are Pastor Sarr and Rabbi Katz. I will tell you what has so appalled us,
    but first, let me share the words of Paul in his second letter to the
    church at Corinth. ‘For I am afraid that when I come I may not find you as
    I want you to be.’ He wrote, ‘I fear that there may be discord, jealousy,
    fits of rage, selfish ambition, slander, gossip, arrogance and disorder.’”



    He paused, glancing at the town—and it did appear to be everyone in town.
    Peter held his breath. Was this going to be a general appeal against
    gossip, as he had assumed when Mrs. Hattington mentioned the topic, or …



    “Do you see the problem now?” Pastor Hattington said. “Do you feel it in
    your bones? For what Paul feared was happening in Corinth is happening even
    now in Ellicott Mills! Discord aplenty. Slander, gossip and disorder. We
    whisper about our omnimancer, who has freely given us help and never asked
    anything of us in return. We whisper about a woman we have known her whole
    life, or our whole lives, as if she is not the person who raised a
    sister, worked honorably for our mayor, and assisted the omnimancer as he
    assisted us.”



    Peter suppressed a groan. This was like a teacher exhorting a class to stop
    bothering the smallest kid. It would only make things worse.



    “Let Paul find us as he wants us to be!” Pastor Hattington’s normally
    tremulous voice rang out. “Stand up if Peter Blackwell or Beatrix Harper
    has helped you—stand up, stand up!”



    The Clarks jumped to their feet. Others followed until finally—Peter
    struggling to swallow over the lump in his throat—there was no one left
    sitting except for Mr. Levin in his wheelchair and Mrs. Price.



    “I would stand if I could!” Mr. Levin craned his neck to look back
    at Peter. “The arthritis in my hands is so much better thanks to your
    brews!”



    It was at this point, lips pursed, that Mrs. Price got to her feet.



    Pastor Hattington beamed at the three congregations. “I am delighted
    to see it, dearly beloved, because Omnimancer Blackwell and Miss Harper
    think so highly of you that they have invited all of you to their
    wedding.”



    This announcement set off such a buzz of whispers among the still-standing
    townspeople that Pastor Hattington had to raise his voice to add, “May I
    have all of your solemn promises that you will not discuss the
    details of this wedding with anyone not currently here?”



    The chorus of yeses that rang back was deafening.



    “When is it?” Mrs. Croft asked.



    “Now,” Pastor Hattington said, to gasps. “Omnimancer?”



    Peter strode up the aisle, heart thudding in his ears. Daniel Clark followed, clapping him on the back and grinning at him. It should have been Martinelli standing there, but neither that sobering thought nor the attendant guilt was enough to keep him from smiling back at Clark and meaning it.



    Lydia, the lone bridesmaid, walked up the aisle to “Blessed Be the Ties
    That Bind.” Then Mrs. Hattington segued perfectly into the opening chords
    of the music that had rung out for countless brides, and which to him, in
    this moment, sounded entirely new and wonderful.



    Beatrix slipped off her coat as she stood, and he gaped at her as she
    processed toward him on Rosemarie’s arm—not in her red dress, as he’d
    expected, but in flowing ivory, a bouquet of pale purple flowers in her
    hands. The emotion in his chest seemed to be reflected on her face. His
    hand trembled as he held it out to her.



    “I do,” he said, and it felt every bit as magical as a spell.



    “I do,” she said, and that felt even more potent.



    He kissed her in front of everyone, the act transformed by their words—by
    this ritual—from scandalous to acceptable in the eyes of the town. And if
    that was slightly absurd, he still recognized the power of what they had
    just done. This was no vow backed by a magical force that would steamroll
    inclinations to the contrary. It was a promise they were freely making,
    both of them knowing they would have to choose to uphold it, day after day.



    “Brothers and sisters,” said Pastor Hattington, “may I present, on this
    splendid first day of spring, Omnimancer and Mrs. Blackwell!”



    Beatrix—Beatrix Blackwell—leaned into him as they came back up the
    aisle together. “It never once occurred to me what day this was,” she
    whispered.



    He laughed—it seemed either ironic or fitting that Persephone, having
    dragged Hades out of hell, would marry him on this day of all days. And
    then he couldn’t seem to stop laughing: When Mrs. Martinelli, looking
    delighted, told him he’d brought her under “outrageously false pretenses.” When people kept assuring him that they had
    not been reading that awful Rydell.
    When Valerie Reed rushed in with her cake-decorating supplies to add a
    bride and groom in icing on the plain white cake, which like the rest of
    the food had been ordered by the church to disguise who was paying for it
    and for what purpose.



    He felt overwhelmingly light, as if he might float into the air at any
    moment.



    When Daniel Clark struck up a jig on a battered but in-tune violin, Peter
    danced alongside Beatrix without feeling the least bit self-conscious
    because nearly everyone else was dancing, too—the children, the new mothers
    with babies in their arms, Senator Gray, Mr. Levin executing turns in his
    wheelchair, even Mrs. Price after Mrs. Hattington insisted.



    “Well,” the widow said when the music stopped and they ended up
    face-to-face. “Well. I suppose you think I owe you an apology.”
    Before he could come up with anything to say to this, she added stiffly,
    “And I suppose I do.”



    He blinked at her. The hall had gone very quiet.



    “I am sorry,” Mrs. Price said. “There you are. Goodnight.”



    She turned and click-clacked away.



    What could he do after that but laugh—once she was safely out of earshot,
    of course. Beatrix laughed, too, a merry sound that he hoped he would hear
    every day of their lives together—not just her ironic laugh, as much as he
    liked that, and definitely not only her bitter laugh, which she’d had far
    too much occasion to use.



    “There’s no topping that,” she murmured, leaning in. “Shall we call it a
    night?”



    Yes.
    Then it hit him: Mrs. Martinelli. He needed to take her home first—all the
    way to Virginia. He sighed. But when he found her, sitting with Rosemarie,
    Lydia and the Clarks, she had a surprise for him.



    “Miss Harper and Miss Dane have very kindly invited me to stay the night,”
    she said, baby Will soundly asleep on her lap. “Off you go, Omnimancer,
    Mrs. Blackwell! Don’t rush over tomorrow.”



    He was perfectly willing to accept this fortunate turn of events.



    They had to get to Pastor Hattington for the customary sendoff, but people
    kept stopping them on their way through the crowd. Mrs. Richards wished
    them great joy and said how fondly she remembered her own newlywed days,
    but that time was long ago, of course, as her joints continually reminded
    her, and oh, could he make something to help with those aches when he had
    time? Miss Hennessey said she’d just received word that she passed the exam
    for nursing school with high marks, “and thank you very much, Omnimancer,
    for encouraging me!” Mr. Delarose, who once berated Beatrix for not bumping
    his non-emergency brewing request to the front of the line, said he hoped
    Peter would feel comfortable accepting a dinner invitation, “now that
    you’re safe from all the feminine scheming, har har!”



    They’d finally gotten within reach of Pastor Hattington when Dale Kirkland
    stepped between them.



    “Wanted to tell you a funny story,” the farmer said, a wry smile on his face.



    “Could we possibly hear it tomorrow?” Peter asked a bit desperately. “It’s
    getting late, you see …”



    Kirkland’s smile went even more wry. “Pastor,” he said, tapping Hattington on
    the shoulder, “say goodnight to these two and send them off right quick,
    will you?”



    A minute later, as the assembled clapped and cheered, Peter and Beatrix
    stepped onto Main Street—as dark and empty as the church was light and
    full. Even Rydell’s watcher had abandoned his post. They had counted on
    someone being there to tell, unfortunately, because the public did need to
    know they were married lest stories about Beatrix “seen entering Omnimancer
    Blackwell’s house at night and exiting the next morning” end up in print.



    “Of course,” Peter grumbled, “the one time we want someone to be
    sitting there …”



    Beatrix rummaged in her purse and handed him a scrap of paper with Rydell’s
    number on it. “Best use the pay phone.”



    The columnist wasn’t at the other end of the line, but his answering
    service picked up.



    “Mr. Rydell’s phone!” a woman chirped. “Give me the dirt and I’ll get it to
    him!”



    He wondered if anyone had literally given Rydell dirt. Down the
    back of his shirt, for instance. “This is Peter Blackwell. I’ve got—”



    The high-pitched scream that cut him off was alarming until the woman
    abruptly stopped to say, “Oh, Omnimancer! I’m awfully glad you’ve called!
    My friends are going to be so jealous!”



    “I’ve got news he’s been waiting to hear. Can you reach him tonight? It’s
    important.”



    “Sure thing!”



    “I—”



    “My name is Olive, by the way.” Now she was giggling.



    “Um—”



    “You and Miss Harper are simply the most romantic couple, don’t
    you think?”



    “Yes,” he said dryly. “Regarding that—we’ve just gotten married.”



    Olive let out another high-pitched scream, followed by an exuberant “yay!”



    He gave her a few details, which she ooo’d over as she wrote them down. He emphasized how spur of the moment the wedding had been, and how Rydell was their first call.



    Olive gave a blissful-sounding sigh. She promised to pass the message
    on. “Call anytime, Omnimancer! And congratulations!”



    He hung up, shaking his head. Then he rang the papers in Baltimore and
    Washington, getting reporters stuck with the Saturday night shift who
    perked up considerably when they found out who he was and why he was
    calling. Yes, he said over and over, he was very happy. Yes, Mrs. Blackwell
    was very happy as well. (Mrs. Blackwell was actually laughing to herself at
    the repetitive nature of the questions, but amusement was a form of
    happiness, surely?) Finally, he hung up for the last time.



    “Well, Omnimancer Blackwell,” said his longed-for wife, her crooked smile
    making promises that sent a jolt down his spine, “Mrs. Blackwell would be
    very, very happy to go home with you. Ecstatic, in fact.”



    They covered the ground to his—their—house at a rapid clip. He unlocked the
    door with hands trembling from nearly six months’ pent-up desire, and only
    just had enough forethought to change the message on their answering
    machine to confirm that yes, they were married, and turn off the ringer on
    their phone so they would not have to face the flood of media calls that
    was sure to come.



    Up the staircase they went, his heart racing from the memory of their first
trip this way dreamside. This time—for real, this was    real—his lips were not on hers, and his hands stayed demurely at
    his sides. It was too dangerous to have Beatrix check the entire house for
    magiocracy spellwork. They simply had to assume they were being watched
    in most of it.



    Beatrix, leading the way, reached the top of the stairs and came to a dead
    stop. “Your—that is, our—”



    “I moved it,” he said, smiling as she stared at the empty space that used
    to be his bedroom. “Down the hall.”



    Her amazed expression when she saw what he’d done was ample repayment for
    the hours he’d put into it.



    The walls were a forest, trees reaching their branches to the ceiling on
    wallpaper he’d leveled several dozen curse words at while putting up. The
    lights from his Christmas tree, repurposed to line the floorboards,
    glimmered like fairies in the semi-darkness. His bed and other furniture
    were gone, exchanged for a somewhat battered but beautiful maple
    four-poster, with nightstands and two wardrobes to match.



“Oh,” Beatrix said, more gasp than word. “Peter, it’s    beautiful.”



    He closed the door, locked it and switched off the lights. Beatrix cast the
    shielding spell and spell-detector while he loudly
    pretended to do it, too euphoric from the wedding and what awaited them to
    feel anything but the barest pinprick of regret over his magical
    incapacity. They found nothing in the room or its attached bathroom, which,
    given their previous emptiness, was exactly what he had expected and why
    he’d picked them.



    He turned the fairy lights back on. Beatrix stood before him, dress
    glowing, face rapt, looking at his handiwork. Then she turned and gazed at
    him with exactly the same expression.



    “Am I really here?” she murmured. “Is this a dream?”



    He again had the dizzying sensation of being back in time—in an actual
    dream—and asking her that. He took two steps forward and brushed his
    fingertips down her cheek. “I remember walking here. Running, in fact. And
    I distinctly remember marrying you.”



    She kissed him. It was still such a new experience beyond dreamside that his stomach swooped and his heart raced, not in the disturbing, all-consuming fashion of the
    Vows but in the sweaty-palm manner of a teenager who couldn’t believe his
    own luck. She wanted him. She married him. Dayside Beatrix was in
    his arms, unbuttoning his shirt, her fingers—her real fingers—brushing his
    bare chest for the very first time.



    . . . . .



    He had a constellation of freckles under his collarbone. She had never seen
    them before—his dreamside chest was unmarked. She put her lips to them,
    charmed by the discovery, wondering if perhaps what she’d seen of him
    dreamside was simply her sleeping mind’s attempt to fill the gaps in
    what she knew he looked like.



 Then she realized with dismay that he would have done the same to her. Conjuring a version of her without moles. Without the scar on her left knee, without the dry skin and razor burn and breasts beginning to droop. Or maybe each of them created their dreamside bodies for the other to see, which was equally bad, for surely her unconscious mind wouldn’t faithfully recreate all her imperfections?



    “Turn around,” he whispered, and she stared at the striking wallpaper,
    trembling with mingled desire and anxiety as he undid the
    buttons down her back. Rydell’s insults about her looks she could shrug
    off, but there was something truly demoralizing about falling short of an
    idealized version of yourself.



    He peeled off the wedding dress, untied her corset, slid off her slip. She
    stood before him in only stockings, garters and underpants, shivering.



    “You’re cold,” he said, putting his arms around her from behind, kissing
    her neck. “I should go out and turn up the heat—”



    “No,” she said. “I’m not cold. I …” She struggled to think of how to put
    it. Then he reached the spot where her neck met her shoulder and the touch
of his lips sent shock waves down her spine, pooling between her legs. “Oh    God.”



    He kissed her there again, setting off more tremors. “Have you pictured
    this—what this night would be like?”



    “Yes. Over and over.”



    “What did you imagine?”



    She shuddered as he ran a hand lightly down her side, just missing her
    breast and bottom, the closeness somehow more arousing than if he’d touched
    her there.



    “Did I undress you?” he prompted.



    “Yes,” she said.



    He walked around and knelt in front of her, looking dissolute with his
    shirt gaping open and a few strands of silver hair hanging loose from
    his queue. “Did I tear off your stockings or go slowly?”



    “Slowly,” she whispered, feeling as if her heart was beating in every
    square inch of her body.



    “Oh good,” he said, unhooking her left garter. “That’s what I imagined,
    too.”



    His fingers brushed her leg, all the way down to her ankle, as he slid her
    stocking off. She bit her lip. She was certainly not cold. She was feeling
    warmer by the second.



    “I’m not trying to recreate that dream,” he said as he removed her other
    stocking—not needing to clarify, because there was only one dream in which
    she’d started off so fully dressed that she’d had stockings and
    garters—“but this …” He kissed her inner thigh, drawing a moan
    from her throat. “I want to do this every day for the rest of my
    life.”



    He slid her underwear down, down. She now had not a scrap of clothing
    on—nothing to hide behind.



    “You’re overdressed,” she said. Her voice quivered. “Let me take care of
    that for you.”



    He took her outstretched hand, lips quirked in an endearing smile, and got
    to his feet. She removed his coat and shirt first, then unbuttoned his
    pants with fingers made clumsy by his decision to nibble her ear. When the
    last of his clothing lay on the floor, she pressed herself to him, largely
    to feel his body against hers but partly to keep him from staring at her.



    His breath hitched in exactly the way it had in dreamside whenever she’d done something especially right. The newness and familiarity of it all was making her lightheaded. This both was and was not the first time they’d stood together in utter nakedness.



    “Beatrix,” he said, pulling the pins out of her updo. “Lie on the bed.
    I want to see you—I want to look and look until I can’t stand it.”



    She could handle the comparisons between her real self and her dreamside
    approximation when they came—it wasn’t as if Peter would be cruel. In fact,
    he probably wouldn’t say a word, and it wouldn’t change things between
    them, she had faith in that. But there would be comparisons all the same,
    and she didn’t want them tonight.



    So she said, “I already can’t stand it,” and pulled him into bed with her.



    His huff of laughter tickled her ear as they fell onto the pillows. Then
    she took him in hand and he groaned, the sound reverberating through her.
    “I defer to your superior plan,” he said, and kissed her, one hand drawing
    circles on her inner thigh, closer, closer, until she was exactly as worked
    up as she’d insinuated.



    Her hips jerked as he finally touched her there, there, but just
    as quickly he circled away. He kept doing that—there, gone, there,
    gone—until she was writhing beside him, trying to stay in contact with his
    fingers, his tongue in her mouth preventing her from crying out in
    frustration.



    “What do you want, Beatrix Blackwell?” He pulled back just enough to look
    her in the eye, his own unsteady breathing suggesting that her handiwork
    was having an effect. “Do you need me to do … this?” He plunged a finger
    inside her and tightened the circling of his other fingers to exactly the
    right spot—there, there, there, oh God—



    And apparently what he’d needed was to watch her and hear her and feel her
    in that moment of complete abandon, because he followed her over the cliff
    with a cry that gave her tingling aftershocks.



    “Oh,” he said, catching her in a long kiss and settling her in the
    crook of his arm. “It’s a good thing we’re married. Really, just in time. Otherwise, the next time we were left alone in the other room, I would have ravished you on that disgusting floor.”



    She ran her palm up his chest. “I beg to differ.”



    “You’d have put a stop to it, madam?”



    “It would have been a joint ravishing, my dear sir.”



    He laughed, the sheer joy of the sound making her laugh, too. He
    shifted her closer, his free hand twining with hers, his face tilted toward
    her so she could look deeply into those brown eyes flecked with green. This
    man who, against all odds, was her husband.



    Surely there was no one anywhere as happy as she
    was now.



 

 



    Chapter Seventeen




    Neither of them thought to set an alarm. It was past nine when he opened
    his eyes, and since there was no way to make it to Sunday services on time
    (with a grin, he imagined Pastor Hattington calling that “appalling but
    understandable”), he pressed closer to Beatrix and reveled in the luxury of
    lying in a bed she was in. Particularly since she was in the bed clothed in
    nothing whatsoever.



    He wanted to trace the contours of her torso, arms, legs, to touch every
    part of her that had so long been off-limits to him. But he didn’t want to
    wake her, so he levered onto an elbow and looked instead. The room was warm
    and the sheets were down around her shins, leaving nearly all of her to
    gaze at.



    “Mm,” Beatrix said after a while, her eyes fluttering open. She gave him a
    sleepy smile. “Good morning.”



    “Yes,” he said, grinning back at her. “A very good morning.”



    Her lips quirked in amusement but then she looked down, winced, and pulled
    the sheets to her neck. Clearly, he shouldn’t have left her uncovered.



    “You’re cold,” he said apologetically.



    “No, I—” She screwed up her face and sighed. “It struck me last night that
    what you saw dreamside was almost certainly a less flawed version of my
    body, and I wanted to put off the moment of truth. Which is ridiculous,
    obviously! But there it is. You have married a woman you thought had a
    dozen fewer moles than she actually has, and your wife, after taking pride
    in her lack of vanity, has discovered a deep store of it after all.”



    “Hmm,” he said. He folded the covers at her feet. Then he bent to kiss a
    mole he recollected and three he didn’t, trailing down her right leg. “Do
    you know what I hated about dreamside?”



    He sat up on his heels. She looked back at him, brow furrowed.



    “I told you once, I believe,” he said. “I’d tried sleeping during the day
    to avoid it, and you asked me why.”



    “Oh,” she said, her eyes unfocused, and he knew she was back in
    that moment at the brewing table when he’d said he wanted her. The real
    her, not the mirror-world counterfeit.



    “I never thought dreamside was anything but artificial,” he said, taking
    her hand. “I mean, good God, show me a man in his thirties who’s ready for
    a second round fifteen minutes after the first one.” It suddenly struck him
    that she would have no source of information on that score. “Uh—I hope you
    weren’t expecting—”



    “No, no.” The smile was back on her face, beautiful in its crookedness.
    “But how about … now? Would now be a good time?”



    Twenty minutes later, he lay spent on the bed, fighting drowsiness by
    watching her dress. “Come here,” he said as she struggled with her corset.
    He pushed himself into a sitting position and laced her up. “Is this as
    uncomfortable as it looks?”



    “Worse. And it’s all the magiocracy’s fault.”



    He grinned. “Seriously?”



    “Well, in a roundabout sort of way,” she said. “Corsets went out of fashion
    during and for a while after the World War, you know. Wizards’ wives and
    daughters brought the style back in the ’30s. Everyone wanted to look like
    them, I suppose, and by the time we were born, the alternatives were long
    gone.”



    He kissed her jaw. “So the magiocracy is the reason you can’t ever take a
    full breath while clothed.”



    “Or run up a hill. Or do anything more physical than walking without
    feeling as if I might burst. It’s a fashion conspiracy, I tell you.”



    “Well, revolt,” he said. “Refuse to wear it.”



    “Don’t think I haven’t considered it. But no dress fits properly without
    one. Also, Rosemarie and Lydia would hit the roof. ‘We must respect all the
    reasonable expectations of blah de-blah blah.’”



    He laughed helplessly into her neck.



    “And you know Rydell would notice,” she added gloomily.



    He groaned. “Speaking of which, we’d better go see what he’s written.”



    All four of the newspapers on their doorstep ran the story of their wedding on the front page. None of those pieces had any fodder for heartburn, but then, none were written by Rydell. He turned to
    Rydell’s column, bracing himself—and was surprised to find nothing about
    them. The WILD WIZARD PARTY in the headline referred to an
    out-of-control bash a few days earlier involving students at the Academy in
    Arlington.



    Beatrix stared at it. “Uh oh.”



    “What, you wanted him to write about—” He stopped short, catching
    up with her. Rydell had said he would cover their wedding come hell or high
    water. If he didn’t have even a small item on it, that wasn’t by choice.



    “You’re right,” he said. “Damn it. Let’s see if he left a
    message.”



    They clattered into the kitchen, Beatrix turning the telephone ringer back
    on as he hit play on the blinking answering machine.



    Out came the perky voice from the night before. “Omnimancer, it’s Olive—Mr.
    Rydell’s answering service? So nice talking to you! I wanted to
    tell you that I did pass your message on to him, but turns out it was after
    deadline for his Sunday column when you called, and—oh, Omnimancer, he was
    so mad! I’m terribly sorry! I thought you should know so I tracked
    down your number! Congratulations again to you and Mrs. Blackwell!”



    Beatrix slumped into a chair. “I’m not sure he actually had it in for us
    before, but now …”



    An unnerving thought.



    “I wish we’d just invited him,” she said.



    He shuddered. In no way did he wish the man had been there, smirking and
    scribbling acid commentary in his notebook.



    “Listen, we can”—he cast about for something—“do an interview with him.
    Exclusive details, etc. etc.”



    It was her turn to shudder. But she nodded, so he left a message with
    Rydell’s answering service, a different woman this time.



    Breakfast was quiet, Beatrix’s eyes on her bowl. Couldn’t they have just
    twenty-four unmolested hours to enjoy their new marriage? Was that so much
    to ask, for cripes’ sake? He ate his oatmeal with grim efficiency, arguing
    with Rydell in his head as he scanned other headlines in the newspaper.
    
        Tensions Continue to Mount with Canada. Key Vote on Typic-Rights Bill
        Tomorrow.
    



    “Husband mine,” Beatrix murmured.



    That gave him an unexpected thrill. “Yes?”



    Her lips curved ever so slightly. “Nothing. I just wanted to say that.”



    “I love you,” he whispered, taking her hand. “Every day of my life I swear
    I will prove that to you.”



    Her expression was suddenly solemn. “I don’t for an instant doubt it. You
    don’t have to prove it to me.”



    How he wanted to kiss her. But for all they knew, the magiocracy had
    cameras pointed at them, eyes watching from afar.



    Wait …



    “Something just occurred to me, wife mine.”



    “Oh? What?”



    “Well—now that we’re married, if someone were to, for instance, see a photo
    of us kissing right here, at our kitchen table, they would think it
    perfectly just and right. And I’d like to take full advantage of that.
    Right now. Assuming that plan appeals to you, of course.”



   Beatrix leaned in, her lovely, mischievous smile flaring to life. “Yes. Oh, yes.”



    Rydell, the magiocracy—all of it faded beneath her lips, her tongue, the
    press of her hands against his back. They were married. That was what
    mattered.



    . . . . .



    After breakfast, they rushed Martinelli’s widow home—Beatrix silenced by
    the terrible thought that his death was her fault, no matter how
    unintentional—and then they had to make appearances at no fewer than four
    rallies, all of them in districts of swing-vote senators who had until one
    o’clock the following afternoon to make up their minds. It was, at least,
    an excellent distraction.



    She clapped until her hands ached, collected more petition signatures and
    told the large gaggle of reporters at each event that yes, this was exactly
    how she wanted to be spending her honeymoon. Which was both laughably false
    and absolutely true, because she would be damned if she didn’t do
    everything in her power to get this measure passed.



    “Well,” Lydia murmured as participants at the final rally dispersed in the
    darkness, “what do you think our odds of success are, Senator?”



    Gray gave an expressive shrug. “On paper, we’ve got the votes. But if
    you’re asking me what will actually happen tomorrow—well, I’m not counting
    my chickens before they hatch.”



    “It helps to have the Senate leader on board, at long last,” Rosemarie
    said.



    And that was true. But Gray’s point weighed on Beatrix as they drove home
    for a final pre-vote conversation—just her, Peter, Lydia and
    Rosemarie—within the privacy of spellwork. What was the magiocracy up to
    that might hit them tomorrow?



    Inside the second-floor room being repurposed for brewing, Lydia pressed
    both palms on the preparation table they’d managed to drag up the stairs
    earlier.



    “All right,” she said. “All the confirmed supporters in the Senate have
    promised they will be in the building by seven-thirty tomorrow morning,
    which is a half-hour before the legislature can legally schedule any
    votes. We’re going to place a volunteer at every meeting room in the
    building to make sure that neither the time nor the location is switched
    without everyone knowing about it. And we’ll be visiting with all the
    senators willing to give us a few minutes so we can counteract any
    last-minute strong-arming by wizards. But what else should we be doing?
    What could the magiocracy spring on us that we’re not thinking about?”



    Beatrix sighed. “More smears.”



    “Or quid-pro-quo deals,” Peter said. “You know—‘we’ll give you
    funding for your district, Mr. Senator, if you kindly change your vote.’”



    “Or ‘change your vote if you want your district to keep the funding you’ve
    already got,’” Rosemarie put in.



    Lydia nodded slowly. “Can we counteract any of that? I mean, in advance,
    not just reacting if and when it happens?”



    A moment of grim contemplation followed.



    “No,” Rosemarie said finally. “We mustn’t bring it up first. We don’t want
    to put the idea in their heads that the magiocracy might retaliate if the
    thought hasn’t occurred to them.”



    “We’d better remind all the volunteers to communicate to these senators
    that their reelection could well hinge on how they vote,” Beatrix said.



    Peter gave a thin smile. “That reminds me: plum job appointments. That’s
    another way Washington could swing this.”



    They spent a few minutes working out how they would react to the
    federal-funding issue if they got wind of that being the magiocracy’s
    last-minute point of attack. There was no preparing for the other problems,
    alas, only weathering them.



    “How many more states can we afford to lose?” he asked,
    slipping a hand into hers. “Five?”



    “Yes.”



    “And there’s, what, seven states scheduled to vote tomorrow?”



    “Eight,” Lydia said, “but only Maryland and California are on the bubble.
    The other six are firmly supportive. In fact, all the other states with
    bills in play are supportive, so we really do have momentum on our side.”



    Beatrix knocked on the wooden table. She wasn’t normally superstitious, but
    it seemed impossible that the wizards didn’t have a plan to head this off.



    “Listen,” Lydia said, switching from quiet undertones to her speechmaking
    voice, “we can do this. Think of everything we’ve handled so far.
    Good God, Beatrix, think of everything you’ve managed. Whatever
    they throw at us, we will find a way.”



    They all nodded, Beatrix still feeling as if this occasion would be the
    exception.



    “Say it: We will find a way,” Lydia demanded.



    “We will find a way,” they dutifully repeated after her.



    Lydia crossed her arms. “Again—and mean it this time.”



    It was almost like magic. As she said the words more loudly and forcefully,
    Beatrix did feel as if they might come true.



 

 



    Chapter Eighteen




    The first bad news arrived at nine-twenty the next morning, delivered in an
    urgent whisper.



    “We lost Rhode Island!” Joan, who’d just rushed up to where they’d gathered
    outside the office of a swing-vote senator, gasped in a lungful of air and
    added, “They voted no!”



    Beatrix still could not look Joan in the eye, so she stared unhappily at
    her ear as Lydia asked, “Why?”



    “They decided at the last minute that they didn’t want to be on the record
    supporting the effort because they rely so heavily on federal funding,”
    Joan murmured. “Which, I might add, didn’t seem to bother them on Friday.”



    Beatrix glanced at Rosemarie, who had predicted just that sort of approach. At least they knew it now, when they still had a chance of doing something about it.



    “Get word to League leaders in the other states voting today,” Rosemarie said to Joan. “Quick.”



    The rest of them flew around the building, grabbing League activists by the
elbow before they crossed into senators’ offices.    Deploy funding plan. Go, go, go.



    Then Joan returned, looking shell-shocked. “We just lost Texas.”



    Beatrix bit back a curse. “Funding?”



    “No! It turned on some obscure rule involving the state’s oil production.”



    They hadn’t finished digesting that—and deciding what, if anything, they
    should do about it here in Maryland—when Dot barreled down the hallway.
    “Massachusetts!” she said, her face leaving no doubt what she meant by
    that. Massachusetts, the sure-thing state, had voted no.



    “Six senators switched their votes, six,” Dot said, voice hard.
    “All spouting the same ridiculous line about national security, and how
    they couldn’t let their political ambitions hinder it.”



    If Maryland went the wrong way, they would be a single state short of
    failure—and California could easily be it. What could they do in
    the final hour they had left? What lesson could they take from their losses
    today except that the wizards had a different playbook for each
    state, and who knew what they had in mind for this one?



    Lydia sent everyone off to try to counter the national-security argument
    with as many senators and staffers as they could buttonhole while the clock
    ticked down. “The magiocracy might try it more than once,” she said.



    But Beatrix, who had to spend the remaining time with Gray, rushed into the
    Senate chamber behind him with a chilly sense that the
    Wizards Smith, those nameless members of the dirty-tricks squad, had
    something else up their sleeves.



    She took one of the seats along the wall, where the aides sat, and looked up into the packed visitor galleries, trying to calm her jangled nerves as the Senate clerk confirmed the quorum. After a moment she found her sister and Rosemarie in a middle row,
    surrounded by other League members. Peter, though, wasn’t there. She
    scanned the seats, looking for him but unable to distract herself from the
    question to which they would soon know the answer: What had the
    dirty-tricks team done?



    Just like that, she was overwhelmed by the memory of Garrett and his dirty trick—the near-assassination of her sister, designed to look as if it had been intended to succeed. She could feel the panic attack coming on. Gray was speaking about his bill and she couldn’t concentrate on his words. She remembered suddenly that Ella had insisted Lydia really was in danger, that the magiocracy would eventually turn to violence, and    God, she couldn’t breathe—she couldn’t—



    Then she caught sight of Peter. He was standing in the upper gallery at the
    other end of the room from the one in which Lydia and Rosemarie sat,
    leaning against a wall in a way that telegraphed a complete absence of
    panic. Her terror ebbed enough for her to get a lungful of air. With it
    came rational thought. Ella had made her pronouncement not long after
    killing Garrett and shortly before attempting to kill Peter; she clearly
    wasn’t in her right mind at the time. If they panicked, Washington won.



    She breathed in and out, calming down, focusing just in time to see Senate
    President William Dixon take the floor.



    He was scowling.



    “Gentlemen,” he boomed, “I do believe we’re being played for fools.”



    The buzz of whispers stopped. Everyone looked at him. And Beatrix knew this
    was it—what Dixon was about to say represented the magiocracy’s gambit.



    “These ladies”—he gestured behind him toward the visitor gallery where most
    of the League sat—“say this legislation is about typic rights. But this is
    just their first move, gentlemen. Let me show you what they have in mind
    for all of us.”



    He brandished a piece of paper like a weapon. “‘I, Peter Blackwell,
    relinquish any so-called coverture rights over Beatrix Harper …’”



    She stared at him in utter shock as he read the rest of the short contract
    in a highly outraged tone. How did he—how did the magiocracy—



    “‘Ridiculous laws to the contrary!’” he repeated. “These ‘ridiculous
    laws,’ may I remind you, are our laws, which have served our state
    well, promoting proper behavior and well-regulated families! What other
    laws do Omnimancer Blackwell and his coterie of neo-suffragists find
    ridiculous? In what other ways would they warp our society? Listen to me,
    gentlemen, when I say that those of you imagining yourselves gaining the
    ability to run for national office are being used as the instrument to take
    away your hard-won rights as the head of your own family!”



She looked at Gray, whose face matched his name.    Say something, for heaven’s sake!



    But he didn’t. It fell to one of his co-sponsors, a senator from Baltimore,
    to ask, “And where did you get that document? From the wizards, I suppose,
    who could have just invented it from whole cloth?”



    “No, Roger Rydell gave me a copy this morning and asked for a comment,”
    Dixon said.



    “And where did he get this?” the Baltimore senator said.



    “I don’t care where he got it from if it’s the real deal,” Dixon
    thundered.



    She was just about to yell out “it’s not, it’s a fake,” damn the rules
    against aides speaking up, when Dixon said, “And I see the omnimancer up
    there, so let’s settle this right now, shall we? Ho, Omnimancer!”



    There was a scuffling sound as everyone on the floor turned around, and she
    knew she’d missed her chance. If she tried to answer for Peter, that would
    only look worse. She stared at him with her heart in her throat.



    “Did you sign this document?” Dixon demanded as Peter walked to the
    railing and looked over it.



    Say no. No!



    “Yes,” Peter called down, “and there’s nothing wrong with—”



    “That will do,” Dixon said.



    And it did. When the senators voted, the measure
    failed by a substantial margin.



    As they stood in the hallway afterward, Beatrix still too much in shock to
    feel all that she knew she soon would, the news hit: California voted
    no, too.



    It was over.



    They had lost.



    . . . . .



    The drive home was quiet. But once they were in the bare second-floor
    brewing room, spells cast, it all came gushing out like caustic floodwater.



    “What on earth were you thinking?” Rosemarie bellowed at
    her.



    “I didn’t—” she said.



    “Had you taken out a front-page ad declaring your intention to emasculate
    every last man, it wouldn’t have been much worse!”



    “I didn’t—” she tried again, but now Lydia had taken over. “You
    know the wizards are watching us! This contract you made Peter sign, this
    completely unnecessary contract—Bee, how could you have been so
    foolish?”



“I didn’t ask him to do it!” She stamped her foot in frustration. “I    didn’t, and I don’t know how the magiocracy found out about it—”
    She turned to him. “You didn’t show it to anyone, did
    you?”



    He frowned. “Of course not. Only you.”



    “The point is that these words should never have been put on paper,”
    Rosemarie barked at him.



    Lydia threw up her arms. “Exactly!”



    Beatrix, unwilling to go that far, turned to him and asked, “Why didn’t you tell them
    it was a fabrication? Why?”



    He was staring at them, mouth open. “Let me see if I understand this.
    You”—he gestured at Rosemarie and Lydia—“think I shouldn’t have drawn up
the contract at all, and you”—gesturing to her—“think I should have    lied about it?”



    “The wizards must have broken into our house to copy it in the first
    place,” she cried. “Don’t tell me I’m immoral for saying we shouldn’t have
    helped them discredit us!”



    He pressed his fingers to his temples. “That’s not what I’m saying at all.
    Look—you want women to have equal rights, you’ve spent years on the effort,
    and now you’re all suggesting that what I did to ensure my wife would not
    have her rights violated by me was a horrible mistake I should have
    disavowed.”



    He paused, as if to let that sink in. Then he snapped, “Are you pressing
    for women’s rights, or aren’t you?”



    All her earlier misgivings about not rocking the boat, not saying anything
    that would upset misogynists, rushed back at her.



    Rosemarie simply looked annoyed. “Typic rights will help everyone. For the last hundred years in the fight for women’s rights, we’ve lost ground. You saw what happened today—the mere hint of equal rights and we’re done. So kindly refrain from telling us where we went wrong.”



    “What happened today is what you get when you make your true aim a secret
    instead of being upfront about it and convincing people on your own terms,”
    Peter said, voice cold.



    Rosemarie scowled at him. “Don’t be naïve.”



    “I don’t see how that’s any more naïve than assuming that if you allow
    typics to run for national office, more rights for women will magically
    follow!”



    “I think we’d better go.” The steel in Lydia’s voice made Beatrix rush to
    comply. They all needed to cool down, that was clear.



    But she couldn’t get the spells undone quickly enough to prevent Rosemarie
    from getting in one last dig.



    “If you felt so strongly that we were going about this the wrong way, you
    would have said it before,” she snapped. “You’re just desperately trying to
    cast the blame off your own shoulders.”



    Peter’s jaw hardened. Beatrix all but pushed Rosemarie and Lydia out the
    door, heartsick, and ferried them home without saying a word. When she
    returned, she found him sitting on the porch with his arms around his
    knees, looking beaten down.



“Peter,” she began, then trailed off. He’d meant well—so very well.    



    He sighed, gesturing behind her. “I think that’s Gray.”



    It was. She watched with mounting anxiety as the senator’s pickup truck
    advanced up their driveway. They’d been separated in the post-vote scrum of
    reporters and she couldn’t find him afterward, so she had no idea what he’d
    said to the inevitable questions about whether he would try again. She
    didn’t want to have this conversation with him—not so soon, and certainly
    not without Lydia.



    And then there was the matter of her job.



    Peter pushed to his feet. “I’ll be in the greenhouse.”



    “Stay—please?”



    “I can’t imagine that would help,” he said, but he stood beside her,
    shoulder to hers, a physical support.



    “Omnimancer, Mrs. Blackwell,” Gray said as he stepped down from his truck,
    face impassive.



    “Senator,” she said. “Please come in.”



    “No, this won’t take long—and if the wizards want to listen in,” he said
    acerbically, “they’re welcome to it. Because I’m done.”



    Her heart sank. “Senator—”



    “No, I’m not doing this again.” Gray shook his head for emphasis. “Not next
    year, not ever. I’ll be lucky if I don’t get run out of the Senate, but
    regardless—never again.”



    “We wouldn’t be starting from scratch,” she pleaded. “The measures passed
    in other states don’t expire—we have a whole year to show people that what
    happened today was a misleading diversionary tactic—”



    “No, no, no. I ran on family values, Mrs. Blackwell! I don’t know
    what I was thinking, getting involved with you radicals! Every day, a new scandal. You’re not persuading me again, and furthermore”—she winced, knowing what was coming, powerless to stop it—“your services
    are no longer required. Effective immediately.”



    She watched him go, unable to respond. Why on earth was she surprised? Why
    had she expected anything else from him?



    She couldn’t bring herself to look at Peter, silent beside her. She’d
    convinced him they should marry immediately, assured him they could get by
    on her salary. She should have realized how easily it could all come
    crashing down.



    Then she saw Sue, running toward them across Main Street. “Oh,”
    Beatrix gasped, and rushed to meet her, heart clenching, Peter at her
    heels. The baby must be ill. Or one of the other children. Or Daniel Clark
    was injured. Or—



    “I just heard about the vote,” Sue said, taking her hands. “Oh, Beatrix!
    I’m so sorry—I want to do something, and I don’t know what that
    could be, other than give you a hug because you look like you desperately
    need one!”



    Sue threw her arms around her and Beatrix no longer could hold back the
    hot, angry tears. Their work ruined, her job lost, all in the space of a
    few hours.



“There, there,” Sue murmured, and Beatrix was forcefully reminded of Ella.    There, there, she’d once said,
    
        what’s the worst that can happen? Well, besides utterly failing and
        going to our graves knowing the wizards won, of course. I suppose
        there’s that.
    



    At the time, it had made her laugh. Now she clutched Sue and wept.



    “I’m just about to put dinner on the table,” Sue said after a moment. “Come
    over and eat with us—please do.”



    “Oh,” she said, voice catching, thinking of the Clarks’ tight budget, “we
    wouldn’t—wouldn’t want to impose—”



    “Fiddlesticks,” Sue said. “We’ve plenty of food tonight.”



    As Beatrix opened her mouth to accept, Peter muttered, “Oh, God, now
    what?” She turned and saw her sister and Rosemarie walking quickly down
    Main Street toward her. Lydia had something in her hands. It looked like a
    letter.



    “What’s wrong?” she asked, gripped with a dizzying certainty that she knew
    the answer. “What is it?”



    “The hospital bill.” Lydia’s face was twisted with worry. “I opened it
    without noticing it was addressed to you, and—oh, Bee, it’s bad—”



    Peter rushed to the mailbox and returned with an identical envelope in his
    hand. They looked at the bills together—a his-and-hers set, one figure (hers)
    equal to an entire year of Lydia’s college tuition and the other …



    “We’ll never be able to repay this,” Peter said, an unnatural calm to
    his voice that was worse somehow than if he’d raged and screamed. “Never.”



 

 



    Chapter Nineteen




    They hustled inside to talk about it—all of them except Mrs. Clark, whose
    kind dinner invitation they had to turn down—but really, what could they
    do? Nothing. His savings plus what he might reasonably expect from
    the sale of his townhouse in Washington wouldn’t cover a quarter of their
    combined bills. Beatrix’s savings amounted to a few hundred dollars.



    Then Lydia, eyes wide, read a line from the bill out loud: “If you wish to
    negotiate a payment plan, you must disclose all financial accounts and
    owned property.” She whispered, “Bee—what if they come after our house?”



    “No, no,” he assured her, “we’ve got the money to pay Beatrix’s bill—your
    home is safe.”



    “Peter,” Lydia bit out, “Beatrix’s name is the only one on the deed. And
    now that you’re married—”



    “—everything she owns is technically yours,” Rosemarie said heavily.



    Beatrix stared at him, eyes wide.



    “We weren’t married when I incurred the bill,” he said.



    “I doubt very much that will matter,” Rosemarie said.



“The contract will protect it,” he said, fear rising like bile. It    would protect the house—wouldn’t it?



    Lydia was pacing now, always a bad sign. “You can restrict your right to do
    whatever you like with Beatrix’s property, but you can’t restrict the
    hospital’s right to take it!”



    “I—I’m sure …” he said, not sure of anything now. This was a day designed
    to underscore how little he knew.



    Rosemarie gave him her most Miss Disdain of looks. “Did an attorney help
    you write it? Did you ask anyone with expertise what they
    thought of it?”



    “No,” he said, anger beginning to overcome his other feelings, “because I
    was trying to keep the document confidential.”



    “Oh, how well that worked out!” Rosemarie crossed her arms. “I grant you
    the contract was extremely effective when it came to killing the
    legislation and ruining all our hopes, but in this case, I’d be shocked if
    it’s anything but absolutely and completely useless. Excellent work,
    Omnimancer. Truly A-plus.”



    Beatrix hissed “Rosemarie,” obviously trying to contain the
    situation, but it was too late.



    “The contract isn’t the problem here, it’s that we got married,” he barked
at Rosemarie. “And did you warn us against it? No, you demanded it!”



    Beatrix put a warning hand on his arm. “I think—”



    He leapt for the door, knowing he was a hair’s breadth from exploding, and
    found he was blocked by the spell she’d put around the room. A spell he
    could no longer undo. “Let me out!”



    Her voice shook as she said the negating spellwords. He slammed the door
    behind him, irrationally angry at her—and rationally, massively,
    incandescently furious at himself.



    If he’d listened to the voice of reason in his head, they wouldn’t have
    married yet. This mess would have been his alone. But now, they would all
    pay the price.



    He closed the front door behind him, without a slam this time, and leaned against the house with his eyes squeezed shut. If he had a job with a salary as good as his last one—even then, the bill would take years to pay off. As it was, he had no idea what he was qualified for now. He was a man rapidly approaching middle age with an education and work history wholly focused on a skill he no longer had.



    He couldn’t pretend anymore: It wasn’t sadness or loss that bit at him
    whenever Beatrix cast spells. It was jealousy.



    They were lucky she could spellcast and he knew it. Her magical abilities
    had nothing to do with his predicament and everything to do with the fact
    that he was still alive. But how much luck would he have trying to argue
    away irrational feelings with logic?



    He needed to calm himself before he went back inside and apologized. The greenhouse—he still hadn’t been to the greenhouse to tend the plants.



    The air was as warm and redolent as always, but it was woefully overmatched
    by his black mood. He was at the far end, watering the valerian, mind going
    in useless circles, when the click of the door opening announced
    he was no longer alone.



    He sighed.



    “Beatrix,” he said, turning around, “I—”



    It wasn’t Beatrix.



    “Blackwell!” A wizard with a bulbous red nose glared at him, arm
outstretched with a fistful of leaves in his hand. “You’ll—you’ll    pay, you fucking traitor!”



    Nowhere to run—the man, whoever he was, blocked the only way out. No way to
    turn it into a physical fight—they were a good fifteen feet apart, and the
    intruder could spit out a spellword faster than any mad dash in his
    direction.



    “Wait! I’ve already lost,” he said, trying for reason, as long of a shot as
    it seemed. “It’s all over. The legislature—”



    “You need to be stopped,” the man said, slurring, “and I’m gon—gonna stop
    you.”



    No reasoning with a drunk.



    Could he run faster than a sloshed wizard could cast?



    He sprang forward a split-second before the man spat the word he himself
    had uttered over and over in his attic as he pummeled shielding spells with
    explosive force—the word that meant he was going to die.



    “Fordēst!”



    The spell burst from the wizard’s palm—and inexplicably, miraculously
    rebounded, sending the man flying backward out of the greenhouse with a
    terrible boom and a shower of shattered glass.



    Peter slammed into an invisible barrier the next instant and sprawled to
    the floor, head spinning more from the situation than the impact. A magical
    shield stood between him and his attacker. That was why the spell had
    ricocheted. How had it come to be there?



    No sign of Beatrix. No sign of anyone except the wizard, lying still on the
    grass, a tangled and bloody mess. Peter winced—partly with reflexive pity,
    partly because it almost had been him.



Then came a sound, soft but unmistakable. The pop of teleportation.



    Before his eyes, the mangled body disappeared.



    Peter scrambled to his feet, staring at the empty lawn in bewildered shock.
    He put out a hand to steady himself on the barrier. But it, too, was now
    gone.



    . . . . .



    The local police took photos, swabbed samples of the blood and had Peter
    recite the details of what had happened over and over, each retelling
    making Beatrix more upset. He’d almost died. He’d been watering plants in
    his greenhouse, and he’d almost died.



    Then Detective Tanner rushed in and went over all the same ground,
    literally and figuratively. Finally, sitting in the kitchen with hot
    chocolate, Tanner asked a question that had not yet come up.



    “This other wizard you think was there under an invisibility spell,
    Omnimancer—could it have been Garrett?”



    Beatrix closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think about Garrett. She was
    far past her limit already.



    “I sincerely doubt it,” Rosemarie said tartly, answering the detective.



    “I can’t think of a single reason Garrett would protect me,” Peter said.



“If he wanted to kill you himself—” Tanner stopped. “No, you’re right. He’d have done it immediately afterward,
    in that case. And I suppose he’d have no reason to teleport away with that
    other wizard.”



That was when it hit her like a physical jolt: There was someone who would have a reason to protect Peter. Someone who’d disposed of a dead body once already.



    Ella.



    If she’d been caught in the throes of temporary madness when she’d attacked
    him before—if she wanted nothing more than to atone—then wasn’t it possible
    that Ella might shadow them under an invisibility spell? Wasn’t it likely,
    even, that she would have seen the stories about the death threats and want
    to do something?



    “Mrs. Blackwell?”



    She blinked and refocused on Tanner. “Yes?”



    “Have you received any threats?”



    “Well,” she began, thinking of the letters, but not entirely sure what sort
    of threats they’d all contained.



    “Yes,” Rosemarie said heavily. “Fourteen in all.”



Beatrix sighed—the number had gone up. Peter looked thunderstruck. “What?”



    “Wizards or typics?” the detective asked.



    “They didn’t specify. I’ve assumed typics, because they’re all focused on
    the false idea that Beatrix was playing Peter and Wizard Garrett off each
    other.”



    Tanner stood. “Copy them and mail them to me, please.”



    Beatrix nodded.



    “And be careful, both of you,” Tanner said.



    They drove Lydia and Rosemarie home and waited in the yard, away from the
    house and its ever-watching cameras, as Rosemarie went inside to gather up
    the letters.



    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Peter asked her.



    “The same reason you didn’t tell me about the threats you got, I expect,” Beatrix said wearily. “I didn’t think they really meant it, and I didn’t want to worry you.”



    Her sister slipped a hand into hers. “We must take every precaution.”



    Easy to say. Difficult to do.



    Rosemarie, walking briskly toward them, handed over the virulent pack of
    notes. Then she threw her arms around Peter, to his evident shock.



    “I’m sorry,” she said in an urgent undertone. “I’m so sorry for what I
    said. You could have died, and—and I want you to know that the Senate vote
    wasn’t your fault. If it hadn’t been the contract, it would have been
    something else. And this hospital-bill disaster—we all should have seen
    this coming.”



    He let out a ragged breath. “I’m sorry for what I said, too. Truly. None of this is your fault, either. And I deserved to get chewed out for presuming to tell you how to fight an uphill battle I just joined.”



    Rosemarie shot him one of her rare, wry smiles and hugged her next. “Be careful, my girl.”



    Ten minutes later, back in their bedroom, Beatrix cast the usual spells and
    emerged from checking the bathroom to find Peter sitting on the bed,
    reading the threatening letters addressed to her.



    “Stop,” she said, stomach twisting.



    “I have to know.”



    “Peter—”



    “This is deadly serious,” he snapped. “These are three times as vile as the
    ones I got. You should have told me.”



    “And then what? What on earth do you think you can do about it?”



    She realized what it sounded like the instant she said it—half a second
    before he winced as if she’d struck him.



    “I—I didn’t mean—”



    “No.” He looked down at his hands—the hands that no longer could work
    magic. “But it’s true all the same.” In a near-whisper, he added, “I don’t
    know what to do. Everything’s falling apart, and there’s not a single thing
    I can do about it.”



    She sat at his feet, leaning against him, feeling exactly the same way.



    He began to laugh—a heartrending sound. “As little as I had when I grew up
    here—as little as you’ve had—we’ve never been in a financial mess as bad as we are now.”



    She couldn’t even say thank God you’re alive, at least. What if
    some other wizard came after him? What then?



    She stood and kissed him with desperate intensity. He pulled her onto the
    bed, undressing her, touching her, and for a short while there was no room
    for thoughts beyond yes and more.



    Then it was over, this coupling without really coupling. They lay under the covers, Beatrix trembling as her mind danced from one terrible fact to the next. She’d thought they would be able to manage the bills, but they couldn’t. She’d thought they would be safe from physical attacks, but they weren’t. She’d thought she had a job, she’d thought they were making progress on typic (and maybe even women’s) rights—so much of what she’d believed had just spectacularly collapsed.



    . . . . .



    The phone rang, and Peter’s first instinct was to not answer it. But
    Beatrix was still asleep, so he untangled himself from the kitchen table
    and grabbed it with a sigh.



    “Hello?”



    “Wizard Blackwell?” Brisk, female.



    “Yes?”



    “Please hold for the general.”



    The line click-clicked as she transferred it, and he nearly slammed the
    phone into its cradle. Please hold for the general—a phrase he’d
    heard dozens of times in his previous life. It was the Pentagram.



    “Blackwell,” said the smooth voice on the other end. “Lt. Gen. Rodney
    Whitaker. I oversee R&D.”



    Peter was aware that Mercer had retired, but he hadn’t known who had taken
    over—other than that, in Martinelli’s words, the man was some “buddy of the
    vice president’s.” He managed a curt “hello,” thinking hard but coming up
    with no other information about Whitaker whatsoever.



    “I’ll do us both a favor and get right to the point,” Whitaker said. “We
    want you to come back.”



    Peter was too stunned to answer.



    “Your work is critical. Political disagreements shouldn’t get in the way of
    national security,” Whitaker said. “Here’s what I’m prepared to offer.”



    “General,” Peter said, “I don’t—”



    “I make a point of never turning down a proposition until I hear what it
    is. I recommend you do the same.”



    He considered saying there was no offer the Pentagram could make that he
    would accept. But that seemed unnecessarily combative.



    “Very good,” Whitaker said into the silence. “Now: If you don’t want it
    known that you’ve returned, I will personally ensure that it remains
    closely guarded information. You can work with anyone of your choosing, or
    no one. You will be allocated reds to commute directly from your home.”



    Whitaker paused just long enough for Peter to open his mouth, but not long
    enough for him to get out a “no thank you.”



    “Also, we will cover any outstanding hospital bills you may have,” Whitaker
    said.



    Peter grabbed onto the counter for support. “What?”



    “If you have any bills from your hospital stay, we will pay them. Yours and
    your wife’s, naturally.”



    The general paused. Peter’s heart thudded in his ears.



    “I don’t want an answer now,” the man said. “Sleep on it, Blackwell. I’ll
    call back tomorrow morning at nine sharp.”



    Click.
    The line went dead.



    He stood there, phone in hand, until it began squawking at him and he came
    back to his senses. He hung up, reminding himself that he couldn’t accept
    the offer. Obviously, he couldn’t. Just for starters, he wasn’t capable of
    holding down a job meant for a qualified wizard, for God’s sake.



    Except … he wouldn’t have to cast. He could design the spells and have someone else cast them, a wizard of his choosing. He could insist that somebody ferry him to and from work—plenty of wizards had trouble with teleportation.



    He shook his head to clear it. No, no, he refused to go back. The
    only thing worse than not figuring out a way to neutralize his weapon was
    to reconvene his earlier work to make it more deadly. If he stayed out of there,
    the spells on the sabotaged duplicate he’d left them would degrade, they
    would recast using the plans he’d altered, and then, at least, the weapon’s
    explosive capability would shrink.



    Except … Beatrix would be overwhelmed with debt that wasn’t her fault. Rosemarie and Lydia might end up homeless. The women could move in with them for now, but how long would that last when they couldn’t afford the brewing ingredients they needed to justify their use of the omnimancer’s house?



    He retreated to the attic and sat on the floor, in the room where he’d
    failed to defeat the weapon, and considered accepting the job. He turned it
    over and over in his mind until he could see himself doing it. Then he
    considered that Beatrix might rather face ruin than watch him go back to
    that work.



    Yes, that was possible. Likely, even. But it was just as likely that she
    would come to regret it, because she had never experienced the level of
    poverty he had.



    Ought he to protect her interests by accepting first and telling her
    afterward?



    Would she forgive him if he did?



    The rat-tat-tat-tat-tat of assertive knocking on the front door
    brought him out of his miserable reverie. He met Beatrix on the stairs and
    walked the last flight down with her, saying nothing and getting nothing in
    turn, because “good morning” would hardly be accurate. But she took his
    hand, grip tight.



    “It’s Hickok,” she said, looking out the peephole.



    He groaned. Not now. No. He couldn’t bear the thought of an
    interview, not even one conducted by a reporter he liked.



    But Beatrix had already opened the door. “Hello?”



    “You look rather surprised to see me.” Hickok stepped inside, lips turning
    up in an ironic smile. “You didn’t think it would be a sufficient
    enticement? I almost came out last night just to find out what it was all
    about.”



    He stared at her for a second before looking at Beatrix, who appeared just
    as befuddled.



    “I’m going to take a wild guess, judging by your blank looks, that you had
    no idea Sue Clark called me,” Hickok said dryly.



    “No, none,” Beatrix murmured.



    He bit back a few choice words. Why in the hell would Mrs. Clark think that what they
    required was media coverage of how their lives were falling apart?



    Hickok tapped her notebook with her pen. “But there is something
    you ought to be telling me, isn’t there.”



    “I don’t—” he began.



    “Yes.” Beatrix lifted her chin. “Come upstairs.”



    He trailed after them, annoyed, until it hit him on the second-to-last step
    that Rydell was sure to find out eventually. There was no contest when it came to which of the two he’d prefer to write about it first.



    When they got to the landing, Beatrix gestured Hickok into the brewing room and hung back.



    “Sue must have thought this could help,” she murmured. “I think she might
    be right.”



    He let his skeptical expression stand as an answer and went in.



    “Any recording devices in here?” Hickok said quietly, eyeing the walls.



    “No,” he said, hoping that remained true.



    “What about the rest of the house?”



    “Besides the telephone, you mean? We’ve stopped checking for bugs
    downstairs. We just assume we’re being recorded and behave accordingly.”



    Hickok shook her head. “I’m trying to get some traction on the story, but
    no luck yet. Anyway—go ahead, tell me why Sue Clark called.”



    Beatrix handed over the bills and noted all the ways this was and could be
    disastrous. She explained that she’d been let go. Then—in for a penny, in
    for a pound—he shared most of the details of the previous night’s attack,
    leaving out his inability to defend himself with magic and asking her to
    keep off the record his strong suspicion that another wizard intervened.



    “I don’t think I’m supposed to have noticed it,” he said, “and I don’t want
    to make clear that I did.”



    Hickok nodded. “Any idea who it might have been? Your protector, I mean?”



    He let out a long breath. “This will sound odd, I know. But I think it was
    someone sent by the Abbott administration.”



    She raised her eyebrows but didn’t laugh. “Why?”



    “Invisibility isn’t a widely known spell. And reds—the high-octane leaves
    you need for teleportation—are tightly controlled by the government.”



    “OK,” Hickok said, “but any idea why they would want to prevent your injury
    or death?”



    Yes, now that he knew they thought his skills were hard to replace. But he
    didn’t want to share that. He shrugged and gave a broader answer. “If I’m
    killed with magic, who would people blame?”



    Hickok gave her ringing hah of a laugh. “One more thing, back on
    the record: Why did you write that contract for your wife—why take the
    risk?”



He sighed. “Well, it’s pretty obvious I didn’t understand that it    was a risk. I mean—‘we all have certain inalienable rights and I
    won’t impinge upon yours’ shouldn’t be a radical idea.”



    Her smile was sharp. “How very sweet and naïve of you.”



    Beatrix had not been so naïve, he knew. She must have thought they’d safely
    concealed the contract from the magiocracy’s prying eyes—and the fact that
    they hadn’t was alarming in what it suggested about the level of spying
    they now faced.



    “But as you’re obviously not planning to exercise your coverture rights,”
    Hickok added, “why put it in writing in the first place?”



    Because he’d had power over Beatrix before, and he repeatedly abused it.
    Got her fired. Gave her little choice but to work for him. Forced her hand
    so she would break the law, day after day, risking arrest on his behalf.



    Making her turn over her last shreds of self-determination to him with a Vow was the
    most egregious example, but it was hardly the only one.



    Hickok was looking at him with her head cocked, waiting for an answer.



    “No one should have that much power over another person,” he said quietly.
    “If we do …” He swallowed. “If we do, we’ll discover sooner or later that
    we’re not nearly as good as we think we are.”



    As Hickok scribbled this down, Beatrix put her arms around him. “My God, I
    love you,” she murmured.



    He leaned in to whisper, “I’m sorry it’s turned into such a disaster.”



    She kissed him.



    “Well, my editor will be delighted this hasn’t come between you,” Hickok
    said. “Bless his soppy heart.”



    . . . . .



    When the door closed behind Hickok, they retraced their steps and
    confirmed that the room was still unbugged. As she finished casting, she turned
    to find Peter leaning against the table, arms crossed, staring at the
    floor.



    “I wrote the contract in the bedroom, which we later determined had no
    snooping devices, and I only took it out that once to show you,” he said.
    “I felt around in my car that morning to make sure there were no hidden
    tele-vision cameras. Even if there were audio recorders tucked somewhere,
    we didn’t say anything that would alert the magiocracy about the contract
    or where to find it. So how did they?”



    She shook her head, at a loss. After a moment, she suggested,
    “Maybe they’ve developed a monitoring spell that works like a tele-vision
    camera. There would be nothing to feel in that case.”



    He frowned. “Not impossible, of course, but they would have had to develop
    it in the last couple of months. Otherwise they wouldn’t have installed
    cameras in your house.”



   True. It seemed unlikely. She boosted herself onto the brewing table to sit, leaning against him. “You have a theory, don’t you. What is it?”



    “I think someone is tailing us.”



    Her breath caught. “Inside the house?”



    “I don’t know,” he murmured. “Maybe. Not here, though, or we would have discovered them. I think a wizard under an invisibility spell is following us around at least occasionally because the only time I didn’t have that contract on me or well-hidden in here was when I left it in the car to walk you to work. It was tucked in that book under a seat, so I thought it was perfectly safe. That would also explain how a wizard happened to be outside our house at the exact moment I needed saving from the attacker.”



    She stared at him, heart in her throat. “We have to get rid of the
    contracts. The remaining Vow contracts.”



    “What?”



    “They’re not safe. They’ve always made me nervous, and now …”



    He shook his head. “You don’t need Rosemarie under a Vow, but your former
    treasurer—and Miss Draden—”



    “She didn’t sign it with her real name,” Beatrix said. “You saw what
    happened when I tried to call on her Vow—it’s worthless. There’s no danger
    in burning it. There’s every danger in keeping it.”



    “Your treasurer, then. Surely you need her under a Vow.”



    “What do you think is more likely at this point? That the magiocracy sends
    a wizard to ask more questions of the woman they discarded as no longer
    useful to them—a woman they know will be angry at them because she had to
    drop out of college when they stopped paying her—or that they’ll find the
    document she signed?” She eyed him. “You know, the one that makes clear that League members are casting spells?”



    Peter groaned. “You’re right. Absolutely right. Let’s do it now.”



    They extracted the contracts from under the loose floorboard in what used
    to be Peter’s bedroom, light off in case any tele-vision cameras were
    pointed at them. Back in the new brewing room, they set all three on the
    floor.



    Beatrix stared for a moment at Ella’s signature. Then she aimed her palm at
the contracts, a leaf between her thumb and forefinger. “Formeltan.” The papers scorched, shriveled, vanished.



    She hoped she’d done the right thing.



    “Peter,” she said, “that invisible person who kept the drunk wizard
    from attacking you …” She paused, knowing he wouldn’t like her theory. “That might have been Ella.”



    His eyes went wide. “You’ve seen her?”



    “No, but it makes sense. Listen,” she said, seeing his deeply skeptical
    expression, “if she switched back to regular spellcasting with leaves, she
    could well be in her right mind again. And if she is, she would want to
    make it up to you. She’d need to. So Ella bodyguarding you when
    she knows from the newspapers that people have sent you death threats makes
    perfect sense to me, whereas a magiocracy wizard cooling his heels outside
    our house after we lost the amendment fight—when there’s no need
    for further dirt on us—seems incredibly unlikely.”



    “I don’t think he was
    there for dirt. I think he was doing exactly what you suggested Miss Draden
    would want to do.”



    She snorted. “A spy happening to be on the spot might save your life to
    avoid the mess of having you killed with magic. I get that. But why would
    the magiocracy actively guard—”



    “Because they want to keep me alive.” He took her hand, his expression so
    serious she knew better than to laugh at what seemed like a ridiculous
    statement. “Beatrix—the Pentagram called this morning to offer me my job
    back.”



    As she stared at him, mouth agape, he added, “If I take it, they’ll pay our
    hospital bills in full.”



    The shock of it was so great that all she could think to say was,
    “When—when did they …?”



    “While you were asleep. The new head of R&D called. Lt. Gen. Whitaker.
    I have to give him my answer tomorrow morning.” He paused. “I think I should accept.”



    “No,” she said softly, horror shimmering like spiders down her arms, spine,
    legs. “Peter—no.”



    “They made clear that I could dictate some of my working conditions. I’ll
    insist that someone else do the spellcasting. I’ll say it makes me tired.”



    She wrapped her arms around herself. “You know that’s not my objection!”



    He nodded, his gaze fixed on the floor.



    “You left for a reason, and that reason hasn’t changed,” she said.



    “But other circumstances have.”



    “Peter, they waited until now to make the offer because they understood
    you’d be desperate! I’m sure they knew we got the bills
    yesterday—it can’t be a coincidence that they called this morning—but we’ll
    figure out another way.”



    “I’m very worried, but I am not yet desperate,” he said. “I’ll tell you
    when true desperation hits, and that’s when we’ve lost your house, we’re
    kicked out of this place and neither of us can get a job because we’re too
    quote-unquote radical or simply too much of a distraction for any
    employer.”



   He let that sink in for a moment. “There’s a very real risk that if I turn them down tomorrow, they’ll wait until we actually are desperate to take me back,” he added. “It would serve their purposes. It would thoroughly kill any chance your sister has to get her efforts back on track. Or—consider this—they’ll find someone else and no second offer will come.”



    She swallowed a sob and lifted her chin. “We need an attorney. Somebody
    sharp to negotiate with the hospital. We don’t know our options—we don’t
    even know if these bills are reasonable.”



    He pressed his lips together and turned away, clearly thinking it through. “OK,” he said after a minute. “If we can get a lawyer on the phone today who feels strongly that we can save your house and substantially lower the amount owed, then I’m willing to roll the dice and tell the Pentagram no. But it has to be today.”



    She looked at her watch. Twenty minutes to eleven. “All right,” she said,
    knowing the odds were against them. “Drive to the college—they have
    specialty directories in their library, and there might be one for lawyers.
    In the meantime I’ll call everyone in the phone book.”



    Three minutes later, she rushed into the general store with the book under
    one arm and the bills tucked in her coat pocket.



    “Mayor,” she said to Croft, who’d looked up at the tinkling bell, “could I
    possibly use your office telephone? Our phone—”



    “Sure, of course,” he said, not waiting for her explanation about how her
    phone was having “issues,” which was just as well because the issue was a
    government tap.



    “Thank you,” she said, grateful to him—for his easy kind-heartedness and
    for smiling at her as if yesterday’s revelations didn’t matter to him.
    Though it was certainly possible he hadn’t heard yet. “I’m afraid it might
    be a while …”



    “Not a problem. Take as long as you need. Beatrix,” he added as she turned
    toward the office. “I just want you to know that I’ve registered a
    complaint with Senator Gray. He abstained on his own darn bill! For gosh
    sakes, what does a private agreement between a man and his wife have to do
    with typic rights? And if the omnimancer didn’t intend to get your
    input on important matters, he’d be a danged idiot. Do you
    know what I mean?”



    She nodded, surprised and touched. Gray had called her a radical, but no
    one would make that case about Croft.



    “Well, that’s all I wanted to say.” He gave a sheepish smile. “Please
    excuse my language.”



    She almost managed a laugh at the idea that “gosh” and “danged” was
    language requiring an apology. “Thank you, Mayor. It means a lot to—”



    A crash that sounded like at least a dozen cans tumbling to the floor rang
    out from the back. Croft squeezed his eyes shut. “Billy,” he
    muttered under his breath, making his nephew’s name sound more like an
    expletive than any of his actual stabs at curse words.



    “Can I help?” she asked.



    He shook his head. “Happens at least once a day. Go on, make your
    calls.”



    “Thank you again,” she said, patting his arm, and went off to the office.



    She phoned every attorney in the book, each time getting the same response.
    No, he was not available. No, he would not be able to return a call that
    day. No, not even for an emergency. Would she still like to leave a
    message?



    When she reemerged, Croft was somewhere amid the shelves, talking to a
    customer. She left him a note of thanks and slipped out, hoping Peter would
    have more luck. But he was already back at the house, and his expression
    said it all. They trudged to the bedroom and he handed over a sheet of
    paper with the contact information for five men. Beside each he’d written
    an X.



    “These are the Maryland and D.C. lawyers who specialize in hospital bills,”
    he said. “But—”



    “Let me guess: No one could speak to you today.”



    He nodded.



    “Same for me,” she murmured.



    “I’m sorry, Beatrix.”



    She wasn’t ready to give up. She convinced him to drive them to Baltimore,
    drop her off at one law office and go to another, where they separately sat
    in hopes of catching an attorney on the way out. Maybe Peter’s status as a
    famous (or at least infamous) wizard would help? But he circled back at a
    few minutes to five, shaking his head.



    “The receptionist took pity on me and said she’d work me in as soon as his
    last call of the day was done,” he said. “Then the man got word that his mother
    was ill, and he ran out.”



    She sighed. “The receptionist here didn’t do me any such favors. ‘Mr. Zhu
    is far too busy,’ etc. etc. And when she left at four-thirty, she told me
    not to bother trying to get back to his office because the door to the
    hallway is locked.”



    The sparest shadow of a grin passed over his face. “And was it?”



    “Yes,” she admitted.



    They sat in silence as the loud clock on the wall ticked away the seconds.
    Then the door opened and a man strode out, eyes on his pocket as he fished
    out his keys.



    Beatrix jumped to her feet. “Mr. Zhu?”



    “I’m afraid I’m in a rush—” The man looked up and halted, goggling at them.
    “Omnimancer and Mrs. Blackwell?”



    “Yes,” Peter said. “Could we have just a few minutes of your time? We’d be
    incredibly grateful.”



    Zhu looked at his watch. “Uh—yes. Ten minutes. I can make ten minutes work.
    What’s the problem?”



    Heart leaping, Beatrix pulled out their bills and quickly covered the key details.



    As the lawyer scrutinized the documents, Peter said, “Do you think there’s
    a reasonable chance of saving the house and negotiating the debt to
    something we could pay off over time? I have a decision I must make
    tomorrow morning, and it’s entirely dependent on the answer to that
    question.”



    Zhu gave a thoughtful frown. “These are odd bills. They didn’t itemize
    them—you see? Nothing to specify how the costs added up. I’ve handled cases
    from this hospital, and those bills were itemized from the start.”



    Beatrix bit her lip, trying not to be hopeful yet, and failing.



    Zhu looked up from the paperwork. “Listen, I can’t promise anything. I
    think these bills are peculiar, and they may well be inflated, but I’ve got
    no way of knowing without digging into it. Bottom line, though: I think we
    can make the hospital see that a reasonable payment plan is in everyone’s
    interest. And I’m pretty confident we can get them to agree not to take
    your house, Mrs. Blackwell, seeing as Omnimancer Blackwell is willing to
    sell his.”



    She steadied herself on Peter’s shoulder, the rush of
    relief leaving her wobbly.



    “Thank you, sir.” Peter put an arm around her. “That’s very good to hear. You’ll take our case?”



   “Yes, call tomorrow for an appointment—I’ll have my secretary fit you in later this week.”



    Zhu put out his hand. Peter shook it. They walked out of the office and let
    the lawyer take the elevator to the front exit while they headed to the
    stairs in the back. Just in case.



    “I don’t think I was followed here,” he murmured in her ear. “I didn’t park
    near the other law office and I ducked into Lexington Market on the way. You can’t effectively tail anyone there. Too many people. I took a
    roundabout way here, too.”



    He’d dropped her off hours earlier at a restaurant—one with a back door to
    an alley that connected to the building Zhu’s office was in—so she felt
    reasonably confident she too had not been followed.



    Her euphoric relief was tempered on the car ride home by the recollection
    that “I can probably save your house” and “more likely than not, the
    hospital will pull up short of ruining you” was not the same as actually
    saving her house and avoiding ruination. And even the best-case scenario
    wasn’t good—just less awful. But she would take less awful at this point.
    And she would absolutely, gladly roll the dice on Mr. Zhu when the
    alternative was sending Peter back to the hell he’d come here to escape.



    She smiled at him when he stopped at a light. He leaned in and kissed her.



    “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you so much for not giving up.”



    . . . . .



    Awareness crept up on him by degrees. He felt—oh, God. He groaned,
    pulled back and thrust again, every nerve ending alive, Beatrix’s hip warm
    against his hand, her bottom pressed against him, a soft mmmm on
    her lips, darkness enveloping them—harder faster yes—



    “Oh!” she cried not in ecstasy but in alarm, and that was the exact moment
    he realized this was not a dream, this was certainly not dreamside, this
    was really happening and he was past the moment of no return.



    With a shout of alarm, he pulled out, ejaculate bursting onto the bed.



    “How … how …” He couldn’t get another word out. He thought he
    might be sick.



    “I don’t know!” She reached out and switched on her nightstand lamp. “I
    thought we were in dreamside, but then I woke up a bit more thoroughly and
    …”



    He shuddered. Semen on the covers, along the back of her legs—what were the
    odds that none of it was inside her?



    He stumbled to the bathroom, pulling up the pajama pants he’d apparently
    pushed down to his knees in his sleep. He wet a facecloth and brought it
    back for her, so deeply in shock he didn’t say a word.



    But with all their melding of day and night, real and unreal, was it any
    wonder this had happened?



    “Peter,” she said, after he’d returned the cloth and come back to bed,
    “it’s OK.”



    “No,” he said, beginning to shake. He wrapped the covers around himself.
    All the anxiety—the fear—he’d suppressed yesterday came roaring back,
    stronger than before. “It’s not OK. It’s a wake-up call.”



    “What?”



    “I’ve got to take the job.”



    “What?” She propped herself up on one elbow, staring at him in
    evident agitation. “No—I’m sure you didn’t get me pregnant! I’m
    due any day, it’s the safe part of the cycle—”



    “No, I mean—I have to take the job because we can’t live like this.” He
    swallowed. “Let’s say we can save your house and negotiate the bills down from
    impossible to merely onerous, and we both get jobs, and we’re able to keep
    our heads above water. That’s the best-case scenario, right? You agree with
    me?”



    “Yes, but that’s better than the alternative!”



    “No,” he said. “Because even if we get the best-case scenario, which is no guarantee, life will go on happening after that.
    Unexpected bills we’ll have no ability to pay because we’ll already be at
    our limit.”



    She opened her mouth as if to argue but said nothing. He could see the
    truth of what he said sinking in as her expression shifted from determined
    to unsettled.



    “And this could happen again,” he murmured, gesturing between them.
    “Easily.”



    “We can put precautions in place.” It was a pleading statement, not a
    confident one, because what would be good enough? If they slept apart,
    wouldn’t they eventually be tempted to go back to the same bed? If she cast
    a shielding spell between them, wouldn’t they eventually forget?



    “There’s something I vowed to myself when I grew up dirt poor here,” he
    said, staring at the ceiling. “Well—two things, actually. First, that I
    would take care of my Nan as soon as I graduated.”



    His grandmother died during his first year
    at the Academy. Beatrix knew that.



    “Second,” he said, “that I would never, never, never do anything that could
    possibly result in fathering a child who would grow up like I did.”



    He heard the breath catch in her throat.



    “I can’t do this,” he said. “I can’t. When the Pentagram calls, I have to
    say yes.”



    He turned to look at her. “Say you understand,” he whispered. She’d been
    there during his childhood. More than that, she’d seen a bit of it through
    his eyes, feeling what he felt. “Beatrix—”



    “I understand.” The words came out slow and heavy. She laid her head on his shoulder, and he held her, knowing her too
    well to think this was a minor concession. She’d contracted his deep-seated
    horror of that job. And on top of that, she had a powerful determination to
    push on in the face of adversity. She never gave up. He was making her
    agree to a plan that went against her every instinct.



    “I’m sorry,” he said, voice cracking.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty




    It wasn’t quite five o’clock in the morning, but there was no chance of
    going back to sleep now. They dressed in silence and headed downstairs. She
    was sitting at the kitchen table, a mug of tea in her hands that she didn’t
want to drink, when she heard a soft thunk, followed by three more    thunks that sounded like rolled-up newspapers hitting the front
    door.



    She closed her eyes. How she’d hoped, when Hickok showed up yesterday, that
    a story could help. But now it didn’t matter. And honestly, what had she
    been thinking? What assistance had she expected to get?



    Peter’s chair slid backward against the floor. She listened to the slow
    thud of his footsteps as he went to collect the papers.



    “Hickok’s story is out,” he said when he returned. “Headline: ‘Latest
    disaster for Romeo & Juliet: Crushing bills.’”



    “I don’t want to read it,” she whispered.



    He sighed. “Neither do I.”



    “Then let’s not. What’s the point.”



    She heard the rustle of newspaper pages turning. After a moment, he said,
    “I have to admit that I’m tempted to read Rydell just for the potential
    amusement factor.”



    “What?” She opened her eyes. He held the column up for her, and she started
to laugh. She couldn’t help it. “ROMEO’S NEO-SUFFRAGISM BLAMED ON SELF-HATE? Says who?”



    He scanned the piece. “Psychologists. All anonymous, it looks like.”



    “Perhaps they suffer from self-hate, too.”



    His lips turned up. She grinned at him. But the humor was fleeting, because
she considered that tomorrow’s column would be along the lines of STAR-CROSSED JERKS GET JUST DESSERTS. She took a sip of her lukewarm
    tea and pushed it away. She wished she hadn’t said anything to Hickok.



    She wished she’d woken up ten minutes earlier this morning.



    She wished the bills had come before they were married.



    She wished she hadn’t figured out how to manipulate magic in a way that led
    to evil and madness, hadn’t taught Ella, hadn’t missed the warning signs
    that ended with Peter at the brink of death and his best friend vaporized
    and—



    “Look at this,” he said, passing her the Washington Herald.



    “Veep’s Son ‘a New Man,’” declared the headline on the local gossip
    column. The item described how the carousing Frederick Draden had given up
    his Baltimore apartment and moved into the vice-presidential mansion, “the
    better to help his father.” Apparently, he’d woken up one day and decided
    he was wasting his life.



    “Forgive me if I assume that threats of being cut off from the family money might
    have played a bigger role,” Peter murmured into her ear.



    She nodded, still too caught in if-onlys to smile at his dark humor. He
    stood up and held out a hand. “Why don’t we make some brews?”



    They looked through the to-do list of medicinals in the old brewing room
    and settled on four of the most pressing that required items they still
owned. Upstairs, after she’d cast the usual spells, he said, “Now hit gewærlæceþ. The tripwire.”



    She stood in one corner of the room, near the door, and cast the spell
    while focusing intently on where she wanted the tripwire to reach. She
    thought the magic caught, but there was no way to tell by looking at it.
    There was nothing to see.



Then Peter reached past her and touched the door. She    felt it, as if someone holding the other end of a string in her
    hand just pulled it taut. The vibration went right down her arm.



    “Works?” he asked.



    “Wow,” she whispered.



    “What about here? And here?” he said, touching other spots on the door.



    “Yes,” she said. She put her hand through the invisible, insubstantial
    tripwire—more of a tripwall, really—and got no response. An extraordinary
    spell. How did it recognize the caster, so to speak? She thought of Garrett
    sending the tripwire around her house, the physical contact of his lips on
    her skin enough to turn it topsy-turvy so it would go off only if she
    crossed it. She shuddered. But still: extraordinary.



    “Have you cast it before?” she asked.



    He shook his head. She was about to say how amazing it was but caught
    herself just in time.



They worked without talking, falling into the rhythm of brew prep, the    chunk-chunk-chunk of their knives, the tap of glass containers on
    wood, the drip-drop of liquid the only sounds. She felt—if not exactly
    better, at least engrossed.



    Then the telephone rang. The spidery horror rose up again, stronger than
    before. The Pentagram.



    Peter looked up at her, eyes wide. “Quick—let me out!”



    For a second, just a second, she had the urge to trap him in the room. She
    turned and unspelled it with shaking hands.



    His boot heels sounded like hammers on the steps as he rushed down. She
    leaned against the doorway, wrapping her arms around herself. She heard his
    “hello,” out of breath and tense.



    A pause. “Yes—good morning,” he said, sounding faintly puzzled.



    Another stretch of silence. “Oh! That’s very kind, but I don’t think we
    could accept”—a short gap, a laugh—“no, no, I’m not suggesting anything
    of the sort ….”



    She ran down the stairs, hearing several more bits of his side of the
    conversation, and got to the kitchen just as he hung up. He gave a bemused
    shake of the head and leaned in to whisper, “Someone who’s never met us
    just said she’s contributing $5,000 toward our bills.”



    “What?”



    “I said no, but the long and short of it is that she mailed it already.” He
    shrugged. “We’ll have to send it back, of course.”



    Impractical hope bloomed in her chest. “Peter, what if …”



    His laugh was short. He leaned in closer. “What if several hundred more
    people spontaneously decide to give us $5,000, you mean?”



    She sighed. He was right—a ridiculous thought.



    “I should have realized it wasn’t the Pentagram,” he added. “They’re not
    due to call for another hour and twenty minutes. Shall we?”



    They were halfway up the steps when a knock rang out on the front door.
    Croft stood on their porch.



    “For pity’s sake, why didn’t you tell me?” He looked at Beatrix, shaking
    his head. “I had no idea until I picked up the paper.”



    “I didn’t want to bother you—”



    “Bother me? You’re the closest thing I have to a daughter, you know!”



    For all his kindness, she hadn’t realized he’d seen her that way. He was
    kind to everyone. Eyes welling, she threw her arms around him.



    “Well, now.” Croft cleared his throat and patted her shoulder. “Well, now—what
    I came to tell you is that we’ve got $14,000 in the budget that we didn’t
    have to spend because of all the leak-fixing and other infrastructure work
    you did, Omnimancer. I need to call an emergency council meeting to get
    this authorized, but I can’t imagine they’ll object to giving you money
    you’ve rightfully earned.”



    Beatrix pulled back, a joyful cry slipping out. Peter looked astonished.
    Then he shook his head as if trying to fling out the what-if she had
    planted there. “That’s extremely good of you, Mayor, but I couldn’t—”



    “Oh, yes, you could. I’m not taking no for an answer.” Croft leaned in confidentially. “Also, I didn’t mention this before because I didn’t want to make
    an offer I was still trying to piece together, but it finally got there
    last night, so—the counties and towns hereabouts want to hire you as our
    collective omnimancer.”



    She caught the fleeting look of pain on Peter’s face. That was exactly the
    job he’d wanted, and now he couldn’t take it.



    Croft handed him an envelope. “You’ll find the details in there. I know you
    could make a lot more somewhere else,” he added apologetically, “but—well,
    we’d love to have you. Think about it and let me know.”



    He shook Peter’s hand, gave Beatrix a smile and left. Back in
    the new brewing room, she slipped the envelope from his hands, opened it
    and read the letter aloud.



    “‘Dear Wizard Blackwell: We are pleased to offer you the position of
    omnimancer of Howard and Carroll counties and the municipalities therein.
    We are prepared to pay a salary of $40,000 a year, not including the cost
    of brewing ingredients, which we will cover, and’—” She stopped, putting
    her free hand over her mouth.



    “What?” he said, his question sliding out on a sigh.



    “… ‘and we will set aside $15,000 annually for the cost of employing a
    brewing assistant of your choice,’” she murmured. It was more than she’d
    ever earned. “‘We hope you will accept.’”



    “Good God, I wish I could.”



    She marshaled her thoughts and took his hand. “Specify that you’ll accept
    under the condition that your duties are brewing only. That’s all it would
    take—”



    He shook his head. “No.”



    “What? Why?”



    “This doesn’t change anything. All my arguments still stand.”



    She frowned at him. “If you’re thinking that what happened first thing this
    morning was a sign, I’ve got news for you—this is the sign. We have
    an attorney who’ll help us, we have jobs, we even have two very generous
    donations—come on, Peter, what more do you need?”



    “You’ve never been as poor as I have,” he snapped. “Don’t blithely shrug
    off something you haven’t experienced, least of all how bad it would be for
    the child we might accidentally conceive.”



    The urge to throttle him was growing by the second. “You promised to
    collaborate with me on our finances. You promised.”



    “I also promised not to dictate your employment, and I expect you to do me
    the same courtesy!”



    “I will sleep on the floor of our fucking bathroom if I have to so
    you won’t accidentally fuck me in our fucking bed! How’s that for
    courtesy?”



    His eyes had gone very wide. She’d said that word out loud a grand total of once
    before in her life—twice, if you counted dreamside.



    She let out a shaky breath and pushed on while she had the advantage. “It
    really comes down to this: Do we have principles, or don’t we? Are we
    willing to stomach some uncertainty to save people’s lives … or aren’t we?”



    He slumped into a chair. “That’s not fair, Beatrix.”



    “If you insist on seeing one of your choices in a worst-case light, you
    have to look at the other that way, too.”



    Silence set in. She bit her tongue.



    “All right, let’s go,” he said, jumping to his feet. “We’d better make sure
    a brewing-only restriction will fly.”



    . . . . .



    Remarkably, it did. He’d been sure at least one of the towns or counties
    would pitch a fit about paying for a wizard who wouldn’t fix a leaking roof
    or fight farm pests, but brews were apparently their main priority. Just as
    remarkably, Croft was able to get that worked out in twenty-five minutes
    flat.



    “Excellent,” Croft said, beaming at them. “Couldn’t be happier that you’ll
    do it, Omnimancer.”



    “It’s not as good a deal for Ellicott Mills as one-hundred percent of an
    omnimancer for free,” Peter said, clinging to his misgivings. “People might
    be annoyed by the wait.”



    Croft snorted. “People can go soak their heads.”



    “I hope that’s not what you’re planning to tell anyone coming to complain—”



    “No, no, it was clear as day that you wouldn’t be able to go on working for
    free once you were married, never mind how big your hospital bills were.
    This way we won’t lose you entirely. Anyway,” Croft added in a
    conspiratorial whisper, “our town’s contribution to the collective pot is
    housing.”



    Beatrix’s laugh was so infectious, Peter couldn’t help joining in, no
    matter how uneasy he still felt.



    When they got back home, their answering machine had nine messages.



    
        Omnimancer and Mrs. Blackwell, I was outraged to hear what happened to
        you, and I wanted to tell you that my friends and I are taking up a
        collection …
    



    
        Sir and madam, you don’t know me but I feel I must help after all
        you’ve tried to do …
    



    
        Mr. Omnimancer, you and Mrs. Omnimancer helped my little girl last year even though we’re not from Ellicott Mills, and I’ll never forget it. I can only send a little bit, but I’m asking all my friends to do the same, and you know that a lot of little bits add up …
    



    And on and on like that. He stared at the machine, stunned.



    “I thought everyone hated us,” he murmured finally, as the last message
    wound down and the machine clicked off.



    Beatrix wrapped her arms around him from behind, laying her head against
    his back. “When you’re laid low, you find out who your friends are.”



    Someone knocked on the door just as the telephone rang. He glanced at the time: Nine o’clock on the dot.



    “I’d better …” he said, gesturing to the phone. The same brisk female voice
    as the morning before asked him to hold for the general, and he watched
    Beatrix open the door and give Mrs. Clark a hug as he waited to disabuse
    the Pentagram of the notion that he’d be coming back.



    The line click-clicked. “Hello again, Blackwell,” Whitaker said. “Will you
    accept the offer?”



    “Thank you, but no.”



    The pause that followed suggested shock. Still, Whitaker’s voice was as
    smooth as before when he said, “I understand you might not want to leave
    Mrs. Blackwell home by herself, given the danger she’s in. I’ll assign a
    bodyguard. A typic Marine, if you’d rather not have a wizard. She’ll be
    perfectly safe.”



    Now it was Peter’s turn for unsettled silence. In all their fearful
    activity the last twenty-four hours to deal with their financial crisis,
    they’d given next to no thought about the death threats. He couldn’t
    protect himself, let alone Beatrix. And Beatrix couldn’t use her most
    effective defense without landing them both in prison for breaking the
    magic-use law.



    How much uncertainty and risk was he willing to stomach to do the
    right thing? How could he live with himself if anything happened to her?



    “Blackwell?” the general said.



    Do we have principles, or don’t we?



    He closed his eyes.



    “I appreciate your offer, General, but my answer is still no,” he said,
    trying to sound firm about it. “Good morning to you.”



    He hung up, a hard knot in his stomach.



    . . . . .



    Townspeople flocked to their door and pressed money on them the whole
    morning.



    Mr. and Mrs. Fischer said their entire fall crop would have been destroyed
    if Peter had not fought off the beetles, and they only wished they could
    give more than $50.



    Mr. Edderly said he never could have afforded to patch his roof
    non-magically, so he considered it a flaming bargain to hand over $29.58.



    Mrs. Price, of all people, showed up with an envelope that she
    said contained an amount past-due to him, leaving without answering
    questions, and it was only when he saw the $800 within that he realized she
    was talking about the high school scholarship she’d agreed with Beatrix’s
    mother not to give him.



    Mr. Freelow appeared with a jar of coins he’d been “saving for a rainy day,
    and I can’t imagine anything rainier than those terrible bills facing you!”



    So many in Ellicott Mills had so little (not counting Mrs. Price, of
    course) that Peter accepted the help only because he knew that refusing it
    would be a grave insult. He particularly hated to take Mr. Freelow’s coins
    because the man’s painful bursitis was overdue for a treatment Peter could
    no longer give. Brews didn’t help: It required a spell, said several times with a laying on of hands to the affected areas. No way to fudge that to make it appear to be his spell while actually coming from Beatrix.



    “I can’t tell you how grateful I am, Mr. Freelow,” he choked out.



    Mr. Freelow beamed and hobbled off. It was literally the first time Peter
    had ever talked to him that he hadn’t said a word about the bursitis, and
    that made the whole thing worse.



    “I know,” Beatrix murmured, upstairs in the new brewing room later, resting
    in a chair after they’d finished moving ingredients and tools from the old
    one. “I can’t stand the thought of not helping him, but I don’t have a clue
    about how we could pull it off.”



    He sighed. “That’s not all.” And he told her about the Pentagram’s offer of
    a bodyguard.



    She stood and slipped her arms around his waist. “I don’t think anyone’s
    coming after me. I’m worried about you.”



    “I didn’t seriously think anyone would come after me, either, and I was
    sadly mistaken.”



    She said nothing for a moment, and he regretted the words. What good did it
    do to frighten her?



    Then she extracted a leaf from her pocket, pressed it against the back of
    his hand and raised them both—her hand and his—into a spellcasting
    position.



    Not frightened. Strategizing.



    “Cast the protection spell on three,” she said. “OK?”



    He nodded.



    “One, two …”



    “Scield!” he bellowed, loud enough to cover up her use of the
    spellword, and watched as a translucent stream of magic appeared to flow
    from his fingers. He had just a second to consider how he felt about that
    when he remembered that scield was invisible.



    “You used beorgan,” he said, voice reedy.



    “Yes,” she said, “it’s the stronger spell, so …”



    She was still talking, but he couldn’t hear her. He gulped air to prove to
    himself that the spell hadn’t gone awry, but it didn’t help, his lungs
    burned, it was happening again—he couldn’t—couldn’t—



    She pushed him into a chair. “Peter,” she said, “deep breaths! Slower, or
    you’ll hyperventilate!”



    Bit by bit, he caught his breath. Panic attack. He’d just had a panic
    attack over a spell she’d surely cast correctly.



    “Are you OK?” Her eyes were wide, her hands tightly gripping him. “That was
    absolutely idiotic of me—”



    “Do it again,” he said grimly, getting up.



    This time—once he’d talked her into it—his panic was more manageable simply
    because he knew what to expect. He made her cast the spell over and over
    until the memory of being slowly asphyxiated by beorgan while
    trapped in the basement lost some of its terrible immediacy and he could
    concentrate on the matter at hand. Holding a leaf, hiding it after the
    fact, moving in concert with her.



    Pretending to cast a spell she’d worked was terrible in a different sort of
    way, but he didn’t have the luxury of wallowing until his loss felt less
    raw. Assuming it ever would.



    “Peter,” she said, and he realized with a start that it was now she who was
    out of breath. “I—I need to stop.”



    How many spells had he made her cast? He’d lost track, but it had to be at
    least three dozen. “I’m sorry,” he murmured as she leaned against the
    brewing table.



    “I’m the one who needs to apologize.” She winced. “How do you feel?”



    Useless.
    He couldn’t bring himself to say it, though. He led her to the armchairs
    they’d brought over from otherwise empty bedrooms and said, “Let’s think
    about how to help Mr. Freelow.”



    “What about the anti-arthritic brew?”



    He shook his head as he sat next to her. “Contraindicated, the book says.”



    “Well, there’s what we were just doing, but …” She trailed off. The
    disadvantage was too obvious to need saying. They’d both have to lay their
    hands on Mr. Freelow, and it would seem so odd that the man wouldn’t be
    able to help talking about it afterward.



    “We shouldn’t be casting anyway,” he said. “People would wonder why I’m
    making an exception for him but not for anyone else who needs a spell.”



    “We could work on a new brew.”



    “I’ve never done medicinal R&D—my experience is strictly on the
    spell-and-rune side. And even if I had, how on earth would we test it?”



    She sighed. “Good point. I’m not sure how to determine the effectiveness of
    a bursitis remedy on a mouse.” She got out of her chair and curled up on
    his lap. “But a brew to prevent conception—now that would be easy to test.”



    Almost despite himself, he smiled. “Rabbits. Lots of rabbits.”



    “Exactly.”



    “If only we had any idea what we were doing. Not to mention money to spare
    for side projects.”



    She sighed again, more deeply this time. He sat in silence with her for a
    moment, an arm around her waist, trailing his fingers idly along the
    rippled fabric of her skirt, the inviting softness of the thigh it hid
    doing things to him. He kissed the curve of her neck. She hummed
    appreciatively.



    “What makes you suggest this particular innovation, wife mine?” Not wanting to be impregnated while mostly asleep occurred to him as the answer, but the catch in her throat and the way she pressed against him pointed a different direction.



    “Well—oh,” she said as he slipped a hand under her skirt. “I’ve wanted to work on it since I became friends with
    Sue, but …”



    She trailed off as he ran the pads of his fingers up her leg.



    “Yes?” he prompted, stopping at her upper thigh.



    “I admit I now have thoroughly selfish and carnal reasons,” she whispered.


He slid off her underwear. Blood roared in
    his ears as he made her writhe on his lap. There was so much he could not do, but
    this—this was remarkably easy.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-One




    March 31, 2021


 


‘Outpouring of kindness’ helps strapped ‘Romeo & Juliet’



    By J.T. Moore

The Associated Media



    ELLICOTT MILLS, Md. — The donations began as a trickle last week. By
    Saturday, the mailman needed three oversize bags to haul the letters,
    nearly all of which came with a check enclosed.



    No one could be more astonished about this than the recipients, Peter and
    Beatrix Blackwell.



    The modern-day Romeo and Juliet — he’s a wizard, she’s a typic-rights
    activist who drew him to her cause — were facing ruinous hospital bills after
    surviving an attack. Then
    the news got out. Across the country, people rushed to help.



  At 4:35 p.m. yesterday, the entire $1.5 million debt was paid off.


 

 


    April 3, 2021


 


Typic-Rights Advocates to Try Again



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    The campaign to allow typics to hold national office may be down, but don’t
    count it out yet.



    Volunteers in Maryland and across the country are lining up legislative
    sponsors for next year, hoping to reach the thirty-eight states needed to
    force a constitutional convention. Despite the dramatic collapse of their
    efforts this year, they’re heading into Round 2 with a major advantage:
    Twenty-six states passed bills, all of which remain in force unless new
    legislation to retract them is passed. That leaves just twelve to go.



    . . . . .



    It was almost like falling through the looking-glass, this new life of
    theirs. Only in broad strokes did it resemble the one they’d endured
    before.



    They brewed, picked leaves, wrote streams of thank-you notes for every
    donation (ranging from $6,900 from an E.K. Day of Baltimore to a nickel
    from four-year-old Maebeth Gilly of Des Moines, Iowa), walked in the forest
    as it burst into glorious life, had the Clarks over to dinner and even
    enjoyed entire twenty-four-hour periods without anyone wanting to interview
    them.



    “You deserve a rest,” Lydia had said, so no one asked them to help with
    preparations for the march on Washington.



    “Best live quietly for a while,” Rosemarie had advised, so they were
    excused from the efforts to rebuild a coalition of politicians willing to
    vote for typic rights.



    One worry after another faded. Beatrix was not pregnant. No one accosted
    them, wizard or typic. And Peter, lying sleepless in bed one evening,
    suddenly hit on the way to help Mr. Freelow—give the man a small dose of
    the sleeping draft so Beatrix could bespell him while he was unconscious.
    It worked like a treat.



    “I love this new remedy!” Mr. Freelow said as he made his way out the door
    the next day. “I feel so refreshed, you know, on top of the relief to my
    joints, and oh, I’m awfully glad for that relief, and surprised,
    too, because I knew you’re only to make brews for us—Mayor Croft was very
    clear about that, bless him—and of course I thought there was no bursitis
    brew so I said to myself, I said, ‘Fred old boy, you managed before somehow
    and you’ll manage again, and don’t you say a word to make those nice young
    things worry that you mind,’ but then you told me about the new brew just
    this morning and I came right over, and oh, I feel so 
    much better!”



    Peter knew that he too should feel so much better—delivered from imminent
    disasters to this halcyon life. But as the days went by, he felt almost
    worse.



    The constant reminders of his magical impotence, those pinpricks applied
    over and over to the same wound, didn’t help. But it was more than that.
    The imminent disasters had distracted him from Martinelli’s death. Now he
    had plenty of time to think about his culpability.



    It pressed on him when he woke in the morning and as he struggled to fall
    asleep. As he chopped ingredients. When he picked leaves. While he walked
    in the forest. During lulls in the conversation and often right in the
    midst of one.



    He ought to be in prison. He would be, if the Pentagram knew he’d
    smuggled the weapon out, then allowed it to fall into the wrong hands. What
    was he supposed to do to make some amends for a harm that could not be
    undone?



    His weekly visits to Mrs. Martinelli were woefully insufficient. There was
    nothing else he could do for her, though; she’d assured him that she needed
    no help, financial or otherwise. Really, the only thing he could think of
    was the task he’d already written off as impossible.



    Find a way to neutralize Project 96. Make sure no one else was killed by
    it.



    “Good,” Beatrix murmured when he explained his plan, which relied on her to
    carry out any idea he could come up with. “Let’s do it.”



    . . . . .



    A month of work put them no closer to a solution, but it settled him in a
    way that brewing couldn’t. This effort required so much more from him,
    especially now that he’d stopped looking at the problem as something that
    the mental equivalent of elbow grease could fix.



    He tracked down journal articles on spellcasting innovations. He came back
    from a trek to Washington with thirty-two books—on runes, defensive magical
    maneuvers on the battlefield, spell-hardened infrastructure and a variety
    of offbeat topics bought simply because you never knew where you might find
    inspiration. This time, unlike before, he spent ninety percent of his
    R&D time on pure R.



    Then Lydia and Rosemarie came to visit, Beatrix’s sister wearing the
    apologetic look he now recognized as her I-have-something-I-need-you-to-do
    face. “I know I said you both deserve a rest, but …”



    “Rest’s over,” Rosemarie said.



    The gist of it was that the League’s march on Washington, now known
    as the Procession for Typic Rights, was four
    weeks away and they needed more help.



    “Could you visit these vendors?” Lydia proffered a list. “They’re all open
    on Saturday—I checked.”



    Peter nodded, looking it over. One public-address-system rental company,
    two water suppliers, three portable-bathroom purveyors. All in D.C.



    “And I know we talked about having you two assist behind the scenes on the
    day of,” Lydia said, “but actually we’d like you both to speak to the
    crowd. If you’re willing.”



    He blinked. “I thought we agreed that would do more harm than good.”
    Rosemarie had been quite blunt about it, in fact.



    “We’ve made inquiries,” Rosemarie said. “It’s clear that the people who
    would turn out to hear you far outnumber those who would stay home in
    protest.”



    Beatrix made a muffled sound that might have been a groan she caught in
    time. “You’re going to make me stand up in front of two hundred thousand
    people?”



    Lydia’s apologetic look deepened. “More likely two hundred and fifty
    thousand.”



    He glanced at Beatrix, raising his eyebrows. This was her call. Not that he particularly wanted to do it, either.



    She heaved a sigh. “A short speech. Very short, OK? A glorified
    introduction for you.”



    Her sister shifted, glancing at Rosemarie. “Well …”



    “We were thinking Lydia would introduce the two of you,” Rosemarie said.
    “Seeing as you’re the famous ones.”



    Beatrix stared at the women in obvious horror, struck silent.



    He had no trouble speaking for them both. “Absolutely not.”



    “It doesn’t have to be long,” Rosemarie said. “Lydia would still give the
    main speech.”



    Lydia clasped her hands. “I’ll help you write it—please say you’ll do it?
    Please?”



    It was a foregone conclusion, of course. When had either of them refused
    her?



    As they slogged all over Washington the following day on the errands she’d
    assigned them, he imagined going off-script during his speech to tell the
    crowd a few things. “I advise you to run like the wind if Lydia Harper says
    she has a favor to ask you,” perhaps. Or: “Fair warning: This is how
    Rosemarie Dane punishes you if you screw up.”



    By the time they escaped the final vendor, he had no energy left to walk
    ten blocks to the train. He put out an arm to hail a cab.



    One zipped past, carrying passengers. The next stopped half a block shy of
    them to disgorge one, and he grabbed Beatrix’s hand to run for it before it
    got away. That gave them an unobstructed view of the man getting out.



    Frederick Draden.



    Peter stopped dead, heart lurching in surprise and alarm.
    Draden stared back, similarly still. He looked healthier, perhaps recovered
    from whatever had ailed him before.



    “Omnimancer.” The vice president’s son said his title quietly, almost
    somberly. He inclined his head at Beatrix, as if they were on a social
    call. Into the charged silence, he added, “My—” And in the second of
    hesitation that followed, for no other reason than the set of Draden’s jaw,
    Peter had the irrational impression that the wizard might say “apologies.”



    “My regards,” Draden muttered instead, which was almost as ridiculous.



    Then he strode off, Peter watching him go in open-mouthed shock.



    “Where to?” the taxi driver called.



    Peter pulled himself together. “Union Station,” he said, giving Beatrix a hand in. She was trembling. Putting an arm around her, he whispered, “Are you all right?”



    “Why, as I live and breathe!” The driver, looking at them through the
    rearview mirror, broke into a grin. “Romeo and Juliet?”



    Peter covered up his sigh with a smile. “That’s us.” If they hadn’t become
    the star-crossed headline grabbers, no one would have rescued them from
    those disastrous hospital bills, so he wasn’t going to be ill-natured about
    it now.



    “Boy, oh boy,” the driver said. “Soft, what light through mine clunker
    breaks?”



    Beatrix’s lips turned up in what appeared to be a genuine smile. Peter
    slipped his hand into hers.



    “It is the east, and Beatrix is the sun,” he said, answering the driver’s
    mock Shakespeare with some of his own.



    “Hah! Joe at your service—glad to meet you.” The man lifted his cap in an
    exaggerated gesture. “I just might win the pool this month.”



    “Pool?”



    “A friendly bet among some cabbies—how many famous people can you pick up.
    You know, senators, generals, cabinet members …”



    “Vice-presidential offspring,” Beatrix put in with a sardonic edge.



    “Oh, you saw him!” Joe chortled. “Yeah, that’s the third or fourth time
    I’ve given him a ride. Almost didn’t recognize the fellow just now!
    ’Course, the other times it was past midnight and he was … er …”



    “Drunk?” Peter suggested.



    The man snorted. “I’ll put it this way: Let’s hope so.”



    No one said anything for an extended moment. Peter debated whether to ask
    the impolite question running through his head—what did the vice
    president’s son do? But really, it didn’t matter. Only a morbid curiosity
    made him wonder.



    “Well, here you are,” Joe said, pulling up at Union Station, deciding the
    matter. No time left for gossip.



    Peter handed over the fare. The cabbie handed back a notebook. “Mind
    putting your John Hancocks here so I can prove I really did give you folks
    a ride?”



    Peter signed his name on the empty page. Beatrix signed hers below it. Then
    she flipped back and stared at the last signature on the previous page, the
    spiky handwriting of a man who raped and almost killed his own sister.



    He slipped the notebook from her hands, snapped it shut and thrust it back
    at the cabbie, skin crawling. Who would do that? And what sort of
    father would think the proper reaction was to protect the son instead of
    the daughter?



    On the train ride home, Beatrix sitting silently beside him, he considered
    Marbella Draden with pity for the first time. Not that he excused what she
    had done: People drew terrible lots in life all the time without attempting
    mass murder. But her behavior to him earlier in their acquaintance now
    seemed wholly understandable. Restrained, even. The way she suddenly
    snapped—perhaps Beatrix was right. Perhaps using magic without an exterior
    source of fuel damaged the brain or overrode normal judgment.



    But if it had had that effect on Beatrix, it did not appear permanent. And
    it certainly was never so extreme in her case. For all they knew, Miss
    Draden had been biding her time since the moment she learned about the
    weapon, waiting for the right opportunity, her mind wholly her own.



    He shuddered as he followed Beatrix up the stairs to their bedroom. Where
    was Miss Draden? What was she planning?



    Beatrix bespelled the room and turned to him, expression troubled.



    “I don’t think that was Frederick Draden in the cab,” she said. “I think it
    was Ella.”



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Two




    She’d shocked him, she could see that. But as she laid out her evidence,
    she realized how thin it sounded.



    The signature in the cabbie’s autograph book reminded her of Ella’s, lines
    long and spiky—but Ella and her brother could well have had the same
    teacher in elementary school, which was how she and Peter ended up with
    such similar handwriting. Draden had behaved quite differently today than
    he had in their earlier chance meeting—but men did that when they were
    sober instead of sloshed. He was sick before and well today—but people
    routinely recovered from illnesses. He’d blurted out “my regards,” exactly
    what Ella had joked that men in Washington reflexively said (usually while
    having none for the person they were saying it to)—but then, Draden was a
    man in Washington.



    She didn’t offer up the counter-arguments as they came to mind. Instead,
    she trailed off, her second guesses overcoming her, as Peter slumped onto
    their bed with a groan.



    “Just to be clear,” he said, “you’re suggesting she—what, killed her
    brother and took his place?”



    She hesitated. Then she lay beside him, shaking her head. “What I’m saying
    doesn’t prove it, I know that. And it sounds crazy to boot.”



    “Well, she walked in here looking so much like you that she fooled me. I
    don’t think we can afford to dismiss the idea outright. Let’s think this
    through: Could she trick her father? Could she sound like her
    brother, first off? I realize he doesn’t have a deep voice, but …” He
    shrugged.



    “I—I think she could. She’s good at imitating voices. And she can play a
    wizard quite convincingly.”



    “How would you know—oh.”



    She looked away. “I’m sorry about Plan B,” she whispered. “Desperately
    sorry.”



    He put an arm around her. “If we’re on the topic of things we’re
    desperately sorry about …”



    With a sigh, she said, “Here’s the thing: There’s surely a great deal of
    difference between what she already did, fooling strangers for brief
    periods and you for—how long, ten minutes?—vs. an ongoing con on her own
    father.”



    He gave a thoughtful frown. “She didn’t have to trick me for very long,
    that’s true—she drugged me as soon as I sat down at the kitchen table with
    her. And before it took hold, the hangover I had surely helped her. But
    Frederick Draden doesn’t seem to have spent much time with his father in
    recent years. If Miss Draden doesn’t quite nail the voice or the eye color
    or other small details, would he really notice?”



    Beatrix shivered as she considered the implications. “There’s just one
    reason I can think of to explain why she would willingly move back in with
    her father.”



    “Vice presidents are very well guarded, even in their own homes. I don’t
    think she could easily attack him.”



    “No, not that.” She swallowed, throat raw. “She wants another crack at the
    weapon.”



    A few seconds of suffocating silence followed.



    “Peter—could she succeed?”



    “No,” he said, a shade too quickly. “I mean—OK, I saw the vice president at
    the test site, so he might go back and she might be able to
    persuade him to take her along. But I can’t see how she could smuggle the
    weapon out of the complex.”



    She raised her eyebrows. He’d managed it. He’d left a seemingly identical
    copy, true, but surely the security there was less than perfect?



    “I knew the system,” he said, clearly seeing where her thoughts tended.
    “She doesn’t. Also, I got them to tighten things up afterward.”



    “You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself.”



    He laughed—a clipped sound. “I would never in a million years have thought
    she could do what she’s already done, that’s why.”



    They lay there for a somber moment.



    “Peter,” she said, feeling the thud-thud of blood rushing too fast
    through her veins, “I just remembered something. Ella and I saw her brother
    in Baltimore in January. He was ordering a dangerous abortifacient.
    And she said …”



    He turned his head, staring at her. “Yes?”



    “I took it as perfectly normal hyperbole at the time, you understand, but—”
    She bit her lip. “She said she wanted to kill him.”



    He squeezed his eyes shut. “We need to figure out if it’s her. As quickly
    as possible.”



    . . . . .



    Looking through old newspapers in the college’s archive the next morning
    didn’t give them definitive proof that Marbella Draden—he refused to think
    of her as Ella Knight—was now playing the role of her brother. But it
    hardly dispelled their worries.



    The Washington Herald’s gossip columnist had written about
    Frederick Draden with some regularity. The librarian brought them dozens of
    clippings about his appearances at soirées and less-than-reputable
locations. The last such reference (Freddie Draden Leaves Bar in Uproar) was just a day after their
    run-in with him in Baltimore. The next time he appeared in the column was
    the item about him moving into the vice-presidential house—the one with the
    headline that now seemed chilling: Veep’s Son ‘a New Man.’ The
    columnist had written just one item on him since, relaying that Draden
    wasn’t going out with his buddies anymore—or even returning their calls.



    “What do we do?” Beatrix said.



    All they could think of was to get another close-up look at Draden and see
    if appearance or demeanor could offer categorical evidence about whether
    they were dealing with the son or the daughter. It was a task they would
    have found far easier when Draden was staggering from club to club in
    Baltimore every night. Their only option now seemed to be showing up at
    events where the vice president was scheduled to appear and hoping
    Frederick tagged along.



    That was easier said than done. They waited outside a conference where the
    vice president was speaking Wednesday night—there were no tickets left to
    get inside—but they didn’t pick the right doors to babysit in order to see
    him arrive or leave. They managed to get a seat in the audience when he
    addressed Congress the following afternoon about grave threats to national
    security from foreign powers, but he had no offspring in tow. They even
    showed up at the Friday evening premiere of an opera he was said to be
    attending but, it became clear, was not.



    “Let’s call it a night,” Peter murmured to Beatrix during intermission.
    They’d been up since 5:30 to get their brewing in, and she was leaning on
    him, eyes closed—though perhaps she simply wanted to block out the stares
    from other patrons, some quite hostile. “He’s not going to arrive halfway
    through—”



    “Omnimancer Blackwell?” A woman in an ornate dress that wouldn’t have
looked out of place at a royal wedding sailed over to them. “Oh, it    is you! How charming! And Mrs. Blackwell, too—enchanté,
    I’m sure! It’s been so long since you attended one of my gatherings,
    Omnimancer, that I’m certain you don’t even remember me!”



    She said this in a way that suggested she was certain he did remember her,
    that no one who met her would ever do anything as absurd as not remember
    her, and it was this that brought her back to mind. Violet Kendrick, wife
    of a senator on the Armed Services Committee. She’d thrown one of the last
    semi-official dinners he’d attended in Washington, more than two years ago
    now. Martinelli had dragged him along.



    He swallowed and faked a smile. “Mrs. Kendrick—how very good to see you
    again.”



    “It’s positively providential that we should run into each other,”
    she said. “I would so love to have you both at a little ’do I’m throwing
    tomorrow night.”



    If he hadn’t wanted to go when he was on good terms with the Pentagram, he
    especially didn’t want to go now. “I’m afraid we’re already
    engaged—”



    “No, no, none of that,” she exclaimed, playfully rapping
    his knuckles with her folded-up fan. “I defy you to find a better way to
    spend your evening! My gatherings are the talk of the town! Why, I even
    prevailed upon dear Freddie Draden to come”—Beatrix stiffened
    against him—“and you know what a coup that is these days! Put off
    whomsoever it is you were going to see tomorrow—do say you’ll be there.”



    He did, hardly believing their luck.



    But two hours into her party the next evening, “luck” was not the word that
    came to mind. They were surrounded by wizards and Pentagram officials—who
    alternated between glaring at him and making passive-aggressive small
    talk—but “dear Freddie Draden” had not shown up.



    “Why did she invite us?” Beatrix whispered. “Did she not realize we’d be
    persona non grata here?”



    “Probably wanted her party to make the gossip columns. I’ll be
    right back.”



    As he left in search of a bathroom, he heard a woman exclaim, “Mrs.
    Blackwell, what an … intriguing dress! So very antediluvian,” and
    he kicked himself for bringing Beatrix without recommending she buy
    something new to arm herself against this sort of insult. How he hated
    these horrible D.C. parties.



    He found the library and a sunroom but not what he was looking for, so he
    rounded the corner to the main hallway—



    The collision was so sudden it took him a few seconds to realize the man
    who’d literally bowled him over was their target.



    “I’m sorry, I was in such a rush I didn’t—” Freddie-or-Marbella stopped
    short. “Well. Omnimancer.”



    “Yes,” he said from the floor, rubbing his neck. A burst of
    inspiration made him say, “Help me up, would you?”



    Draden hesitated, then took Peter’s outstretched hand and pulled him to his
    feet. Draden’s hand was at least as large as his—there was
    no illusion making it appear bigger than it was. They looked at each other
    for a moment, eye to eye, Draden’s height roughly the same as his own. He
    abruptly glanced down at Draden’s feet, remembering that the petite Miss
    Draden, some six inches shorter than he was, had floated to cover up the
    height difference when she masqueraded as Beatrix. Draden’s boots, though,
    looked firmly planted on the floor. Which of course they would have to be in
    order to give someone a hand up.



    “What happened,” Peter said, “that you decided to completely change your
    life?”



    Draden swallowed. Then his lips stretched into a sharp smile that did not
    reach his eyes. “You think you have the right to ask me that?”



    “Six weeks ago you cursed me out in the middle of a public street, and
    now—now it’s as if you’re a different person. Someone else entirely.”



    It was a test. Draden passed. Looking bored rather than alarmed, the vice
    president’s son (for it was the son, Peter was now sure of that)
    shrugged and said, “Got sick of my old life. Same as you, or so I hear.” He
    gave a short bark of a laugh. “We have a lot in common, Omnimancer.”



    Peter only just managed to hold in a shouted no we do not. He
    crossed his arms. “You know what I’m trying to accomplish in my
    second-chance life. What about you?”



    Draden’s expression morphed from mocking to something else—more serious,
    even grim. “Omnimancer—”



    “Pardon me.” The interruption came from behind Draden, giving him a visible
    start and making Peter’s stomach flip. He hadn’t heard anyone walking
    toward them or seen movement to signal that they were no longer alone.
    “Your father is waiting outside.”



    It was Morse.



    “I’d better give my regrets to dearest Mrs. Kendrick,” Draden said, the
    mocking edge back. He swept off—Morse like a shadow behind him—without
    another word.



    . . . . .



    “I wish I’d been there,” Beatrix said once they were back home in their
    bedroom. “You’re certain it’s not Ella?”



    “Illusion takes you only so far, and it’s not far enough if you’re a small
    woman trying to appear to be an average-sized man.” Peter sat next to her
    at the foot of the bed. “Four months ago, she couldn’t create the
    impression of being as tall as you are. She had to float several inches off
    the ground to make it less obvious. Even if she came up with some magical
    equivalent of stilts in the intervening time, she wouldn’t be able to give
    me a hand up without unbalancing herself. And Draden’s hand—there was no
    mistaking its size.”



    He paused, shaking his head. “Look, I’m not saying there’s not a shred of a
    chance. But if you’re asking me whether I’m ninety-nine percent certain?
    Yes.”



    She nodded, unable to argue with this logic. It made sense—unlike her
    desire to find Draden again, yell out “Ella!” and see how he reacted. No,
    that made no sense at all.



    “Did Morse recognize you?” she asked, shivering at the memory of what Ella
    had said of him. The vice president’s personal wizard, an alumnus of the
    same dirty-tricks squad that employed Garrett, and potentially the reason
    that all Draden’s competitors for VP ended up out of contention—one of
them dead in a car crash. I don’t know that he had anything to do with it, Ella had said.    I just … wondered.



    Peter shucked off his coat and began unbuttoning his shirt. “The man goes
    through life wearing a perpetual poker face, so who knows. But I presume he
    recognized me. And here’s the thing …” He frowned. “He came out of nowhere. I suppose
    he might have a sound-dampening spell on his feet, but I didn’t see him
    moving toward us, even out of the corner of my eye. For all I know, he
    followed Draden under an invisibility spell.”



    “Perhaps Morse doesn’t trust ‘dear Freddie.’”



    He snorted. “Smart man.”



    She leaned against him, pondering. Twice now she’d told him she thought
    someone was Ella—first the invisible enigma who saved his life, and now
    this. She would have to be more circumspect before offering up any other
    theories about what her former friend was up to.



    “I wish we knew what Miss Draden is actually doing,” he said, as if reading
    her mind.



    “Yes,” she murmured. What, indeed.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Three




    “How long did you save to make this possible?” Peter asked, standing with
    her on the expansive Hazelhurst College lawn in wait for Lydia and the rest
    of the new graduates to emerge for the reception.



    “Sixteen years.”



    His eyes widened. “How old was she, six?”



    She smiled, remembering her sister as she had been—a remarkably bright
    child who was forever asking why. “Five, actually.”



    “Ladies and gentlemen, the Class of ’21!” someone bellowed, and Beatrix
    applauded the line of young women in black robes snaking toward them. She bit
    her lip, a rush of emotion catching her at the sight of her sister at the
    front, class valedictorian.



    “As soon as we can sell the townhouse, it’s your turn,” Peter said, smiling
    at her.



    She leaned into him, too overwhelmed to speak.



    Lydia, seeing them, dashed the last few yards and threw herself into
    Beatrix’s arms. “We did it,” she whispered. “We did it, Bee!”



    Beatrix swallowed and got control of her throat. “I’m so proud of
    you.”



    Then she realized Rosemarie had stepped back, as if she didn’t
    think she ought to be interrupting this moment. Beatrix reached out to draw
    her in for a three-woman hug.



    “This wouldn’t have happened without you,” she said.



    “Well, now,” Rosemarie said, gruff as always at any show of affection, for
    all that Beatrix now realized how much she liked it. “I don’t know about
    that. I wouldn’t bet against either of you, and that’s a fact.”



    The afternoon was lovely, and no one seemed in a hurry to leave the
    reception. Beatrix, wandering around, said hello to League leaders she
    hadn’t talked to for months—the treasurer of the Los Angeles chapter, the vice president of the Florida chapter, the Class of ’19 valedictorian who headed the group in Boston. All were staying in town
    until the march, just seven days out.



    God, the march. She didn’t want to think about it. Knowing intellectually
    that Lydia was in no danger did not quiet her nerves, though she
    suspected—hoped—that when the day came, sheer busyness would stave off
    anxiety.



    “How’s the legislative effort going?” she asked the Boston leader, Carrie
    Kane, out of a genuine desire to know and a deep wish to veer the
    conversation to non-march topics.



    Kane offered a conspiratorial smile. “All the representatives who
    changed their votes at the last minute are up for election in November, and
    their constituents are angry. You know, I don’t think it’s going
    to go the wizards’ way next session.”



    Beatrix nodded, thinking the last comment referred only to Massachusetts,
    the state that had seemed so safe. But Kane added, “We just need
    twelve more states, and Rosemarie is getting all sorts of encouraging
    reports. We’ve already landed sponsors in four states that didn’t even have
    bills last time, and a petition drive to put it on the ballot for
    California voters just got certified, and there’s momentum in Texas to call
a special session, not to mention—” Kane stopped and laughed. “Wait, you    know all this already, don’t you.”



    Actually, she didn’t. Rosemarie and Lydia really had tried to avoid talking
    shop with her to give her a break. And it wasn’t as if they could discuss
    anything important over the dinner table when they had each other over.



    “You really think we’ll win next time?” she asked. “With the magiocracy
    pulling out all the stops?”



    Kane raised her eyebrows. “Tricks can take you only so far. Oh! I think my
    old faculty advisor is about to leave, and I’d better say hello before I
    miss my chance …”



    Beatrix, turning away, caught sight of Joan Hamilton, standing alone beside
    the tall stone wall that marked the northern edge of the quad. Her Plan B
    guilt, so often suppressed, lurched back to life. She struggled for a
    moment, then made herself walk toward her, intent on offering a better
    apology than she’d managed while Vow-bound to force the woman to reverse
    course.



    “Joan,” she said, “I—” She stopped, rattled. Joan wasn’t by herself after
    all. Dot Yamaguchi and Marilyn Zuckerman—two of the three other Plan B
    lieutenants, just as deserving of an apology—were standing behind the wall.
    She took a deep breath, trying to leap into it but feeling tongue-tied and
    anxious in a way she could not entirely account for.



    Dot, in her graduation gown and cap, smiled as if there were no awkward
    history between them, though her heart didn’t seem to be in it. “We were
    just about to raise a glass to my future grand success. Do join in—every
    well-wisher helps.”



    Beatrix lifted her champagne flute and intoned “to Dot’s grand
    success” with the others. The words she knew she should say burned in her
    throat. Instead, she asked, “What will you do next?”



    Dot’s smile flickered. “I don’t quite know, to be honest. My parents want
    me to go home and take over the accounting for the family business.”



    “That’s not what you want?” Marilyn suggested.



    “Well—the fact of the matter is, I’d like to run the business someday, but
    I’ve got a brother, so …” Dot shrugged. She hardly needed to finish the
    thought. They all knew where it ended. Beatrix had heard a similar story
    from Joan a year earlier, except that instead of a job offer, she was
    sent off with a pat on the head and a trust fund.



    “My parents believe in women’s rights—they do,” Dot added almost
    apologetically. “I mean, they’ve never once suggested that I should be
    getting married instead of putting my degree to work. But they’ve been
    grooming my brother to take over since the moment he was born. ‘Look at him
    in his little suit and tie! Quite the executive! Smile for the camera and
    say “chairman of the board!” ’ You know,” Dot added, “the saddest part of
    it is that he’d much rather be a concert violinist, but he doesn’t have the
    heart to let them down.”



    No one said anything for a moment. Beatrix bit her lip, thinking of Ella
    and her brother—a far more extreme case of parental mismanagement.



    “Well, this is depressing.” Dot gave a bright not-really-smile. “Everybody
    tell me what’s new with you. Quick, quick. Marilyn?”



    “Oh! Um … I’m moving. Just across the street, though. Hardly worth
    mentioning.”



    “That’s fine, it counts. Beatrix?”



    “I’m ecstatic that Roger Rydell hasn’t written about me or Peter once in
    the past week.”



    Dot snorted. “I can imagine. Joan?”



    “Well, since you asked: I’m thinking of running for Congress.”



    Dot and Marilyn looked just as astonished as Beatrix felt.



    “When?” Beatrix asked. “In the distant future, after it’s no longer against
    the law?”



    “No, next year.” Joan’s quirked lips suggested the barest hint of sardonic
    amusement. “There’s nothing illegal about a woman running, after
    all. I just won’t be able to get on the ballot.”



    Dot rubbed her chin. “What’s the plan?”



    “Gather enough signatures to put me on the ballot, if I were a wizard. Then
    point out how ridiculous it is that ninety-eight percent of Americans are
    disqualified in this so-called democracy.”



    Marilyn heaved a sigh that she seemed to have pulled from her very depths.
    “I hate to say it, I really do, but it would be better if we did
    that for a typic man. After the way things imploded in the legislature—no
    offense intended,” she said, glancing at Beatrix.



    “None taken,” Beatrix murmured. What she felt, actually, was dispirited.
    How long would they live with these constraints, never feeling it would do
    any good to demand—or even request—what they long ought to have had by
    right?



    “Well,” Dot said, “maybe we ought
    to ask Lydia what she thinks about—”



    “I’m not asking Lydia for permission.” Joan’s voice was quiet but no less
    firm than if she’d shouted it. “I’ll resign from the League if need be, but
    the only person deciding how I live my life is me. No offense intended,
    Beatrix.”



    “None taken,” she said again, her fixed ideas about how Joan saw her
    because of Plan B beginning to unravel. Was Joan upset at Lydia?



    “Look, I’ve been doing a lot of historical research. Primary documents,
    records no one has bothered to look at for decades,” Joan said. “Why do you
    think women’s place in society was improving and then backslid? Yes, there
    was the First Depression, that didn’t help, but you can’t blame it all on
    that. There was something else.”



    Goosebumps rippled on Beatrix’s arms. She knew, before Joan said another
    word, where this was headed. She supposed she knew the answer as soon as she
stole a look at the top-secret Instances of Magical Ability in the Female Population from 1933.



    “Wizards,” Joan whispered. “Wizards were outspoken opponents of a Ladies’
    Property Rights bill. Wizards worked behind the scenes to defend coverture
    laws in states that had them and pass them in the few that didn’t. Wizards
    got involved in penny-ante city council races just to make sure female
    candidates wouldn’t win, for God’s sake.”



    “Why?” Dot’s voice was even quieter, barely audible. “To quell potential
    competition?”



    “One presumes that played a role.”



    “When did it start?” Beatrix asked. “In the 1930s?”



    “Oh no, earlier. The Ladies’ Property Rights Act was proposed in 1921.”



    Beatrix shook her head. “Then it’s probably not just that. There has to be
    more to it.”



    Marilyn leaned in. “Think about it: Who were the wizards trying to wrest
    power from? And I don’t mean women, because women didn’t have much
    of it even in 1921.”



    Dot’s lips formed a silent oh. Joan’s eyebrows rose.



    “Typic men,” Beatrix whispered. “You’re right.”



    “If you want to convince someone to vote against their interests,” Marilyn
    said, “it helps to give them someone else to lord it over. Which brings us
    back to my point about what’s a more effective strategy—staging your own
    publicity-stunt run for Congress, or helping a man do it.”



    Joan looked very tired all of a sudden. To Beatrix’s eyes, it was the same
    weariness she herself felt in her very bones. Marilyn wasn’t wrong. But
    campaigning for a Twenty-fifth Amendment repeal by focusing on what it
    would do for men hadn’t worked, either.



How had Peter put it?    Are you pressing for women’s rights, or aren’t you?



    “Look,” Joan said, almost as if she read her mind, “if we aren’t willing to advocate on our own behalf, nothing will change for women—let alone for Black women like me. Or Asian women,” she added, glancing at Dot, who was nodding, “or Jewish women”—Marilyn gave her a tight smile full of fellow feeling—“or anyone else who’s doubly disenfranchised. Did you know that Rosemarie moved here because her home state wouldn’t certify Black women as teachers?”


“What?” Beatrix said, appalled both at the situation and her ignorance of it.


“But she refuses to change the League’s strategy. ‘One step at a time,’ she says. ‘You have to take the long view,’ she says. And yes, OK, but I’d like to be alive when some of this progress happens!”

Joan heaved a sigh. For a few seconds, no one said anything.


Then Dot raised her champagne flute. “To our future grand success at bringing that to pass.”



    Beatrix realized her glass was empty. In fact, all their glasses were
    empty. She could just imagine what—



    No. She had to stop thinking of what Ella would say.



    “Hang on a moment,” she murmured, and flagged down more champagne.



    . . . . .



    As Peter crossed into the brewing room, Beatrix turned, brow furrowed.
    “Everything OK?” he asked, and she nodded. But after safeguarding the room,
    she said, “I think I’d better recast the tripwire. The … twang, for lack of
    a better word, wasn’t as strong as usual when you walked in.”



    He watched her do it, feeling an irrational but no less keen regret that he
    had never—would never—cast the spell himself. “What does it feel like?” he
    asked, the words slipping out before he could consider whether he would be
    better off not going there.



    “It sends a vibration down the casting arm. Very … distinct.”



    He thought about that for a moment as he set up for brewing, wallowing in
    what he had lost. Then the fresh ginger slipped from his fingers as sudden,
    blinding inspiration hit.



    He went dashing for paper and a pen.



    “Peter?”



    “Hang on,” he said, scribbling like mad. Three incantations, ten, thirteen,
    variations on a theme. He handed her the paper. “Cast these spells while
    holding this.”



    He dug in an inner pocket and pulled out his remaining payload stone.



    “Oh,” she murmured. “Do you think—is it really possible to modify
    the tripwire for an object? For … this object specifically?”



    “Let’s find out.”



    None of those thirteen potential spells worked. But the fifty-ninth one,
    which popped into his head seventy-two hours later, after a day of brewing
    followed by an evening of march-related scut work—that one did the trick.



“Peter!” Beatrix stared first at the payload stone and then at him. “Peter—”



    She leapt into his arms. “You did it, you did it, you did it!”



    He enjoyed roughly ten seconds of white-hot happiness before it faded into
    the reality of what he’d actually accomplished. “It’s just a first step,”
    he reminded her.



    She nodded. She had understood from the start that it did little good if
    the spell created a tripwire that would be set off only in the event it had
    been cast on the specific payload stone passing through. They needed a
    spell that, cast on one such stone, would also be set off by any other like
    it.



    “What are you thinking?” she asked. “Key it to the rune?”



    The alabaster payload stones had an ear rune inscribed on them—the
    sign of the grave, of annihilation. He’d spent two months working on spells
    designed to key to ear, all failures. There seemed no way to get a
    foothold on a rune, no way for a spell to sense it and ping back a warning.
    But he had two-and-a-half more books on runes to get through, and more
    coming on special order. If a tripwire spell could go off for an object,
    why not a symbol? It was possible, wasn’t it, that the solution was in
    their grasp?



    “Yes,” he said, answering her question and his. “That’s what I’m thinking.”



    Her grin overflowed with optimism. “You can do it. I know it.”



    At long last, he believed it.



    “But now we’d better go to bed,” she added apologetically. “It’s past
    eleven, and tomorrow …”



    Tomorrow was the day before the march. They were on the hook to
    spend all of it in Washington with a small army of League volunteers,
    getting ready.



    He held back a sigh. “Is it a moral failing that I’m dreading this?”



    She winced, then smiled. “I hope not, because I’m dreading it, too.”



    That speech—they’d dutifully practiced it every day, but it felt flat,
    perhaps because they simply weren’t and would never be up to Lydia’s
    caliber. And so much else could go wrong: Rain, high temperatures, too few
    people showing up, too many people showing up and clogging the toilets …



    He brushed his teeth and tried to concentrate on one considerable upside.
    Magiocracy meddling was highly unlikely. In contrast with the League’s
    conference last fall, when one thing after another fell apart because
    wizards pulled strings, the glare of national attention was on them. Just
    to be absolutely safe, every contract from a vendor for the march was kept
    in a magically locked safe in a hidden location, with copies squirreled
    away in equally secure spots. But he doubted that was necessary. This time,
    the dirty-tricks squad had to know that blame would attach to wizards if
    anything odd occurred.



    He was cheered by that thought until he slipped into bed and it hit him:
    Beatrix’s dangerous Plan B had a specific aim in addition to the broad one
    of removing any incentive the wizards had to target her sister. She wanted
    to render the march superfluous. She’d been deathly afraid of it, and he
    could guess why. They’d both seen what had happened in the immediate
    aftermath of the League conference.



    Now, of course, they knew that the apparent assassination attempt was a ruse
    that Washington had not ordered or known about—a designed-to-fail stunt by
    Garrett to frighten the Harpers out of politics. But bone-deep dread did
    not easily let go. New facts could not always eradicate it.



    He pulled her closer, meaning to ask whether she was worried. But no—if the
    subject wasn’t already lodged like a splinter in her mind, why on earth
    should he introduce it? He cleared his throat to try a more general
    question—what can I do to make the march less rotten for you—but
    she turned at that moment and gripped his arm.



    “Listen, I know this is unnecessary and even silly, but I need us to stay
    on Lydia like shadows. If anything happens, we can cast beorgan on
    her in that way we practiced, and—” She closed her eyes, pressing her head
    to his chest. “Nothing is going to happen. Nothing. But let’s
    please stay with her the whole time, OK?”



    “Of course.”



    “And I want to put the scield spell on her before we go. No one
    will be able to tell she has it on her, so Rosemarie can’t object.”



    “Right.”



    “And I’d like to hide some leaves in my dress. I have an interior pocket.”



    He hesitated at that. There was risk in being found with magically
    preserved leaves and having to explain why. But no, he ought not overthink
    this.



    “Yes,” he said, wrapping his arms around her, wishing he could jump them
    forward in time and have the march be done with. “Yes, absolutely.”



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Four




    “Attention, everyone!”



    Peter stopped staring at his sash—purple with “Justice” embroidered in gold
    letters—and focused on Lydia. She could pass for the Statue of Liberty’s
    avenging cousin, draped in a dramatic white dress with a bullhorn in place
    of a torch. Her sash was gold, purple letters spelling out “Democracy.”
    Beatrix, standing between them in a less flashy but new dress he’d
    persuaded her to buy, was tying on a sash that said “Fair Play.” Behind
    them, women and far more men than they’d anticipated were milling about
    with signs, banners and in some cases babies.



    “Are we ready?” Lydia asked.



    “Ready,” Rosemarie said, steel in her voice and a glint in her eye.



    “Ready,” a dozen or more League leaders chorused.



    “So ready,” said Joan Hamilton, whose
    apartment he once ransacked as he closed in on Plan B. (A sudden flash of
    morbid curiosity: Did she miss spellcasting, too? Did she feel its absence
    in her bones? Was it right to make her stop?)



    “Peter?”



    He blinked and looked back at Lydia. “Yes. Ready.”



    “Bee?” she murmured.



    Beatrix gave an almost imperceptible shudder, lifted her chin and nodded.



    “Right, then.” Lydia lifted the bullhorn to her mouth. “Time for Washington
    to see what America wants! Forward!”



    The march was deafening, exhilarating, nerve-wracking. They processed
    through downtown, along streets the D.C. police had agreed to close to
    vehicular traffic, with onlookers darting toward them at a rate of what
    seemed like one every thirty seconds. Some wanted to shake Lydia’s hand.
    Some wanted to shake his hand, or Beatrix’s. Many were aiming to
    join the parade, though a few were doing it to jeer and catcall. And two
    men tried to forcibly kiss Lydia, something scield unfortunately
    could not protect against. He ejected the pair without having to resort to
    borrowed magic. Then he spent the remaining five minutes of the
    procession—on Constitution Avenue, fittingly—soaked in adrenaline and on
    the verge of snapping.



    When they finally reached their podium on the National Mall, he sank into
    one of the seats reserved for speakers, reassuring himself that the worst
    was over. Lydia was safely up on the platform. The crowds settled in for
    the coming speeches; no one was charging at her. It hadn’t rained, it
    wasn’t miserably hot, the turnout was breathtaking and if he could just get
    through his speech without screwing it up …



    He pushed to his feet and stationed himself next to Beatrix. She was
    standing a yard behind Lydia, shifting as her sister moved about. “OK?” he
    murmured.



    Beatrix nodded without taking her eyes off her sister. “I’ll be even better
    in a few hours.”



    He snorted. “Because the event will be done, or because our speech will be
    over?”



    “Wait, we have to give a speech?” Her tone and expression were so
    earnest that only the sardonic twist of her lips the next moment saved him
    from blind panic.



    “Hilarious, wife mine.”



    She gave him a thin but genuine smile, squeezing his hand. He sipped his
    coffee, feeling better. Well—somewhat better. They did, after all, have a
    speech they couldn’t get out of delivering.



    He recited the opening lines in his head.
    
       Wizard and typic, we’re all Americans. And all Americans should agree that fair rules make our country stronger.
    
    Beatrix had written those words, and he liked them. But they’d sounded far
    better coming from Lydia than in any of his many attempts.



    Beatrix had argued to Lydia and Rosemarie that the speech should touch on rights for
    women, not just typics writ large. She’d lost that battle. Afterward she’d
    laid in bed with him, staring at the ceiling, and said she was very
    tired of the whole thing.



    Now she sat next to him, neck muscles so tight he could see the strain.



    Miss Hamilton gave the opening
    speech. She was every bit as rousing as Lydia. (Why oh why had Lydia
    insisted that he and Beatrix go last?) She was followed by the
    national president of the Sugarworkers. After him came the West Virginia
    senator whose legislation was undone by behind-the-scenes trickery. Then
    Lydia stepped up to the microphone, which meant they were next.



    Wizard and typic, we’re all Americans, he thought, nerves rising.    Wizard and typic, we’re all Americans. Wizard and typic … It was
    just a speech, for God’s sake—he needed to calm down.



    “You are part of history, all of you,” Lydia said. “We’ve just now received
    early estimates on the size of this crowd. More than three hundred thousand
    people! The largest-ever demonstration in Washington, D.C.!”



    The women and men spread out on the mall in front of them roared their approval,
    covering up his groan. Just a speech in front of the largest-ever protest
    in the nation’s capital. Well, it would all be over soon, at least.



    He tried not to jiggle in his seat. He glanced at Beatrix to see how she
    was holding up and wasn’t surprised to find her staring unblinkingly at her
    sister’s back, as if she could protect her by not looking away. Thank
    goodness they were almost done. Twenty-one minutes for Lydia’s
    speech, five for theirs—wizard and typic, we’re all Americans—



    His muscles seized up. All of them, it felt like, from his neck to his
    limbs to each of his toes, leaving him frozen in place on the seat.



    For a short, confused moment of blank shock, even his mind seemed to have
    iced over. Then thoughts hit one after the other: Tetanus? A seizure? A
    stroke?



    Magic?



    He tried to whisper to Beatrix, still in his line of sight, but his tongue
    would not accommodate him. His heart was beating, his lungs were working,
    he could move his eyes—that was it.



    He hadn’t heard a spell. Had someone managed to poison him? Oh, fuck, had
    they all been poisoned? Something in the water? But Beatrix
    shifted in her seat. Lydia continued to speak. No, it was just him. It was
    like being once again flat on his back in the forest, unable to move as
    Marbella Draden set off the weapon—except this time it couldn’t be the
    paralytic agent she’d used on him, because he’d still been able to talk
    after she’d dosed him.



    Help, he tried to call out. Help, something is wrong. Help!



    Somebody grabbed his shoulder. He was turned slightly in that direction, and he shifted his gaze to see if he could tell who it was. His
    stomach dropped. No sign of the hand he could feel. The person touching him
    was invisible.



    Lydia—run!



    The sound that came out of his throat didn’t come even close to
approximating those words. It was a croak, covered by Lydia’s fiery speech.    Oh God, what if the magiocracy meant to attack her? It seemed
    insane, but why else would they immobilize him? And the scield
    spell around her would not protect against a truly powerful assault—he had
    to do something—



    His muscles suddenly engaged, but not in the way he was attempting to use
    them. He got to his feet without meaning to do it. His neck shifted,
    turning his head toward the crowd. His hand shoved into his pocket, his
    fingers roughly grabbing leaves. At that point—grasping the conspiracy now
    and utterly panicked—he put every ounce of concentration to bear on making
    the loudest sound he could, any sound, to get Lydia’s attention.



    A whispery rasp was all he could manage.



    His arm extended, hand aimed at her back. No—STOP—



“No!” screamed a voice, but not his. Pounding footsteps somewhere to his left: “Lydia!” It was Rosemarie, thank God for Rosemarie and her ability to suss out invisibility spells!



    Lydia turned. “What—”



    A crackling bolt of magic struck her. She crumpled to the ground, blood
    blooming on her white dress. Somebody—Rosemarie?—rammed into him. 
    And the wizard teleported with a hand still clamped on his shoulder,
    dragging him inexorably along.



    Everything vanished into the void as if he’d imagined what had just
    happened. As if Beatrix’s worst fears had not come completely, dreadfully
    true.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Five




    She watched it happen. The spell going off, Rosemarie barreling into Peter, the
    screams, the distinctive noise of teleportation as Peter and Rosemarie
    disappeared. She saw it and knew it was a dream, because there wasn’t one iota of a chance that it would occur dayside. Peter would    never. And even if he would—which he wouldn’t—he couldn’t
    cast a thing.



    Joan ran to Lydia’s side, gasping at what she saw. Beatrix shut her eyes,
    clenching her teeth. This was just a nightmare. The nightmare to end all
    nightmares. She had to wait it out.



    “We need your attention!” Joan said into the microphone, her amplified
    voice barely louder than the confused noise of three hundred thousand
    people, some shouting, some crying. “Quiet, please! Are there any
    doctors here? Please, any doctors? We need immediate assistance! Lydia
    Harper has been attacked!”



    Lydia Harper has been attacked. 
    Beatrix tried to remember going to sleep and couldn’t. She woke up, she
went to the march—the real march—and …    Lydia Harper has been attacked. 



    She lurched from her chair in terror and fell at her sister’s crumpled
    body, gagging at the blood, its stench and horrifying amount. Her sister’s
    chest was rising and falling—Lydia was still alive, but for how long? She
    had to do something. She …



    She couldn’t breathe. Black spots pulsed around the edges of her vision.
    No, no, no, she couldn’t have a panic attack now! Her sister’s
    life depended on what she did in the next few moments! She grasped for her
    hidden pocket full of leaves. She had to—had to—



    Her head hit Lydia’s shoulder as she slumped forward. “Help,” she
    croaked. Joan’s voice echoed above her, exhorting the crowd to “please stay
    where you are, please don’t run.” No one was coming to help. The
    pulsing black spots grew.



    “Beatrix!” Someone grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled. “Move! Get out
    of the way!”



    She slid into unconsciousness with a final thought tossed between the
    crashing panic and despair. Ella. Whoever was yelling at her sounded just
    like Ella.



    . . . . .



    Peter gasped as he came out of the jump, muscles still stubbornly
    nonfunctional. A cavernously large space rose around them, gray and
    industrial. Next to him, the wizard gave a grunt—the first noise he’d heard
    the man make—and he realized with a start that Rosemarie was there, kicking and punching at what looked like absolutely nothing.



    “You—rotten—evil—” she choked out, but the rest of it was cut off as they
    teleported again, no spellwords coming from the wizard’s mouth. Impossible.
    And yet it worked. They were at the edge of a cliff, scrubby grass under
    their feet, and—



    A croak of a scream shrilled from his throat as Rosemarie tumbled over the
    edge, shoved by unseen hands. No! Not her, too! They
    remained there, horribly, until she hit the far-off ground below, either
    because the wizard wanted to be sure of his handiwork or enjoyed watching
    people die. Then they jumped back to the empty building, Peter staring in
    glassy shock at the floor.



    He rose up perhaps an inch—another spell he couldn’t hear—and the wizard,
    hand on his back, propelled him forward through the vacant space. A
    warehouse, Peter’s mind supplied. As if that were the detail that mattered
    when Beatrix’s entire remaining family had just been murdered.



    Her entire remaining family except him, anyway. But it was only a matter of
    time. They wouldn’t have made him appear to be Lydia’s killer if they
intended to keep him alive. They would kill him, too. Now, let it be now.



    The wizard opened a door and pushed him inside. A small room, some sort of
    office. To one side, a desk with a telephone. In the center, a single,
    empty chair.



    With no warning, the man he could not see stripped him with another silent
    spell, pieces of clothing slithering off one by one. Peter hung in the air,
    knowing this should upset him but too numb to register strong feelings
    about it, as invisible hands pulled all the leaves out of his pockets. It
    wasn’t as if leaves would help him. It wasn’t as if a strip search made
    this horrifying day noticeably worse.



    When it was over, his clothes wriggling back onto him, the wizard shoved
    him into the chair and bound him to it. Unseen ropes cast by an unseen hand
    on the orders of unseen people who’d decided that Lydia Harper should no
    longer be alive.



    Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the eerie sight of the telephone
handset rising up, seemingly of its own accord. He heard the    jig-jig-jig of the rotary dial engaging.



    “Here,” the wizard said, and hung up.



    Peter readied himself for something imminent. For people to appear. For a
    staged arrest attempt with cameras rolling that would end with him shot for
    “resisting,” perhaps.



    But minutes dragged by. Nothing happened.



    That was worse.



    After a while, he remembered that Marbella Draden had warned them
    this would happen. She’d told Beatrix her sister was in danger. She’d
    insisted that Garrett’s pretend assassination attempt did not mean a real
    one wouldn’t come.



    He should have believed her, especially given who she was and what
    she knew. Instead, he’d told himself she was unhinged. He hadn’t given it a
    second thought.



    If he’d simply said they ought to put the strongest possible protection
    spell on Lydia—and never mind that all the people shaking her hand would
    feel it—she would still be alive. If he’d recommended it for all four of
    them, Rosemarie might have survived, too. God Almighty, why hadn’t
    he listened?



    He sat on the hard chair, Lydia and Rosemarie’s murders
    replaying in his head, the deadening shock giving way to an overpowering
    tsunami of horror, rage and guilt.



    “You fucking coward,” he yelled at the wizard, and the words
    actually came out, both audible and intelligible.



    He received no response. He tried to turn his head, found he could, but
    barely, and decided to continue moving one of the few muscles he had
    complete control over.



    “How can you live with yourself?”



    Silence.



   “You killed them! Is this routine for you? How could you follow an order like that?”



    Still nothing. For all he knew, the wizard wasn’t even there, had managed
    to silently slip out. But he was confident the man was still in the room.
    And he was almost certain that man was Morse.



    His neck pulsed, his heart racing with a fury he could do nothing about.
    “Was it Draden? Did he order you to kill Lydia? That’s my bet,
    because a man who would cover up the rape of his own daughter would stoop
    to anything at—”



    The blow came without warning, knocking him backward. He stared at the
    ceiling, dazed, still strapped to the chair but back horizontal and legs up
    in the air. It took a moment to taste the blood in his mouth. It took a few
    seconds after that to notice the deep ache that suggested a broken tooth.



    The office door opened.



    “What’s this?” A smooth male voice. “I thought the instructions were quite
    clear.”



    The answering “yes” sounded livid.



    Smooth voice heaved a sigh. “Well? Fix it. And show yourself,
    please—talking to thin air drives me crazy.”



    The chair swooped back into place, the movement so dizzying that Peter retched.



    “For God’s sake,” muttered the new man. He was a typic with salt-and-pepper
    hair, the only detail Peter could fix on as he worked to keep the contents
    of his stomach in place. “Where’s my handkerchief …”



    He was wiping the blood off Peter’s face when Peter found the jagged piece
    of his ruined molar and spat it out. “Is that a tooth?” the man
    snapped at the now-visible Morse, and at that point Peter lapsed into
    laughter that even to his ears sounded crazy.



    The man with the salt-and-pepper hair pursed his lips. “Blackwell—”



    “He just killed two women.” Peter glared first at Morse, wearing his
omnipresent dark glasses, and then at the typic. “And you’re upset about a    tooth?”



    The man took a step back and considered him, one eyebrow raised. “You do
    realize”—his lips twisted into a thin smile—“that you killed those
    women.”



    The rage that would have propelled him to answer intemperately three
    minutes earlier had ebbed. Stupid to have screamed at Morse. Dangerous
    to have brought up the vice president and his daughter. Myopic to
    think this couldn’t get worse just because he saw no way out alive. He had
    to think twice before he said another word.



He looked the man in the eye and, with a knife-edge calm, said, “No.”



    The typic shrugged. “Yes. Here’s the position: Three hundred thousand
    people, give or take, saw you murder your sister-in-law this morning and
    kidnap the old woman. In a day or two, everyone will find out that
    Washington police mishandled a tip about how you posed a danger to Lydia
    Harper because of your growing obsession with her. And as you might recall,
    your former colleagues did try to warn the world that you were disturbed.”



    He paused, either for effect or a response. Peter simply glared at him.



    “Now, I don’t think a messy trial and execution would be in the country’s
    best interests,” the man said, even more smoothly than before, and Peter
    suppressed an eyeroll because there wasn’t a chance in hell they would let
    him be put on trial and say his piece. “So that’s why I’m here. To lay out
    a mutually beneficial plan.”



    “No.” Peter left the fuck you unspoken, but he thought his tone
    made it abundantly clear.



    “I thought I told you never to turn down a proposition until you hear what
    it is.”



    He stared at the man, taken aback. “Whitaker?”



    Lt. Gen. Whitaker, head of the Pentagram’s weapons development program,
    smiled that thin smile again. “You will come back to work on Project 96.
    You will see it through to completion as quickly as
    possible.”



    Peter shut his eyes, blocking out the smile and the bland face, feeling
    bile rising up his esophagus. What was this?



    Good God, did they kill Lydia because he would then be unable to turn them
    down?



    But in fact, he could turn them down. Because he refused to go
    along with this. He absolutely refused.



    “No,” he spat. “I’d much prefer the trial and execution.”



    “I’m sorry, I wasn’t clear,” Whitaker said pleasantly. “This isn’t a
    choice.”



    “Actually, it is.” Peter swallowed to try to clear the metallic taste of
    blood from his mouth. “You can tell me to work on the weapon all you want,
    but there’s nothing you can do to make me. I’ve already been dosed with
    ayayak root, as you probably heard from the police, so that won’t work
    again. Torture can leave people utterly unable to function, so you can’t
    risk that. And I’d rather die, so threatening to kill me is useless.”



    “Oh, we’re not doing any of that,” Whitaker said, waving an insouciant
    hand. He turned to Morse. “If you would?”



    The wizard strode past them, Peter tensing for something awful. A different
    drug? A more subtle sort of torture?



    He heard a drawer open. The click of a button. A whirring sound.



    A picture snapped into view on the blank wall in front of him, blurry at first, then clearer. He and Beatrix sat at their kitchen table, the remains of a meal between them, his hand on hers, her face visible but not his—a view from a hidden camera attached to the ceiling.



    “I do want her. I do. God, I do. But I swear I don’t love your sister. I
    love you, wife mine,” he heard himself say. Tinny, distant, but his voice.
    Words that probably came out of his mouth at some point, in completely
    different sentences, stitched together.



    “Prove it to me,” Beatrix replied, her lips moving in concert with the words,
    a snippet of something she must actually have said.



    “Anything,” he said.



    “Oh? What?”



    “Anything. I’ll—I’ll kill her if you want me to.” A pause. “Should
    I? Should I … kill Lydia?”



    Beatrix smiled her crooked smile, made horrible in this fabricated context.
    “Yes. Oh, yes.”



    The captured-on-film version of himself leaned in and kissed her, and he
    abruptly remembered the real scene. The morning after their wedding. A
    conversation about how much he loved her, how he intended to kiss her right
    there—the possibility of hidden cameras be damned—because no one could make
    hay of it anymore.



    The picture shuddered, flipped, vanished, the buzzing machine clicking off.



    A more subtle sort of torture indeed.



    “Just for the record,” Peter said, voice shaking, “that didn’t happen. It
    didn’t happen. As you well know!”



    “Of course it happened,” Whitaker said. “You just saw it happen with your
    own eyes. No jury in the world would acquit your wife. An open-and-shut
    death penalty case.”



    “You … you evil—”



    “So let me reiterate: You will come and work on the project
    until we say we are satisfied. You do that, and this evidence will never
    get out. Do we see eye to eye now?”



    “Do you think I’m a fool? I’m supposed to take you at your word? You’re a
    liar!” He was yelling. Losing it. Oh God, Beatrix!



    “Blackwell—”



“I need a Vow. A binding Vow with”—sudden inspiration—“with the    vice president.” He took a breath, the rest of the plan coming to
him. “Draden will take no actions to harm my wife and he will proactively    stop anyone else from doing so.”



    “Blackwell—”



“Make that happen and I’ll do what you want. Otherwise, go to fucking    hell.”



    “Are you quite done?”



    He scowled at Whitaker, clenching his teeth to stop the fearful trembling.
    At all costs he had to protect Beatrix. He’d utterly failed to keep her
    sister safe, he hadn’t been able to do a thing to prevent Rosemarie’s
    murder, but he would be damned if he let the magiocracy ruin her life any
    more than it already had.



    Whitaker crossed his arms. “I’ll see what we can arrange.”



“The vice president,” Peter said, voice raised. “No one else.    No one.”



    Whitaker gave him a fleeting look of annoyance—yes, how irritating
    this all was, the way he was reacting to the complete devastation of
    everything he cared about—and swept from the room.



    Leaving him alone with Morse.



    . . . . .



    “Mrs. Blackwell?”



    She opened her eyes and stared in confusion at Senator Gray. Had she fallen
    asleep on the job? Then she remembered that he’d fired her weeks ago, and—



    She sat up, gasping for air. She was on a cot at the end of a hallway in
    what looked like a hospital. “Lydia!”



    “In surgery,” Gray said quickly, putting a hand on her shoulder as if he
    feared she might run off.



    She grasped his other hand with both of hers. “She’s … alive?”



    “Yes. They think—well, they haven’t lost hope that she could pull through.”



    “Oh,” Beatrix sobbed, relief and anxiety buffeting her from all
    directions. Then she considered how very simple it would be for wizards to
    intervene at this stage—for someone to make sure her sister did not beat
    the odds. She leapt to her feet. “Where is she?”



    He pointed. “In there.”



    Four feet away stood a door with a small, square window. She stepped up to
    it, fear gripping her, and looked through.



    Nearly everything inside was an antiseptic white—the doctors’ scrubs, the
    nurses’ dresses and caps, the operating table, the painted bricks on the
    wall. Lydia’s auburn hair looked far too colorful to be allowed. Her face,
    however, was almost pale enough to match the room.



    She was turned in such a way that her wound was not visible, but the memory
    of how it looked was seared in Beatrix’s mind. She pressed her hands
    against the door, feeling as helpless as she had on the platform. How could
    she keep wizards out? All that occurred to her was a surreptitiously cast
    shielding spell on the room. But that required demarcation stones, and
    Peter had them in his—



    The rest of the attack on Lydia came back to her. She stumbled to the cot,
    dizzy and sick.



    “Rosemarie?” she asked.



    “I don’t think she’s turned up. I’m … I’m sorry.”



    “Peter?” Her voice cracked.



    Gray winced and shook his head.



    She wrapped her arms around herself, considering the possibility that Peter
    did exactly what it appeared he had. That he’d been faking his inability to
spellcast. Pretending he loved her. Biding his time just so he could—no,    no, that was utterly ridiculous. If he’d wanted to kill
    Lydia, he’d had hundreds of opportunities to do it before now. In front of
    crowds, even.



    He didn’t do it. Of that, she was certain. It had to be the magiocracy—but
    how could she prove it? Who would believe her?



    “I don’t think it was him,” Gray said abruptly.



    She stared at him, startled.



    “I mean,” he added, more quietly, “I think that was him on the
    stage, but …” He sat on the folding chair next to her cot, leaning
    toward her so she could hear him whisper. “I was behind the platform. I saw
    Miss Dane shove the omnimancer out of the way and
    grab—well, it looked like thin air. I think there was another wizard
    standing behind Blackwell—pulling his strings or something. I think that’s
    what happened.”



    “And now they have him,” she said, her whisper harsh in its urgency. “What
    am I to do?”



    He swallowed. “I don’t know.”



    She stood up, needing to do something, and stared through the
    window again, wishing she had Rosemarie’s talent for spotting invisibility
    spells. Wishing far more intensely that Rosemarie were here with her arm
    around her.



    She heard the creak of the chair and the click of dress shoes as Gray came
    up behind her. She expected him to tell her to sit down. But he said
    nothing at all.



    “Why were you at the march?” she asked. When he didn’t immediately answer,
    she added, “You said you were done. I thought you meant it.”



    “I did.” The words sounded heavy. Resigned.



    She looked at him. His slicked-back hair was mussed. His tie was askew. He
    had blood on his dress shirt and an air of desperation that hung around him
like static electricity. She almost asked the question on her lips:    Are you in love with Lydia?



    He pressed a hand to his eyes. “I promised my constituents good,
    old-fashioned values, and you’re—you’re revolutionaries. You want
    to overturn everything! What about motherhood? What about the children? How
    is our society supposed to function if women can—if women—”



    He was looking at her as if he expected an interruption. She simply held
    his gaze, and he wilted.



    “Whenever I hear her speak,” he murmured after a short silence, “I get the
    sickening feeling that she might be right.”



    She swallowed a retort along the lines of
    
        how would you like it if I said it made me queasy to think of you
        exercising your rights. She was too wrung out. And anyway, for Gray, that counted as progress.

“She’s never said anything to you about women’s rights,” she pointed out.



    “She didn’t have to. If you listen to her, you can’t help but think about
    it—about everything she’s rejecting. She’ll never be a proper wife
    and mother. Never.”



    He said this as if he took it personally. She was absolutely convinced now
    that he did—that he lusted after her sister as so many men had before him
    but was repelled by everything that made Lydia Lydia.



    “And the worst of it is …” He looked through the window, shoulders
    slumping. “The worst of it is that I can’t convince myself she ought to be
    normal. It would be like … like putting a gown on a statue. Everyone might
    agree that the dress is the height of fashion and respectability, but it’s
    still ruining a work of art.”



    She gazed at Gray, reconsidering him—just a bit. After a moment, she
    slipped her arm through his.



    His groan seemed pulled from his very depths. “Oh, God, she can’t die. Not
    that. Please.”



    She pressed her free hand against the door, trying to draw strength from
    its cool solidity. Not Lydia. Not Rosemarie. Not—she shut her
    eyes—Peter. Please, God, please—not any of that.



    “Mrs. Blackwell?”



    The voice sounded familiar. She turned, feeling as if she were underwater,
    the effort of moving and breathing and thinking far harder than it ought to
    be, and found Wizard Hillier, the doctor who’d helped Peter. He was wearing scrubs this time and she recalled with a
    surge of hope that he’d described himself as an “itinerant”—on call with
    all the Washington hospitals.



    “Please tell me you’re headed in to take over,” she managed.



    “Yes,” he said. “I’ll do everything I can.”



    “Thank you,” she said, blinking back tears. “I’m so glad you’re here.”



    He hesitated, the picture of a man trying to find the nonexistent words to
    console a woman whose husband, by all appearances, attempted to murder her
    sister. She didn’t have time to convince him otherwise, so she just
    said, “Go—save her.”



    He nodded and strode in. Joan dashed up a moment later, Dot and Marilyn at
    her heels.



    “Beatrix, you can’t let a wizard in there,” Joan whispered
    urgently. “We’re certain the omnimancer was set up, and—”



    “I know him. We can trust him.”



    “Well—OK,” Joan said, frowning. “If you’re sure.”



    “How did you realize Peter didn’t do this?” she asked, hoping for
    incontrovertible evidence but knowing there would be none. The wizards had
    never been sloppy, and they would have planned this especially well.



    “It’s just … obvious, isn’t it?” Dot said. “We know him. He wouldn’t.”



    “And what better way to cover up the real source of the attack than to put
    him under a spell that controls his movements?” Marilyn said.



    “My God, I’m sorry,” Joan added, hugging Beatrix. “Those bastards.”



    Beatrix tried to answer, but her throat seemed to be closing up,
    what-might-have-beens running through her head. If she had seen Plan B
    through … If she and Peter had just stayed home today … If she’d taken
    Ella’s warning seriously …



    That last memory on the platform before she blacked out came back to her in
    a rush. She pulled back, eyes wide. “Where’s Ella?”



    They looked at her in confusion. “What do you mean?” Joan said.



    “She was there—on the platform after Lydia was attacked.”



    Marilyn turned to Dot. “I didn’t see her. Did you?”



    “No.” Dot stared at Beatrix. “Are you sure?”



    Beatrix bit her lip. Was she? Could she have dreamt it? Before she
    could come up with an answer, she caught sight of Detective Tanner striding
    toward them.



    “Detective,” she said, running to meet him, “Peter didn’t do it. I know it
    looks as if he did, but—”



    “Mrs. Blackwell,” he interrupted, voice subdued. “I’m afraid we need to ask
    you some questions. Come with me, please.”



    Her heart constricted. “Could we talk here? My sister—”



    “I’m sorry, no.”



“Please don’t make me leave Lydia.” She could barely get the words out. “Please.”



    “I’m sorry,” he repeated.



    Gray stepped between them. “I suggest you schedule a time with Mrs.
    Blackwell when she’s not waiting to discover if her sister will survive
    this surgery.”



    Tanner shook his head. “It has to be now.”



    “We’ll stay,” Joan said, putting an arm around her. Then, head to hers, she
    added in a whisper, “We’ve kept on
    practicing.”



    Beatrix looked at her, eyes wide. Practicing … spells?



    “Mrs. Blackwell,” Tanner said, voice firm, and it was clear she would not
have time to take Joan aside and find out what, exactly, they’d been doing.    



    Gray cleared his throat. “I think I should come with you.”



    She was on the brink of agreeing—he could give his statement to the
    police—but considered the advantage of leaving an attorney and state
    senator to keep watch over her sister.



    “Stay,” she said. “Please. Make sure she’s OK.”



    He hesitated. Then he nodded.



    Tanner had interviewed her in Peter’s hospital room several times while
    Peter was trapped in the coma. Now he led them through hallways, passing
    unoccupied rooms, and straight out of the hospital to a waiting car.



    “Where are we going?” she asked.



    “The police station.”



    Beatrix closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on breathing, instead of
    how the police car was taking her farther from Lydia by the second.



Officers in the station stared as the two of them walked by. She glanced down and, with a sickening lurch, realized that her sister’s blood was smeared across the front of her dress. She tore off the sash—the gold “Fair Play” letters splotched a rust-red—as she followed Tanner into a small room with a table and three chairs.



    Tanner sat. Another police officer joined him.



    “Mrs. Blackwell,” Tanner said, “before we begin, let me point out that you
    have the right to remain silent. You have the right to an attorney.
    Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”



    Her breath stuck in her throat. What?



    The questions were so off the wall she couldn’t help but answer them. No,
    Peter wasn’t obsessed with her sister. No, she wasn’t jealous of her
    sister. For heaven’s sake, no, she hadn’t told Peter to
    kill her sister!



    “Listen,” she said, “he didn’t attack her. He didn’t. Ask Mitchell
    Gray, the Maryland senator—he had a good view of what happened.”



    Tanner’s partner cocked his head. “And what did happen, in your view?”



    “A wizard put him under a spell.”



    “What wizard?”



    “Someone working for the Abbott administration.”



    “For what purpose?”



    “To kill Lydia and frame someone else for it.”



    Tanner’s partner rolled his eyes. “It’s always the wizards’ fault
    with you people, isn’t it?”



    “No, but in this case—”



    “Do you have any proof for such a wild accusation? Besides whatever some
    state senator thinks he saw, and keep in mind that there were newsreel
    crews there—we’ve seen the footage.”



    What could she say? That the vice president’s estranged daughter insisted
    Lydia was in danger? (No, detectives, I don’t know where she is. Also, she might be insane.
        Just warning you.)



    That Lydia already had experienced a brush with death, albeit on Garrett’s
    say-so? (Well, detectives, the only ones who saw that besides Peter and me are a
        few other League leaders. You know, the people you think blame wizards
        for everything.)



    That the magiocracy tapped their telephones and bugged her former house? 
    (No, detectives, I can’t offer any hard evidence it was them, but Peter,
        Ella and I did see the vice president’s wizard installing the recording
        devices. Yes, the same Ella whose whereabouts I don’t know and whose
        sanity I cannot vouch for.)



    That Peter was no longer able to cast spells? (Yes, detectives, I realize he’s employed as an omnimancer. Who’s
        handling those spells? Well, I am.)



    How she wished she’d brought Gray.



    “If you talk to legislators who sponsored typic-rights bills, they’ll tell
    you how desperate the magiocracy is to stop this campaign,” she said,
    knowing as she formed the words how inadequate they were. “We’ve been
    worried about Lydia’s safety for months—”



    “Play it,” Tanner’s partner said to Tanner.



   The detective leaned over, lifted something bulky onto the table—a projector—and hit a button. On the wall behind them played a scene that never happened, one that stole the breath from her lungs.



    “Beatrix Blackwell,” Tanner said, ice in his stare, “you’re under arrest.”



    . . . . .



    Morse didn’t do anything to him. Not a thing. Wouldn’t give him something
    to eat. Wouldn’t provide him with water. Wouldn’t let him up to use the
    bathroom. Wouldn’t let him out of the chair at all.



    Hours passed. When the inevitable happened, he breathed in the stench of
    Morse’s attempt to humiliate him and thought of Garrett, leaving him stuck
    to the cellar wall under the assumption that Beatrix would eventually find
    him in this state. Part of the dirty-tricks squad’s basic training, no
    doubt.



    What did it matter? Nothing could make the day appreciably worse than it
    already was.



    He thought he wouldn’t fall asleep, but eventually he did, only to wake in
    confusion at a noise—the hum of lowered voices.



    “ … want to do about it?” Morse.



    “It’s unfortunate.” A different voice. Clipped. Annoyed. “But it doesn’t
    matter at this point, does it? Let’s get this over with.”



    Unmistakably the vice president.



    Morse flipped on the light. Peter squinted, blindness giving way to the
    sight of James Draden, frowning at him.



    “Could you please …?” Draden waved a hand in Peter’s direction, nose
    wrinkling.



    Morse cast a spell—quickly, silently. The smell faded. Peter’s thirst and
    hunger remained.



    “Get him up,” Draden said.



    Whatever spell had held his muscles in check had long worn off, but the
    magical bindings tying him to the chair were still in place. Morse removed
    those and hauled him up by a shoulder, at which point Peter—lightheaded,
    legs rubbery—tumbled to the floor.



Draden—to his surprise—held out a hand. The momentary consideration that    this was Marbella induced him to take it, just to see, but no—the
    vice president, a good four inches taller than he was, had no trouble
    helping him up. Draden’s skin had the metallic feel of a
    powerful protection spell.



    “Blackwell,” Draden said coolly.



    “Water,” Peter croaked back.



    Draden cocked his head at Morse. Morse produced a canteen with another one
    of his silent spells and handed it over, his dark look suggesting he might
    have added poison to it if the recipient’s skills weren’t in demand. Peter
    gulped it down, not caring what was in it.



    “Now, then,” Draden said, crossing his arms. “I will take a Vow, but only
    if you take one to Morse.”



    Peter, gripping the back of his chair for support, stared at the man in
    consternation. “I—I can’t.”



    “You will. Otherwise I won’t. Fair’s fair.”



    Fair’s fair.
    Peter almost laughed. Nothing in the past twenty-four hours could
    be categorized as even a distant cousin of fair. And now his Hail Mary to
    protect Beatrix was going to fail because he couldn’t cast.



    Draden handed something to him and he took it automatically. Two pieces of
    paper. The would-be Vows.



    He sat on the chair and looked them over, feeling the futility of it. On
    one page:
    
        I, James Richard Draden, vow to take no actions intended to harm
        Beatrix Jane Blackwell. I further vow not to order anyone else to take
        actions intended to harm her.
    

    On the other:
    
        I, Peter William Blackwell, vow to work on my assigned project to the
        greatest possible extent of my abilities, as rapidly as possible, until
        those supervising me declare the assignment to be complete. I further
        vow to take no actions intended to prevent the completion of that
        assignment to the satisfaction of those supervising me.
    



    Then it occurred to him—the one way he might still get Draden under a Vow.
    He held out a hand and said, “I need a pen.”



    Draden handed him one. Peter drew a line between “no” and “actions” on the
    vice president’s contract and wrote “direct or indirect.” He drew another
    line after “I further vow not to order anyone else to take actions intended
    to harm her” and added “in any way, and vow I will proactively tell anyone
    likely to harm her that I will ensure the stiffest possible prosecution if
    they take such actions. Finally, I vow to follow through on such threats if
    any harm to Beatrix Jane Blackwell is nevertheless carried out.”



    He handed it back to Draden and frowned at the contract they expected him
    to sign. The words flickered until he blinked, hard, to force his eyes to
    focus.



    “It needs an end date,” he said.



    “No,” said Draden, not looking up from the other contract.



    “I’m not signing something so open-ended. What’s to keep you from altering
    my assigned ‘project’?”



    Draden gave him a look of pure exasperation. “Fine. I’ll clarify it. But
    you have to clarify that my only obligations regarding ‘anyone likely to
    harm’ your wife are people specifically working on my behalf. I don’t want
    to be compelled to run off to your little town if I get word that someone
    there is plotting to keep her from”—he waved a hand dismissively—“winning a
    pie-baking contest.”



    Peter glared at the man. Pie-baking contest, indeed. “Fine.”



    They exchanged their contracts, altered them and exchanged them again. The
    new language on the paper Peter was expected to sign specified, in long,
    elegant handwriting, that the assignment was “to increase the explosive
scope of Project 96 to a five-mile blast radius.” His stomach clenched.    Five miles? The explosion they’d tested behind his back was a mile
    and a half.



    “I don’t think it’s possible to get an explosion of that—”



    “I’m not changing it,” Draden said. “Or anything else. Do we have a deal?”



    Peter schooled his face into an expression he hoped gave
    nothing away.



    “Yes,” he said. “You first.”



    Draden raised an eyebrow. He took both contracts, copied them out on blank
    paper, and brought them back to Peter to look over. The contract for him to
    sign was identical to the revised version. The vice president’s had an
    extra sentence, and he could feel the blood draining from his face as he
    read it:
    
        This contract is contingent upon Peter William Blackwell taking a Vow
        to Gerald Anthony Morse; otherwise, it is null and void.
    



    Shit, shit, shit.



    He had no idea Vows could have contingency clauses. 
    Martinelli would have known that—Martinelli had known so many things he
    wished he’d asked about.



    Draden thrust a pen at him. “Sign.”



    Mechanically, he did. Morse was already setting down demarcation stones in
    overlapping circles. He couldn’t think of a way out. Refusing at this
    stage—even if he promised to work on the weapon—seemed like a very bad
    idea. But what would they do when he couldn’t complete his Vow?



    Draden stepped into a circle. Peter positioned himself in the other one,
    thinking of Beatrix. Nine months ago, she stood in the interlocking circles
    to make a Vow similar to the one he now faced—to work against her will for
    someone she despised.



    As he watched Draden cast the spell and eat the pomegranate pips, Peter
    wondered how much of this current hell was something he’d set in motion by
    leaving the Pentagram and refusing to come back.



    “Now your turn,” Draden said, snapping him from that miserable thought to
    the original one—that he couldn’t see a Vow through.



    Draden stepped out of the circle. Morse stepped in and grabbed Peter’s
    hand, letting him feel the protection spell before dropping three leaves in
    his palm. A warning: Don’t bother.



    Peter looked at the fuel in his trembling hand, blood racing through his
    veins, and thought of the test he passed against all odds at thirteen. It
    was obvious what he had to do: Believe. Believe with all his might that he
    could cast this spell. And why not? He hadn’t tried to work any magic for,
    what, two days now? For all he knew, he just needed that extra time.



    He cleared his throat. “Ic gehāte!”



    Nothing happened.



    “Ic gehāte!” he called out again, willing a spark of magic to rush
    down his arm. “Ic gehāte—Ic gehāte!”



    No response.



    “See, Morse,” Draden drawled from the corner of the room, where he was
    leaning against the desk, “this is what you get when you rough a man up and
    leave him tied to a chair for hours. He fails to … perform.”



    That assumption was better than the truth. But the dark amusement in
    Draden’s voice—and the double entendre he clearly meant—made Peter’s face
    flush hot. Morse said nothing, his own face a blank.



    “How about some food and rest, then?” Peter snapped.



    “Keep going,” Draden said, waving a hand. “It’ll take eventually.”



    So Peter kept trying, with the same lack of results. He said the spellwords
    over and over, weak with fatigue and despair—the threadbare hope he’d
    managed to wrap around himself utterly gone.



    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Draden said finally, whatever enjoyment he’d wrung
    from the scene wearing thin. “Pathetic. Wrap this up, Morse.”



    Peter caught a flash of red in Draden’s hand. The vice president teleported
    out with a pop.



    The next moment Morse caught his casting arm in a painful grip, dragging
him into the other circle, putting them toe to toe. God, how tall     was the man? Bigger than Garrett, surely—



    “When he tells me to wrap things up,” Morse said, barely above a whisper,
    more words than Peter had ever heard him utter, “he doesn’t care how.”



    Peter swallowed. “I’m not doing it on purpose. This day has been—”



    “Do you know what I think? I think that has nothing to do with it.” Morse
    stared down at him. Peter’s heart foundered, less at the look than at the
    track Morse was on. “I followed you for weeks and didn’t see you work a
    single spell. You ran at that wizard who attacked you. It’s as if
    you came out of that coma a typic.”



    “What? No,” Peter said, panic making his voice shake.



    “And it occurs to me,” the wizard said, still in that unnerving whisper,
    “that it’s very interesting, your one condition for accepting the
    omnimancing job. Brewing is done without witnesses. Someone else could be
    casting the spells for you in that house of yours.”



    “That’s a patently ridiculous—”



    “Someone,” Morse went on inexorably, “like your wife.”



    As soft as they were, the words seemed to echo in the room.



    What could he do?



    Befuddled—act befuddled. He tried to arrange his facial muscles accordingly
    and had no idea if he succeeded. “Perhaps it’s escaped your notice,” he
    said, his voice sounding foreign to his own ears, “but my wife is a woman.”



    “The Pentagram has a copy of the report about women. It shouldn’t have been
    filed where you’d have access to it, but it was, and you came across it at
    some point. Didn’t you.”



    “What report?” Only Morse’s grip on his shoulder was
    keeping him on his feet. “What are you talking about?”



    “You know all about it. And you conspired with her to break federal law.”



    “I never—”



    “You threatened everything, everything, by teaching her.”



    “You’re not making any sense! Women can’t do magic!”



    Morse leaned closer, his exhalations tickling Peter’s ear. “She has leaves
    in her pockets.”



    “Because she’s my assistant. I’m always asking her to hand me the proper number
    so I don’t have to count them out.”



    “This has happened before, you know. Every so often a wizard gets the
    bright idea to teach his wife, or his mistress, because who’s going to find
    out and my, wouldn’t the sex be good.” His lips thinned. “Do you
    know what I do to those people?”



    The question hung in the air. Peter stared at him in horror. Whenever he’d
    imagined getting caught, he pictured a closed trial and prison time, perhaps
    with Vows to ensure silence. But clearly …



    “I kill them,” Morse said slowly, enunciating each word.



    Every muscle in Peter’s body was trembling. The shaky sound of his own
    breathing echoed in the deathly quiet. “I’m telling you,” he said, “I can’t
    cast at the moment because you’ve put me through the worst day of my life.
    Give me food and a bed and try me again tomorrow.”



    Morse glared at him. Peter forced himself to hold his gaze, heart thudding
    in his ears.



    “Fine,” the wizard said.



    That solved nothing, of course. Merely bought a little time before the inevitable
    disaster.



    Morse dragged him over to the telephone. Again he spoke just one word into
    the receiver: “Ready.” They stood there for upwards of a minute, Morse
    holding the phone to his ear, waiting for something. Then Peter heard a
    faint answer in return: “Ready.”



    The teleportation came on so fast that his head spun. He had the impression
    of a dark hallway. He smelled more than saw the puff of leaf smoke that was
    Morse casting another spell, heard the creak of a door opening and stumbled
    into more darkness as Morse pushed him forward.



    Someone groaned and cursed.



    “Go away.” A male voice, hoarse. “It’s the middle of the blasted night.”



    Peter’s heart seized up. It—it couldn’t be.



    “I can’t work on your wretched weapon if you’re depriving me of sleep, you
    philistines,” the man added.



    “Martinelli?”



    A small light switched on. Martinelli, alive, slouching on a bare cot,
    stared back at him.



    “Oh hell,” his former deputy said. “They got you, too.”



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Six




    The sound of Morse leaving snapped Peter out of the blank-stare stage of his shock. He ran forward, almost tripping in his haste, and threw his arms around Martinelli.



    “I’d say I’m glad to see you,” Martinelli said, patting his back a bit
    awkwardly, “but given the circumstances …”



    “I thought you were dead,” Peter whispered.



    Martinelli pulled back, mouth open. Then he shook his head slightly—a
    warning in his eyes—and said, “I’m grumpy and exhausted, so let’s go to
    sleep, OK? Talk to you tomorrow.”



    “Right,” Peter said, wondering if there were cameras hidden here. Then he
    glanced around and saw them, one affixed to each wall, pointed down at
    them.



    No need to keep surveillance under wraps if your targets were prisoners.



    There was now a second cot—Morse must have spelled one up before leaving.
    Peter slumped on it as Martinelli switched a rickety fan on and the light
    off, throwing the windowless room into utter darkness.



    A shuffling of feet. A soft oomph as Martinelli sat down next to
    him. “I don’t think the equipment can pick up whispers, especially near
    this noisy fan,” Martinelli said close to his ear. “Now, what do you mean,
    ‘dead’?”



    “They told Mae there’d been a work accident. No remains.”



    “Oh, shit.”



    “Yeah.”



    “They told me they’d tell her I was on a highly sensitive overseas
    assignment with no ability to contact anyone! They said they’d let me go
    when I finished!”



    “I don’t think they’re letting either of us go. Not alive, anyway.” Peter
    put a shaking hand to his forehead, thinking of Beatrix.



    “But all they’d need to shut us up is to put us under Vows, for God’s sake!
    I’d take one just to get the heck out of here. Why are they doing this?”



    Why are they doing this: 
    the question Peter had asked himself at least a hundred times already.



    He grasped his friend’s shoulder. “They killed Lydia
    Harper—Beatrix’s sister. They killed her and framed me.”



    His eyes had adjusted to the dark sufficiently to see a suggestion of
    Martinelli’s horrified, confused expression. “What? When?”



    “Today—or yesterday, depending on what time it is. They tried to get me to come back voluntarily a couple months
    ago and I wouldn’t. So now they’ve forced my hand.”



    “Jesus. This is far worse than I thought.”



    Peter wrapped his arms around himself, wishing that were the full extent of
    the bad news.



    “What happened?” Martinelli asked.



    He was about to explain—but no, what if this was Marbella
    Draden in another expert disguise?



    “What did you give me the first time we met?” he asked.



    “What?”



    “Tell me. What did you hand me?”



    “My CV.” Martinelli’s lips quirked. “Including citations to my
    less-than-impressive runic research as an undergrad, just to push it to ten
    pages.”



    “How did you introduce me to Mae for the first time?”



    “How did I introduce you? Give me a break, that was years ago.” He
    frowned. “Wait, I think I actually remember. ‘This is the guy I’ve been
    complaining about,’ or something like that.”



    Peter nodded. “And what’s your name for me? Besides ‘boss’?”



    “Whippersnapper,” Martinelli murmured without hesitation.



    Peter had to swallow hard at the sound of that well-worn, charming insult.
    He’d thought he would never hear it again.



    “God, I missed you,” he whispered.



    Martinelli smiled, clapping him on the shoulder. Then he said, “Now please
    tell me what the hell is going on.”



    Peter recounted the last day, starting to shake as the memories he’d been
    trying to hold at bay swamped him. Somewhere in the middle of it, Martinelli
    put an arm around him, saying nothing, just listening. The words kept
    coming until almost everything was out, including his botched Vow and
    Morse’s accusation.



    Then he leaned in, whispering as quietly as he could: “He’s right. I can’t cast anymore.”



    Martinelli pulled back. “How—”



    But Peter put up a hand to stop the question. The answer was far too
    dangerous. “The point,” he whispered, “is that he thinks Beatrix has been
    spellcasting for me. He’s going to make me try again in the morning, and if
    I can’t do it …” He grasped Martinelli’s arm for support. “He said he’d
    kill her.”



    Martinelli stared at him, mouth open.



    Peter pressed a hand to his throbbing head. “What on earth can I do?”



    “I …” Martinelli swallowed. “I don’t know. But we’ll figure something out.”



    Peter rocked back and forth, overcome. There was no way out. He’d sentenced
    Beatrix to death. (How many people knew what Morse did to spellcasting
women and the men who taught them? Surely not many—not Garrett, even. Good    God, what was the rationale behind it?)



“Hey,” Martinelli hissed, grabbing his arm. “Hold it together!    Think—we always end up with a better idea when we’re both working
    on it.”



    That was true. With a herculean effort, Peter shoved his thoughts away from
    the nearly certain disaster and toward the possibility, however slim, of averting
    it.



    They sat in silence for a moment.



    “Any way to escape now that there’s two of us?” he murmured. “Air ducts we
    could reach if one of us stands on the other’s shoulders, maybe?”



    Martinelli’s mouth twisted. “Room’s magically sealed. You can feel the
    spellwork if you touch the walls. Can’t undo it because I’m not allowed any
    leaves—they get someone else to cast for me when work requires a spell. Oh,
    also, the tele-vision camera monitoring is round the clock.”



    “You’re sure? Even overnight?”



    “Yeah, I’ve tested it by yelling out complaints at various hours. ‘I’m
    cold,’ ‘I’m starving,’ ‘I need a headache pill.’ They always bring me
    something pretty quickly.”



    “Where are we? The test site?”



    “Pretty sure we’re somewhere else. They did something to me so I couldn’t
    move or talk and carted me out the checkpoint in a body bag.”



    Peter shuddered.



    “They relocated me a couple times, and everything’s been equally
    nondescript,” Martinelli added. “No earthly idea where we are, sorry.”



    Peter supposed he should have realized immediately that they weren’t in the
    New Mexico complex. Morse had teleported into a hallway with him—to get
    into the test site, you had to go through that checkpoint. The guards did
    have a device that could open a hole in the anti-teleportation shielding
    around the place, but only if operated from inside the checkpoint. Anyone
    trying to use a “can opener” elsewhere in the complex would set off
    alarms. And the device didn’t work at all from the outside.



    After another pause, Martinelli said, “What if you pretend to be
    nonresponsive? Looks like you got roughed up—it’s entirely believable.”



    Peter almost snorted at the thought. “I’ve already been in one coma this
    year. I don’t think they’d believe another.”



    “What? What happened?”



    “Long story. But I’m sure they’d smoke me out. With torture if necessary.”



    “Wait! The dreams—you can warn Miss Harper and she can hide—”



    “No.” He took a shuddering breath. “No more linked dreams. The Vows are
    broken.”



    Martinelli looked even more astonished. To stave off a volley of questions about that, Peter quickly added, “We’re married.”



    “Before or after you broke the Vows?”



    “After.”



    Even in the dark, he could make out Martinelli’s sad smile. “So you really
    do love each other.”



    “Yes,” he said, a desperate sound.



    Martinelli was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “What about the Vow
    attempt tonight? Think: Anything happen that could help?”



    Peter doubted it, but he cast his mind back. Interlocking circles.
    Morse bespelled with protective shielding. The leaves going damp in his
    hand as he tried and tried to—



    “Wait,” he said, heart beating faster. “He gave me three leaves. A Vow can
    be done with two.”



    Martinelli leaned in, head cocked, looking as he always did when Peter was
    spooling out an idea.



    “When he comes back tomorrow, I could slip you two of the leaves he gives
    me and keep one for appearances, and you could …” Peter trailed off, his
    excitement cratering. “No, of course not—you can’t cast a Vow for
    someone else. God, I’m losing it.”



    Martinelli patted his shoulder. “Keep thinking.”



    After a long stretch with only bad ideas, Peter finally put words to the
    one that seemed to be his only choice. A dead man could not be expected to
    cast a spell. “What’s here that I could kill myself with?”



    “Nothing.” Martinelli scowled at him. “Don’t you dare leave me
    here by myself. You’d only be confirming his suspicions, anyway.”



    Peter leaned on Martinelli to keep himself upright. Think. Think.



    He jerked awake with a cry some time later. How on earth had he nodded off?



    “OK, new plan,” Martinelli whispered, standing up. “I’ll think, you sleep.”



    “No, I—”



    “You can’t do a thing in this state. The minute I come up with anything
    remotely workable, you’ll know.”



    With no one to lean on, Peter was forced to lie down. He pressed his nails
    into his palms to stay awake—Martinelli was not the idea man of
    their duo, and Beatrix’s life was on the line. But terror and desperation
    could no longer overcome exhaustion. His eyes slid shut. His jumbled
    thoughts dissolved into nothing.



    . . . . .



    She was on a cot in her otherwise empty cell, unable to sleep, when the
    dark air quivered and popped before her. She jumped to her feet, heart
    racing. Magic. Teleportation. Someone invisible—someone who surely meant
    her harm.



    “Help!” she bellowed.



    A hand she couldn’t see gripped her. Someone muttered the teleportation
    spell, but it didn’t take and she pulled free. “Help!” she
    screamed again, then thought of the leaves hidden in the
    bodice of the ruined dress the police had yet to change her out of.
    “Someone’s trying to abduct me!” she yelled, feeling around desperately for
    the concealed pocket, trying to think of a spell. “Can you
    hear me?”



    A guard came running, but the invisible hand clamped on her arm again just
    as her fingers touched leaves. This time, the kidnapper’s spell worked.



    The next instant, Beatrix was blinking in the sudden light of what looked
    like a sitting room.



    “Beatrix, it’s me,” said the invisible wizard.



    Except it wasn’t a wizard.



    “Ella?” she whispered, barely believing it. She followed that with a different question, fear cutting her off: “Is Lydia—is she …?”



    “Out of surgery. The doctors are hopeful.”



    Beatrix closed her eyes, overcome, taking great, shaking breaths. Lydia was
    alive. Alive, not dead.



    “I don’t think she’s in danger of another attack,” Ella added, and that
    brought Beatrix back to herself.



    “It wasn’t Peter—”



    “I know.” Ella’s voice caught. “It was Morse.”



    The very wizard Ella had warned them about. A sob rose from Beatrix’s
    throat and she couldn’t stop it, couldn’t control the tears or hold back
    the scream of despair and rage.



    “It’s—it’s going to be OK.” Ella’s words had an edge of pleading to them,
    not reassurance. Her voice sounded gravelly, deeper than usual. “Beatrix, I
    …”



    Invisible hands gripped her arms in a supportive gesture, and for a moment
    it didn’t matter to Beatrix that Ella had almost killed Peter five months
    earlier, that Ella’s current soundness of mind had not yet been
    established, or that Ella had made her a fugitive without asking her
    opinion on the matter. Beatrix leaned in to hug her—and leapt back the next
    moment, heart kicking up so fast she almost lost her balance and fell.



    Too tall. Broad shoulders. Flat chest.



    Not Ella.



    “Who are you?” she shouted.



    “Beatrix, I can explain—”



    “Take off the invisibility spell!” she demanded, again grasping for the
    leaves in her bodice.



    “No, listen—”



    “Bemelde,” Beatrix yelled, and the figure snapped into view.



    Standing before her, a look of horror on his face that echoed the feeling
    exploding from the pit of her stomach, was Frederick Draden.



    A few seconds passed in silence, Beatrix’s heart juddering in her chest,
    her hands aimed at Draden. She’d thought Ella might be masquerading as him,
    yes, but now she was certain this was not her. Ella’s
    illusions, as convincing as they were, only changed how something
    looked—not how it felt.



    She’d just outed herself as an illegal magic user to the vice president’s
    horrifying son.



    “Beatrix,” Draden said in that voice that sounded almost but not quite like
    Ella, “I swear it’s me, I used magic—”



    “Undo it, then!”



    Draden grimaced. “God, I wish I could.”



    “Keep your hands away from your pockets,” she shouted.



    He raised them over his head. “Listen—just listen, OK?”



    She set her jaw but said nothing. Draden took a shuddering breath.



    Then, rapid fire: “I met you at a League meeting in Baltimore in April
    2018. When I lived in your house, I had the first bedroom on the right,
second floor. I hated teaching. I especially hated grading. I    loathe ladies’ shoes and once bought a pair of boys’ boots, then
    convinced you to put them on to—”



    “Stop,” Beatrix said, beside herself. “That doesn’t prove
    anything! The magiocracy could have learned any of those facts!”



    “I set off the weapon.” Draden’s voice broke on the words. “I almost killed
    tens of thousands of people.”



    That shocked Beatrix into silence. Draden—Ella—continued in the
    same quivering, desperate tone. “I pretended to be you. I drugged
    Omnimancer Blackwell. I caused the explosion, knowing he would die. And
    then somehow, one or both of you moved the payload stone and saved
    everybody, thank God.”



    Beatrix didn’t see how the magiocracy could have figured that out. And if
    they had, they would immediately have arrested Peter for absconding with
    the weapon in the first place.



    “Is this room safe?” she murmured.



    “No one knows I have this apartment—”



    “Check anyway.”



    Ella cast the magic detector—it didn’t take until the third try, which
    suggested she was every bit as rattled as Beatrix. It showed nothing, no
    one invisibly monitoring them. Beatrix cast a soundproofing spell on the
    room for good measure.



    “What fruit did we practice with in Peter’s house?” she asked, wanting to
    be absolutely, completely sure.



    The answer came without hesitation: “Crabapples.”



    “What do you call the magic you can do?”



    “Knitting.”



    “Why did you say I couldn’t really be in love with Peter?”



    The face that looked like Frederick Draden’s winced. “Because you’re both
    under Vows to each other. But I shouldn’t have—”



    “The Vows are broken. Peter’s heart stopped after the explosion and I
    restarted it with CPR.”



    “Oh,” Ella said very quietly. Her lips trembled. “What I did was monstrous.
    I—I’m not asking you to forgive me, because it’s unforgiveable.”



    Why did you do it, then?
    She wanted to ask that—needed to—but not now. Too many other questions
    could not afford to wait.



    “Tell me truthfully,” she said. “Are you a danger to my life or anyone
    else’s?”



    “No.” Ella hung her head. “No, I swear I’m not.”



    Beatrix took a breath and forced out the question that had circled through
    her head without reprieve for hours, the one whose answer she feared the
    most: “Is Peter dead?”



    “Alive—he’s alive.”



    Beatrix collapsed into a chair, legs rubbery from a mix of relief over that answer and dread of the one to come: “Rosemarie?”



    “I haven’t been able to find out.”



    Beatrix moaned. Ella added: “My father doesn’t keep ‘Frederick’ in the
    loop. I didn’t know about the plot to kill Lydia at the march, either, or
    of course I would have warned you. But I managed to overhear a few things
    tonight. Like ‘Blackwell is demanding a Vow from you’ and ‘fine, only if he
    takes one, too.’”



    Beatrix looked at her in a panic. “What?”



    “That’s good news, really—they wouldn’t extract a Vow from him if they were
    about to kill him.”



    But he couldn’t cast it. That was the problem. “Where do they have him?”



    “I don’t know.”



    “We have to get him out!”



    Ella glanced away. “Beatrix …”



    “You owe him,” she snarled. “The weapon you set off with his life
    force took away his ability to cast”—Ella gasped—“so he can’t take a Vow,
he can’t work any spells, he can’t escape.    You owe him, Ella Knight!”



    Ella nodded, looking painfully earnest. “Yes. I do. I owe him my life, if that’s
    what it takes. But I don’t know how to find out where they’ve got him. I
    asked my father outright what was going on so I could ‘help,’ but he
    brushed me off.” She slumped in her seat. “Morse clearly doesn’t trust me.
    I’d have been better off if I’d just cast an illusion to make myself a
    random wizard.”



    Bracing herself, Beatrix asked: “Where’s your brother?”



    “Dead,” Ella said flatly. “He was dead when I showed up. Facedown in his
    own vomit.”



    Beatrix shuddered. “And when you say you can’t drop this illusion …” She
    gestured toward Ella’s unnerving façade.



    “It’s not an illusion—that’s the trouble. Let me explain.” She pressed a
    hand to her forehead. “First off: I didn’t kill Frederick, I promise. I was
    afraid you and Lydia were both in danger—I thought I might be able to
    convince him to find out what our father was up to. You know: ‘You owe me,
    you bastard, and you hate Father anyway so why not.’”



    The devil-may-care tone she’d affected on the final words carried a hint of
    a tremor. Beatrix knew enough about Ella’s history to grasp how
    horrendously difficult it must have been, deciding to speak to him.



    “He’d left his keys in the door, so I opened it. He was there, on the
    floor. I almost tripped over him.”



    Beatrix winced. “What did you do?”



    “Said, ‘God damn you, I bet you died just to spite me,’ and burst into
    tears.” Ella’s borrowed lips twisted into a brief parody of her sardonic
    smile. “The one time in his miserable life he could have done some
    good, and he’d already checked out.”



    She took several deep breaths and went on. “After a while, the thought
    occurred to me: I could be Frederick. I could spy. The height difference
    meant an illusion was out of the question, but knitting is powerful
    stuff—what if I could just … become him? Refashion my body?”



    “Oh, no,” Beatrix whispered.



    Ella made a sound that was almost a laugh. “I know, right? I managed it—and
    now I’m stuck. I can’t transform back.”



    She stared at the ceiling, slouching further into the chair. “I can’t knit
    anymore. I can barely cast a spell—I did the job so well that I seem to
    have gotten my brother’s lousy abilities into the bargain. And on top of
all that, it hasn’t done any good because I can’t get my father to    tell me anything.”



    Beatrix didn’t know what to say. It was beyond reckless to transform
    oneself like that, but Ella had simply been trying to help. She reached out
    and took her hand.



    Ella’s eyes welled.



    “It must be especially hard to be trapped in that body,” Beatrix murmured.



    “It’s been weeks and I still feel sick every time I look in a mirror.” Ella
    scrubbed at her face with her free hand. “Look, I know what you’re
    thinking. It was an unhinged thing to do. Sort of like what I did to
    Omnimancer Blackwell, though obviously that was a million times worse. It
    seemed perfectly logical and necessary to me at the time to set the weapon
off, and now I look back and wonder what in the nine circles of hell was    wrong with me.”



    Beatrix took a steadying breath. Now or never. “I think it was the
    knitting.”



    Ella looked stunned. “What?”



    Beatrix explained. How close she’d come, twice, to attempting
    murder. How she too had felt as if something was wrong with her, as if she
    wasn’t in control of her own thoughts. And how she hadn’t had any more
    murderous urges since she stopped knitting.



    “That would mean it’s not your fault,” she said. “It’s mine, really.
    Because I taught you.”



    Ella, listening to all this with wide eyes, shook her head and let out a
    huff of a breath. “Don’t be silly. You taught me because I wanted to know
    how to do it. Anyway, if knitting warps the mind and I was practicing far
    more than you, why wasn’t it affecting my daily behavior?”



    Beatrix frowned, considering the question. “We were under a great deal of
    stress during each incident. A lot more than normal. Maybe that’s why?
    Anyway, since you … transformed, have you acted or considered acting in a way you would describe as
    crazy?”



    Ella thought about it. “Well … no, I guess not.”



    “And you haven’t been able to knit,” Beatrix pointed out.



    Ella did not look entirely convinced. She raised her eyebrows. “You’ll
    probably have to knit again before this is all over, you know.”



    Beatrix shivered. She hoped not. Then she made the mistake of glancing down
    and was forcibly reminded that Lydia’s blood was all over her
    dress.



    “Oh,” she said, jerking back, trembling. “I—I can’t—I need—Ella,
    the blood—”



    “Yes, right, just a moment!” Ella stuffed a hand in her pocket and came out
with leaves. “Beclænse. Come on—beclænse. Beclænse! Beclænse!”



    Beatrix felt the tingle of the spell through her dress.



    “Fourth time’s the charm, said no one ever,” Ella muttered.



    Beatrix started to laugh, but it came out all wrong. Oh, God. What
    was she to do? What?



    Focus. Peter’s life depended on her—Rosemarie’s, too. She couldn’t help Lydia when it mattered
    because she’d panicked, and she couldn’t afford to do that again.



    She took a shaky breath, then another. “We need a plan to find Peter and Rosemarie. They might be in the same place. Tell me exactly what you’ve overheard.”



    Ella bit her lip as she always did when thinking deeply. It was so Ella-ish
    that for a moment, she looked nothing like her brother. “I didn’t catch
    much. All of it was in the same conversation. First that part about the
    Vows—”



    “Your father was talking to Morse?”



    “No, to Roddie Whitaker. One of his cronies.”



    “Wizard?”



    Ella shook her head. “Typic. They grew up together.”



    Beatrix crossed her arms, unsettled but not sure why.



    “Anyway, after that bit about the Vows, my father said, ‘The wife?’ And
    Whitaker said, ‘Handled.’ God, that sounded bad,” Ella murmured. “I’m sorry
    I scared the stuffing out of you, but I needed to get you out of jail in
    case—in case ‘handled’ meant more was coming than what had already happened
    to you. How in blazes did they justify charging you with Lydia’s attempted
    murder?”



    Beatrix explained. Ella looked as if she might explode.



    “What else did you hear them say?” Beatrix put in quickly, trying to keep
    her on track.



    Ella’s expression ratcheted down to a scowl. “Well—Whitaker
    said something like, ‘Did you listen to the news?’ My father said yes, and
    Whitaker said, ‘I was there. That Morse is a fucking virtuoso. I would have believed it if I hadn’t known.’ That’s how I found out that Morse attacked Lydia, though I was already certain it was him. Oh, and I’m not worried about
    another attack because Whitaker asked whether there was a need to ‘finish
    the job,’ and my father said, ‘No, that’s sufficient. Let’s not push our
    luck.’”



    Beatrix let out a long breath, relieved beyond words. But it told
    them nothing about Peter’s whereabouts. Or Rosemarie’s. (Surely they were together, please let them be together …)



    “Anything else?” Beatrix said, hoping—hoping—but Ella shook her head.



    She stared at the wall, swallowing a sob. No clues, nothing beyond the fact
    that Draden expected Peter to take a Vow. He could be anywhere. How was she
    supposed to find him? What if she couldn’t?



    Focus.
    Focus on what she did know. Whitaker—something about him was bothering her.



    “Who’s the crony?” she asked. “What does he do?”



    “He’s a military bigwig. A general.”



    Whitaker. Whitaker. 
    Why did that sound so—



    “Oh God,” Beatrix said, hand to her mouth. “He’s the one in charge of the
    Army test site Peter used to work at. He tried to rehire Peter in March to
    work on the weapon again, but Peter said no.”



    Ella stared at her. “You think they kidnapped him to force the point?”



    Rising horror made it hard to do anything but nod.



    “Doesn’t that suggest they have a plan to use it?” Ella’s voice shook. “A …
    specific, immediate plan?”



    Beatrix shut her eyes, the explosions she’d seen in Peter’s memories
    replaying in a horrible loop.



    “Yes,” she whispered. “I think that’s exactly what’s going on.”



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Seven




    “Get up.”



    Peter opened his eyes, blinking in confusion until the figure leaning over
    him resolved into Morse. Everything came back in a terrible rush. He
    stumbled to his feet, looking for Martinelli and not finding him.



    “Cast,” Morse said, jerking him forward with one hand and pressing leaves
    at him with the other.



    They were standing in interlocking Vow circles.



    This was it. He would fail. Beatrix would die.



    “Now,” Morse said.



    A door slammed. Martinelli came running. “Hey! What do you think you’re
    doing?”



    “None of your business,” Morse said repressively.



    “Yes, it is! This idiot can’t afford to take another Vow without risking
    immediate brain damage. He took ten in school—ten!”



    Peter, heart swooping, tried not to look as if he was filled with wild
    hope. “Surely—surely just one more isn’t so—”



    “Which of us wrote his dissertation on Vows, you or me?”



    Peter managed a frown. “You.”



    “Which of us saw men sent to dementia wards because they thought
    nothing of taking multiple Vows?”



    “You.”



    “Exactly!” Martinelli shoved him out of the demarcation circle. “Don’t even
    think about it.”



    “He will take a Vow,” Morse said.



    Martinelli fixed him with a look that Peter doubted he would use if he knew
    half of what Morse had done. “Oh? He will, will he?” Martinelli stepped
    between them. “You want to tell your boss that we can’t finish the job
    because the best weapons developer the Pentagram ever had is now unable to
    put on his clothes or write his own name?”



    Martinelli was holding one hand open behind his
    back. Peter pressed two of his leaves into it, then said with feigned
    irritation: “All right. All right. Can I cast a different spell,
    Martinelli? May I please have your permission for that?”



    “Sure, boss. Knock yourself out.”



    “Listen,” Peter said to Morse, “I’ll prove I can still cast. And then …” He
    tried to think of what he could say to keep Beatrix out of jail on a false
    attempted murder charge. “I’ll live up to the promises I made in the
    contract I signed, but only if the vice president lives up to his.
    Do we have a deal?”



    Morse considered him through those dark glasses. Seconds ticked by,
    hideously. Then: “Levitate your cot.”



    “Right.” He had to force himself not to look at Martinelli. “Sure.” He took
    his time assuming the position, concealing the leaf in his fist—a less
    common spellcasting grip but one that suited his purposes. Sucking in a
    breath, he bellowed, “Āhebban!”



    The cot leapt up as if jerked on a string, hitting a respectable
    seven-or-so feet. He turned toward Morse, stuffing his hands in his
    pockets, heart making a racket in his ears. “See?”



    Morse crossed his arms but did not argue the point.



    Knowing he was pushing his luck, Peter said, “I’d like the contract the
    vice president signed, please. He’s got mine—I want his.”



    “No.” Morse lowered the cot to the ground and fixed Peter with that blank,
    unsettling stare. “Keep your promise. Or else.” And he strode out.



    Peter sank into one of the chairs set up beside a table. Or else.
    How was he supposed to produce a blast as big as they wanted?



But Morse wasn’t rushing off to kill Beatrix. That alone was a miracle.    



    “Eat,” Martinelli said, spooning scrambled eggs onto a plate, and under the
    cover of that clatter he whispered, “Sorry, I was in the bathroom.”



    Peter had the sudden urge to laugh—he couldn’t believe Martinelli’s
    crazy gambit had worked. He clasped his friend’s arm, the only way
    he could communicate what he owed him while the cameras looked on.



    “So,” he said after he’d wolfed down two helpings and was dishing himself
    thirds, “I hear we’re expected to produce a five-mile blast radius.”



    “Those are the marching orders, yes.”



    “Our record, if I recall, was a quarter-mile,” he said, not mentioning, of
    course, the test he wasn’t supposed to know about that the magiocracy ran
    behind his back with a typic as fuel.



    Martinelli downed the dregs of his coffee. “Your recollection is the same
    as mine.”



    “Did you have more luck after I left?”



    “Well …” Martinelli caught his eye, face studiously neutral. “The answer’s
    no, with one exception.”



    A horrible possibility made Peter’s heart lurch. “Yes?” he whispered.



    “That particular blast radius was 4.9 miles.”



    He stared at Martinelli, waiting for details—dreading them. Could that be
    the explosion set off by Miss Draden with his own life force?



    “Seemed like a routine test. Same time in the morning as always, same number of chimps—we were just trying out a variant
    rune pattern. Boom. Then—an instant later—it ka-boomed 
    again like it had gotten a second wind.”



    Exactly as it would have if, by some terrible chance, Beatrix had managed
    to put his payload stone outside the blast radius for the Pentagram’s stone
    but close enough that they assumed it was theirs all along.



   In fact: She’d known where they usually dropped the stone—she’d been there dreamside. Little wonder if she ended up nearby when she went in real life. 



    “So … the variant runes worked?” he said, trying for casual.



    “Nope. Whitaker insisted on another test within the hour, but that was back
    to the usual radius.” Martinelli shook his head. “I have no earthly idea
    what happened.”



    “When was this? Do you remember?”



    “Oh, sure. January 26.”



Peter suppressed a bitter laugh. Of course. Of course. God    damn it!



    Four-point-nine miles of destruction stretching out every direction from
    the epicenter. Too horrific to contemplate. And now Whitaker and Draden,
    knowing it was possible, wouldn’t accept anything less.



    “It just so happened that I’d given my two-week notice when I got in that
    morning, right before the test,” Martinelli said. “I was getting ready to
go home at the end of the day and they wouldn’t let me leave. Thanks    ever so much, fellows,” he added, voice raised, glaring at the
    nearest camera.



    Peter stared down at his empty plate. His bad decisions had set all this in
    motion. It was such a relief that he hadn’t gotten Martinelli killed, but
    what actually had occurred was horrible enough.



    Somehow, he had to free Martinelli from this prison. Both of them,
    preferably, but at least Martinelli.



    “Anyway,” his friend said, shrugging, “I haven’t managed anything above a
    quarter mile since then. In fact, lately I can’t even do that. Down
    to three hundred fifty-ish yards instead of four-forty. I figured the
    foundational spellwork was fading, but reapplication didn’t help. And I
    haven’t the foggiest idea why,” he said, again raising his voice and
    looking at a camera, “despite stupid accusations that I’m ‘doing it on
    purpose.’ Show some sense! Don’t you think I want to finish and get out?”



    Peter sipped his coffee, now lukewarm. He knew why the blast radius
    shrunk. He’d carefully layered spells on the Pentagram’s transmitter so its
    destructive power would hold for a while but eventually weaken, and he’d
    falsified the blueprints so anyone re-upping the spellwork would get the
    same results.



    He was surprised that Draden’s people were doing the tests with chimpanzees
    instead of humans—they would definitely get more than three hundred yards,
    otherwise, and they clearly had no problem killing. But he supposed they understood that a typic would just proportionally increase the underlying explosion they could get from chimps. Why go through the hassle
    of snatching prisoners and disposing of bodies?



    His stomach gave a nasty flop as he considered that at some point, they probably tried detonating the weapon with a pair of typics, a trio, perhaps even a larger group. But there was a cap on every fuel source after which more of it made no difference. Apparently, the limit on humans was one.



    “Anyway,” Martinelli said, “any bright ideas about what to do?”



    “I’d better take a look,” he said heavily. “Where is it?”



    Martinelli snapped his fingers toward the camera. “Ho, there! Overseers!
    Might we possibly have the transmitter so we can do the work you kidnapped
    us for?”



    Peter swallowed the snort this produced. Only Martinelli could make him
    want to laugh at a time like this.



    The door opened. A different wizard this time, wearing a red coat and
levitating the transmitter. He set it carefully on the floor. The click     of the door shutting as the man left was rapidly followed by the
    sound of heavy locks sliding into place and the murmur of spells.



    Peter stared at the device he’d thought he’d never see again. He now knew
    exactly how to make it produce the blast Draden demanded—how to keep the
    vice president’s men from carrying out their threat against Beatrix. And he
    no longer could avoid the question his mind had been skittering around
    since he first realized what they wanted him for: Who would authorize
    murder, kidnapping and forced labor for a huge explosion they had no
    intention of setting off?



    Draden meant to use this weapon. That much was clear. He wanted destruction
    in the blink of an eye that the world had never seen before. But why? To
    demonstrate strength in an unpopulated area—or to kill an unspeakable
    number of people?



    Peter had no idea. But the longer he failed to accomplish what Draden
    wanted, the higher the likelihood that Beatrix would pay the price. Maybe
    an arrest on false charges. Maybe something even worse.



    He crouched beside the transmitter, skin crawling, mind made up. He would
    delay as long as he could. Then he would rework the blueprints to give the
    magiocracy their quarter-mile back.



    He didn’t want to think about what he might be willing to do after that.



    . . . . .



    In the end, the only halfway plausible strategy they came up with was Ella
    catching her father at breakfast and trying to glean some clue to
    Peter’s whereabouts.


Beatrix thought he must be squirreled away in the New Mexico test site somewhere. But even if she could retrace her steps to the spot in the desert where she dropped the payload stone, she had no idea which direction the facility was from there. She had no way of getting in if she found it. And she had to concede that the last place Draden might want to put Peter was in a government facility.



    “Here,” Ella said, digging into a pocket and coming out with a large clump
    of leaves. “Take these. Just in case.”



    Beatrix watched her teleport away—fifth try was the charm this time—with
    her stomach in knots. She wanted to do something. Help Ella. Guard
    Lydia. Talk to Gray. Instead, she had to stay put lest she be recognized
    and arrested.



    Ella’s secret apartment was tiny, a Northeast Washington efficiency with a
    pullout couch for a bed. (“Landlord doesn’t know who I am,” Ella had
    assured her. “I covered up my hair and passed as a typic to rent it, and I
    only come here by teleportation so no one can follow me.”) Beatrix paced
    uselessly around for a while before thinking to switch on the radio.



    “—and disappeared before the guard’s eyes, police say. They believe
    Omnimancer Blackwell rescued his wife with a so-called ‘teleportation’
    spell, which can transport people great distances in the blink of an eye.
    Immediately before, Mrs. Blackwell called for help and said someone was
    trying to kidnap her. But police say they suspect she did so to throw them
    off the scent.”



    Beatrix scowled at the radio. Honestly.



    “Stay tuned for more on this developing story,” the newsreader said.
    “Meanwhile, in the world of sports—”



    She switched to another station. There she learned that her sister had
    awoken and managed a sip of water, that FBI sources believed she and Peter fled to Canada, that Mayor Croft was heroically trying to defend them (“I
don’t understand it, I know it looks bad, but it couldn’t    possibly have happened that way—it just couldn’t”), and that
    policemen were protecting Lydia’s hospital room.



    “It is regrettable that Miss Harper’s hysterical view of wizards is so
    ingrained that she would put her life at risk rather than accept our offer
    of a wizard guard,” said an indignant-sounding spokesman for the president.
    “I assure you that all we want is to keep the young lady safe and bring the
    Blackwells to justice for their heinous attack on her.”



    As the newsreader moved on to unrelated reports, Beatrix ground her teeth.
    Sitting here doing nothing was hardly better than sitting in her cell.



    She switched to yet another station, which finished up a segment about a
    North and South American summit in Detroit and went right to details of the
    “shocking attack on the country’s leading typic-rights campaigner by her
    brother-in-law.” The station played the doctored audio that made it appear
    that she, Beatrix, had asked him to do it.



    “The Washington Herald is reporting that the FBI obtained the
    recording late Friday and turned it over to D.C. police straightaway,” the
    newsreader said. “Police officials declined to comment about why they
didn’t arrest the Blackwells immediately. But two sources told the    Herald that the recording was misdirected. It was meant for the
    agency’s head of criminal investigations, John Meltner. Instead, it went to
    John Neller, head of accounting. The error was discovered only minutes
    before the attack.”



    She shook her head. They had thought of everything, hadn’t they? If they’d
    leaked the audio afterward, people might reasonably wonder why the
    administration hadn’t tried to do something when it might have helped. This
    way, they got the credit with no danger that the police could have acted in
    time.



    The ringing tones of Maryland Senate President William Dixon refocused
    her attention on the broadcast.



    “This is what comes of a man abdicating his responsibility to oversee his
    family!” Dixon thundered. “He asks his wife what he should do, and she
    says, ‘Kill my sister’—and then he runs off to do it! My God, it’s
positively providential that Maryland did not get conned into passing that    so-called typic-rights bill pushed by these criminals!”



    Then came the shaky voice of a marcher: “I was just a few yards away when
it happened. I could barely believe it at first, but now it makes    sense, and Roger Rydell—the columnist, you know—he warned us weeks
    ago that Peter Blackwell was unstable and seemed far more interested in
    Lydia Harper than her sister. If only someone had been able to do 
    something!”



    Beatrix slid farther into her chair. Good God, were the dirty tricks during
    the legislative session intended from the start to play this double duty?



    Just then, Ella teleported back in. Her eyes were shining. She broke into a
    grin.



    “He’s going to the test site tomorrow to give a speech. And he agreed to
    bring me.”



    Beatrix jumped to her feet. “How did you manage that?”



    “Father,” Ella said in a deeper, more masculine voice, “it’s patently
    obvious that something important is happening, and it’s just as obvious
    that you don’t trust me to assist you with it. But the only way I can make
    up for all the years I’ve wasted is to be useful to you. Please give me
    that chance. Please let me help.”



    “What’s happening? Did he let you in on the plot?”



    Ella’s smile faded. “No. Not a word about the omnimancer or Lydia or the
    weapon. All he said is that he’s very concerned about intel they’re getting
    regarding a, quote, ‘imminent attack by Canada.’”



    Beatrix shivered. “You think that’s a cover story for whatever
    he’s doing?”



    “I don’t know. But with him it’s usually safe to assume the worst.”



    “They’re telling the media that Peter and I went there. To Canada. What if
    …” She faltered. It was too horrible.



    “What if they’re trying to use you as an excuse to start a war?”



    “And to set off Peter’s weapon,” she said quietly.



    Death, so much death—including Peter’s, just as soon as they had what they
    wanted from him.



    “You have to bring me with you,” she said, grabbing Ella’s arm. “Under an
    invisibility spell. You stay with your father, and I’ll look for Peter.”



    “No! It’s too dangerous. We don’t know anything about the setup—what if
    they check everyone who comes in for hidden spells? Let me get the lay of
    the land, and maybe I can figure out where—”



    “You’re not going to be allowed to wander around in there, Ella! And we
    can’t afford to be cautious. An ‘imminent attack’—that’s bad.
    Something’s going to happen soon.”



    Ella crossed her arms. She sighed. “OK. On one condition:
    You’ll knit yourself invisible.”



    “No—”



   “That’s the only way you won’t be found out if they cast an invisibility counter-spell or the magic-detector.”



    Beatrix stared at the floor, considering her options, none of them good.
    Ella was right. But oh, the risks. If the key to going crazy was
    knitting in a high-stress situation, this was custom-made for it.



    “Come with me to see Lydia,” Ella said. “Call it a test run.”



    A bad idea. Terrible, in fact.



    “All right,” Beatrix whispered.



    . . . . .



    She was out of practice to start with, and she’d never tried knitting
    anyone invisible. Doing it to them both took quite a while. When they
    finally arrived at the hospital, they found a policeman sitting at the
    visitors’ desk, eyeing everyone coming in. They walked by, no one the
    wiser.



    The police officer stationed outside Lydia’s room posed more of an
    inconvenience. Their plan was to wait until Joan or one of the other League
    leaders came out to use the facilities, then ask for help getting in.



    The women’s bathroom was at the end of the hallway, so they crept alongside
    the wall opposite the one the officer leaned against. They had to be more
    careful this time, without other passersby covering up the sound of their
    footsteps. Beatrix was hyperaware of her own breathing. Ella, behind her,
    gripped her hand harder as they neared the guard. Beatrix took another
    careful step and—she almost cried out in surprise—rammed right into
    something.



    Something invisible.



    A large hand grabbed her. Panicked, she wrenched away and ran flat out the
    other direction, jerking Ella along with her. She had to get into the right
    mindset for teleporting—something she’d managed only half a dozen times in
    her life.



    “What—?” Ella hissed at her.



    “Wizard!”



    Two feet shy of the intersecting hallway they’d come from, she hit a
    barrier—also invisible—and bounced back. God Almighty!



They had to go now.     Grass, sidewalk, smell of exhaust, trash can, Capitol—



    She’d just felt the magic catch when the man ran into her and all three of
    them—Beatrix, Ella and the wizard she was desperately afraid was Morse—were
    sucked into the jump to Spirit of Justice park.



    They came out the other end overbalanced, falling in a confused mess onto
    the sidewalk with a sharp thunk that sounded like a head
    connecting with the concrete. Beatrix scrambled to her feet and ran,
    fumbling in her pockets for leaves. “Bemelde!” she hissed, aiming
    her hand in the direction she’d come from.



    A wizard in a blood-red coat snapped into focus on the ground, face down
    but stirring. What if Ella was also lying there, knocked out? The spell
    countering invisibility wouldn’t work on knitting. Beatrix looked around,
saw no one, and hissed as loudly as she dared, “Pssst!   Pssssst!”



    She was just about to run back, as terrifying as that was with the wizard
    now pushing himself to his knees, when Ella thudded into her.



    “Let’s go!” Ella whispered. “Quick!”



Beatrix hastily pictured Ella’s apartment.    Flowered couch, old radio with a chip on the side—the wizard
    stumbled to his feet—worn rug by the door, calendar on the wall, slight odor of mothballs—



    Ella, apparently giving up on her, tried to cast the teleportation spell
    under her breath twice. It didn’t work, and the image Beatrix was building
    in her mind faded. Couch, old radio, worn rug, calendar, mothballs, she thought frantically as the wizard (not Morse, younger than Morse)
    fired spells in quick succession. With each attempt he turned, going from
wildly off to dangerously close in a matter of seconds.    Couch, radio—



    Ella’s third attempt clicked. They collapsed onto the rug, doing nothing
    for a moment but gasping air in great, shaky breaths. Then Beatrix cast the
    spell detector, needing a second try herself, so badly was her voice
    trembling. All that glowed white were a few places they’d cast spells earlier that day, but
    she pushed herself up to put a hand through each one and ensure it wasn’t
    hiding anything.



    “We have to go back to the hospital,” she said, fear making her voice
    shake. “They’ve changed their minds! That wizard was waiting to attack
    Lydia—”



    “No, he was waiting for you.” Ella sounded dead certain. “Don’t
    you think he would have already made his move, otherwise? Shoved the guard
    from the door, shouted your name, and made a commotion running in to
    announce himself as invisible Peter Blackwell?”



    Beatrix had to admit the sense of that. But then a different reason for
    alarm occurred to her: The wizard in the scarlet coat grabbed her as soon
    as she bumped into him—too quickly if he’d been surprised, confused or
    assuming her to be a colleague.



    Had he known she might arrive cloaked in invisibility?



    Was the magiocracy aware she could do magic?



    Beatrix slid back onto the rug, wrapping her arms around her legs and
    pressing her head to her knees. Did they figure it out when Peter couldn’t
    take a Vow? Did they assume she’d been casting spells for him for a while?
    What did this mean?



    The more she thought about that last question, though, the calmer she got.
    The magiocracy had no intention of releasing Peter regardless. She was
    already facing life in prison on false charges. She couldn’t
    see how wizards knowing about her spellcasting appreciably worsened the
    situation she and Peter were already in.



    A creak and a sudden dent in the couch gave evidence that Ella—still
    invisible—had just sat there. “I say this realizing that I’m the one who
    convinced you to go to the hospital in the first place, but we’re agreed
    that we’re not going back, right? Not ever?”



    Beatrix sighed. She didn’t have Ella’s pre-transformation knack for
    knitting disguises, so she didn’t see an alternative but to trust that
    Joan, Dot, Marilyn and Gray were doing all they could for her sister.
    “Right,” she said heavily. “I agree.”



    “Do you think you could undo the invisibility?” Ella gave a bitter huff
    of a laugh. “It was a relief at first not to see myself, but now I’m
    starting to get the creeps.”



    Beatrix needed the better part of ten minutes to manage it. A definite
    improvement over the time it took to knit them invisible in the first
    place, but hardly promising. She groaned as she slumped on the couch next
    to Ella.



    “So,” Ella said, glancing at her, “did you feel an overwhelming urge to
    kill the guy?” Her tone suggested mild curiosity. Her face betrayed how
    much the answer mattered to her.



    Beatrix hesitated, casting her mind back to the minute or two (was that all
    it had been?) that they’d run for their lives. “No,” she said.



    Ella nodded, her lips a thin line. “Very stressful moment, I’d say.”



    “Yes,” Beatrix murmured.



    “Perhaps knitting played no part in what I did. Perhaps it was just … me.”



   “But it wasn’t like you at all.” Beatrix shook her head. “It probably takes more knitting to get to the point where it interacts with stress. I’ve only come back to it in the last few hours, after all.”



    Ella stared at her hands. “Maybe.”



    “Look, I’m seriously afraid,” Beatrix said. “You have to promise to do
    something if I start going crazy. I don’t know that I would step away from
    the cliff again—last time it felt so necessary that it’s a wonder
    I didn’t kill Garrett myself. It was like … like …”



    “Like an insistent inner voice.”



    “Yes.”



    “The one that normally tells you not to do that questionable thing
    you’re thinking about doing.”



    Beatrix gave a watery laugh. “Exactly.”



    “And when you heard its advice,” Ella said, voice cracking, “you don’t even
    remember thinking, ‘Yes, I must,’ you just started doing it as if
    there obviously wasn’t anything else you could be doing.”



    “Almost like a—” Beatrix stopped, staring at her in blank shock. The rest of the sentence came out in a rasp: “Like a Vow.”



    Ella’s mouth worked open and shut. She cleared her throat. “But I’m still
    under that Vow, surely? I’m still me, even if I’ve transformed my
    body into my brother’s. And I haven’t felt any recent crazy
    urges or compulsions.”



    “Since you changed yourself?”



    “Right. Well, a little after that, really. I was so flush with triumph at
    doing it that I rushed right down to my father’s and didn’t think about the
    consequences—didn’t figure out that I was stuck—for about a week.”



    Beatrix clutched her arm. “When did you change over?”



    “March. March 15, to be exact—that date will be seared into my brain for
    the rest of my life.”



    Beatrix jumped up and ran to the wall with the calendar. Monday, March 15.
    So close to her wedding that she could place it exactly amid everything
    else that had happened: It was three days after their run-in with Frederick
    Draden, the real Frederick Draden—and, more importantly …



    “Eight days later, I burned the contract you signed. I was afraid the
    wizards would find it, and”—her voice caught—“I figured the Vow was
    probably a dud from the start because you didn’t take it with your real
    name.”



    Ella shook her head, wide-eyed. “No, I’m pretty sure it worked. When you
    ordered me to tell you whether I was the spy, there was something about the
    way my answer slipped out that felt … involuntary.” She tipped her head
    back and stared at the ceiling. “Do you really think—could it really have
    been …?”



    “We both Vowed to protect Lydia ‘to the utmost’ of our abilities. And in
    each of those situations, she faced a threat we were trying to stop,
    weren’t we?”



    The Plan B recruit gone wrong. Garrett. Every wizard in a wide radius
    around the Capitol—Ella’s mad attempt to topple a government she was sure
    would stomp out the League and Lydia both. And after that, sick with regret
    but still driven to do something, Ella threw herself irrevocably into the
    very last body she would choose if her mind had not been co-opted.



    Ella started to laugh. Sharp. Frantic. “So—so we should have thought to add
    a sentence to our Vows that said, ‘Not including killing people or turning
    ourselves into our rapist brothers, of course’? Is that it?”



    “I knew it was a bad idea.” Beatrix looked away, unable to face
    her friend. “I knew the Vow was horrible and I didn’t try to stop
    you from taking it. I didn’t even warn you.”



    “It’s not your fault.”



    “It is. It’s far more my fault than if it had been the knitting!
    At least in that case, I had no idea what the consequences might be, which
    is bad enough, but the Vow—the Vow I knew from personal experience is
    mercilessly effective at forcing your hand!”



    Ella stood up from the couch and put an arm around her. “Stop,” she said
    quietly. “We were all half an hour removed from seeing what we thought was
    an attempt on Lydia’s life. None of us were doing our best thinking that
    night.”



    Beatrix leaned into her friend, breath hitching.



    “Plan B,” she said, the thought coming at her abruptly. “Would we
    have even tried it if we hadn’t been under Vows?”



    Ella cocked her head. “I still think that was a pretty good idea.
    If Lydia hadn’t stopped us …”



    She trailed off, the rest self-evident. If they’d seen Plan B through,
    there would probably have been no attempt on Lydia’s life. Rosemarie would
    be with them, safe. Peter might not have been taken.



    If the Vow was the reason she’d wanted to avert the march, she wished that
    she’d heeded its warning.



    “Look, it’s good news if it was the Vows,” Ella said tentatively. “Now you
    can knit as much as you need to.”



Beatrix clapped a hand to her forehead. “I could have been    practicing all these months!”



    “Right, well—we’ve still got … um … twenty-one hours and ten minutes.”



    Twenty-one hours and ten minutes before their risky field trip with Vice
    President Draden. She lifted her chin. “Let’s not
    waste a second of it.”



    . . . . .



    He burst in as they were finishing dinner. Martinelli, facing the door,
    said “Morse” from the side of his mouth, and that was the only warning
    that Peter—his back to the door—received before he was dragged out of his
    seat.



    “Well?” Morse glared at him. “What have you accomplished?”



    “I—ah—made some progress.”



    “Explain.”



    “I’m almost certain we’ve identified the reason the explosive radius
    shrunk. We think two of the spells and one of the runes are setting off a
    problematic reciprocal—”



    “You can fix it?”



    “I believe so, yes,” Peter said.



    “What progress have you made toward your actual goal?”



    “Well, first I need to get the radius back to—”



    “Your goal,” Morse said, softly, malevolently, “is five miles. You have
    three days to get it done.”



    Peter stared at him, shocked. “What?”



    Morse said nothing. Peter saw his own stricken expression reflected back at
    him in the wizard’s dark glasses.



    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Martinelli said, putting himself between them again
    and—Peter winced—poking Morse in the chest. “That’s impossible, and anyone
    who knows a whit about R&D will tell—”



    Morse flicked a hand. Martinelli flew backward, arcing over the table and
    hitting his seat with an oof.



“Look, I haven’t a clue how to get it to five miles!” Peter said. “No one does! There’s absolutely no way I can figure out a solution
    in just three—”



    “I don’t believe you,” Morse said.



    God, what did he know? “I’m telling you the—”



    “Three days.”



    Morse left, not adding “or else,” not needing to bring up the specter of
    what he would do to Beatrix. What was so important about three days, Peter
    couldn’t begin to guess, but what would befall Beatrix if he didn’t follow Morse’s order was all too clear.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Eight




    “Ready,” Martinelli murmured.



    Peter scrambled up Martinelli’s back and stood gingerly on his shoulders in
    the dark, bracing himself on the wall. It was cool to the touch, the
    spellwork on it prickling his fingertips. He reached up for the spot that
    during dinner he’d noticed was shimmering in a slightly different way than
    the rest of the wall and voila—no wall there, only magic. He ran
    his hand against the area, trying to figure out how large it was.



    Martinelli’s legs buckled. Peter hastily got down. “OK?”



    Martinelli nodded, then said under his breath as they retreated to the cots
    and the whisper-obscuring fan, “You’re heavier than you look. Well?”



    “Definitely something there. Larger than an air vent. I think it’s a
    laundry or garbage chute.”



    “Big enough?”



    “Yeah.” Peter was slimmer than Martinelli, but he was certain they both
    could crawl through—if they could unwork the spell there, a meshlike
    pattern clearly intended to let air in while keeping prisoners from getting
    out. “There’s something in the way, but it feels like that metal
    replacement spell. You know, the one Gregorian was working on a while back
    but could never make as strong as steel.”



    Martinelli rubbed his chin. “Two leaves ought to be enough to
    remove it, don’t you think?”



    He nodded. That was the trouble—they only had one. How were they going to
    get their hands on another?



    They sat in silence for a moment. Then Martinelli said, “You saw Mae?”



    Peter gave a start. He’d told Martinelli that Mae thought he was dead, but
    that was arguably the second-most important revelation about her.



    “Yes,” he said, “and she loves you. She deeply regrets leaving.”



    Martinelli closed his eyes. He took several ragged breaths. “We’re getting
    out of here if it’s the last thing I do.”



    “Any ideas about acquiring that other leaf?” Peter said. “Short of making
    Morse think he needs to give me another test, because I doubt my heart
    would survive a second one.”



    “Well, we’ve got to steal it, don’t we? Not from Morse,” Martinelli added
    quickly, seeing Peter’s expression. “The other guy. Red Coat.”



    “Oh yeah? How?”



    “That’s where my bright idea taps out. Your turn, whippersnapper.”



    Peter stifled a groan. Steal a leaf without tipping off the wizard—or the
    cameras—that they’d done it. In two days or less. Sure. Simplicity itself.



    . . . . .


    “Ready,” Ella murmured.



    Beatrix took a deep breath—deeper than she normally could, because instead
    of a corset, she was wearing a man’s undershirt with three red leaves sewn
    into the front. Instead of heels and a dress, she had on men’s boots,
    trousers and a shirt. Ella procured them for her because moving around
    noiselessly in women’s attire was a fool’s errand.



    Now the clothing she wore was as invisible as the rest of her. She grabbed
    Ella’s arm. “Ready.”



    On the fifth try, Ella’s spell caught and they teleported out of her apartment, winking back into solidity in front of the checkpoint outside the vice president’s official residence.



    “Hello, Wizard Anderson,” Ella said in her Frederick voice (or was that now
    her actual voice?) to the guard sitting inside the first magical barrier.
    It was a largely see-through bubble of a spell, glinting in the sun and big
    enough for perhaps half a dozen people to stand in at one time.



    “Afternoon, sir!” Anderson said.



    He detached a device about the size and shape of an oversized flashlight
    from his hip and touched it to the barrier. A hole in the shielding large
    enough to walk through promptly opened up. It was an impressive magical
    innovation that Beatrix could not properly admire because she had to focus
    on matching Ella step for step as they walked through.



    The moment Anderson removed the device, the hole snapped shut. He turned to
    Ella with a grin, hand out. Ella reached into her coat and extracted her
    brother’s ID with a flourish, a little ta-da of a performance.



    The wizard gave an appreciative guffaw. “Whole thing is silly, I know. I
    mean, who else could you be?”



    “Better safe than sorry, eh?” Ella said, and Beatrix had to fight the
    dangerous urge to laugh from sheer nerves and the momentary absurdity of
    the situation.



    The guard touched his device to a spot where the bubble barrier connected
    with a larger domed barrier arching over the mansion property. She and Ella
    walked through, setting off along the circular path to the house, a white
    brick building with an impressive tower. When they reached it, the door
    swung open before Ella could raise her fist to knock.



    Morse.



    Beatrix’s blood roared in her ears. Only when Ella nudged her did she
    recollect that she had to go in first.



    “We’re leaving in ten minutes?” Ella asked as Beatrix edged inside.



    “Yes. Where have you been?”



    Morse’s question had a sharp-elbow quality to it, no trace of deference in
    the tone. Beatrix put ten feet between them. One wrong move—brushing into
    him, sneezing—would be the end.



    “Went to the Radcliffe yesterday to read up on my father’s speeches about
    the growing hostilities,” Ella was saying, stepping inside. “Stayed too
    late and fell asleep there by accident.”



    Ella actually had gone to the Radcliffe, the city’s sprawling
    twenty-four-hour library, and made sure librarians noticed her before
    teleporting out from a secluded spot. Beatrix looked at Morse to see how he
    would take it. He said nothing, which seemed to be his default state.



    “I’ll be in the sitting room, then,” Ella said curtly, gesturing to it,
    giving Beatrix a moment to slip in first. There they waited until the man
    on whose orders Peter had been kidnapped, Lydia nearly killed, Rosemarie
    sent to parts unknown and Beatrix falsely arrested strolled in.



    A blandly handsome man, Vice President Draden. He glanced at the person he
    thought was his son, the child he apparently valued far more than his
    daughter, with an indifferent expression.



    “Still coming?” he said.



    “Yes, sir.”



    “Very well.”



    “Thank you for your trust in me, Father. It means a great deal to me.”



    Halfway through this pseudo-heartfelt declaration, Draden walked past,
    fixed a slightly off-kilter photograph of himself with the president, and
    strode back out with a tossed off “come along, then.” Perhaps he was upset
    about his son’s crimes after all and disliked having him around? But as
    Beatrix followed Ella out, it struck her: There had been no censure in the
    way Draden spoke to his “son”—no emotion at all. It was the complete
    absence of caring.



    She shivered as she stepped into the warm June air.



    They walked back down the path to the checkpoint, Ella hanging back several
    paces from Morse, Draden and his detail of two Secret Service agents—one
    wizard, one typic. Beatrix stepped into the checkpoint beside her, keeping
    an eye on Morse, standing just a few feet to her right.



    “Good afternoon, sir,” the guard said to Draden, still respectfully but
    with a wariness that had not been there when he thought he was chatting
    with Frederick.



    Draden did not acknowledge him. Beatrix took soft, shallow breaths as Morse
    shifted, bringing himself even closer.



    The moment they were out of the checkpoint, the wizard agent teleported
    away with the vice president and the other Secret Service man. Ella took
    Morse’s arm—Beatrix clung more tightly to her; this was it—and the green
    lawn blinked out, the world reforming around them as endless sand, scrub
    and gorgeous blue sky. The temperature was at least ten degrees higher
    here.



    Morse set off behind them. As she turned, she saw for the first time out of
    dreamside the exterior of the military complex that Peter fled ten months
    earlier—and to which she urgently hoped he’d been dragged back.



    It looked out of place here: gray, squat, ugly. She walked with Ella to the
    entrance, the door held open by a uniformed soldier, and scooted in first
    to avoid having the door shut in her face. They were in a vestibule of
    sorts, the vice president flanked by Morse and one of the agents.



    Then she saw the security setup. Her heart spasmed.



    The other Secret Service agent was standing inside a shield barrier similar
    to the one around the vice-presidential checkpoint, putting items from his
    pocket onto a conveyor belt and talking to one of the guards—a typic—as a
    wizard guard performed the spell that reversed conventionally cast
    invisibility. That was all fine. What wasn’t: The floor lit up around the
    three men’s feet. Every time someone moved, it made a bip sound.



    Oh, no.



    Ella stretched and gave a soft groan: “Oh, my back.” Beatrix
    exhaled and squeezed her arm, trying to communicate that she’d got the
    message. Piggyback, right—that was the way through.



    Then the guard started patting the agent down, including his back, and
    panic got its pincers into her. This was her only chance to get in, and she
    couldn’t see how to get past the checkpoint.



    Too late to figure out a knitting workaround—it would take hours, if not
    days. She watched the agent pick up his possessions and pass through the
    archway into the rest of the building, the vice president take his turn
    with Morse—Morse eyeing the guards as if they might be a threat—and the
    other agent step in, and she still had no idea what to do.



    Ella, hand in front of her mouth, muttered, “Stay?”



    No, no. Beatrix looked one more time at the setup and boosted
    herself onto Ella’s back, trying to hold on without choking her.



    “All right, sir, step forward,” one of the guards said.



    Ella managed to do so, though Beatrix could tell it was a struggle to walk
    naturally. When they stopped at the conveyor belt, Beatrix scrambled onto
    it, Ella going into a fairly realistic coughing fit that covered up the
    noise. Beatrix stood with her feet on the static metal lip on either side
    of the moving belt, wanting to gasp air but making herself sip it
    instead.



    “So I empty my pockets? Leaves, too?” Ella asked.



    “Yes, sir, but leaves go in this bag, not the conveyor—you’ll get them back
    on the way out. Could I see your ID first?”



    As Ella complied, she said, with just the barest hint of a waver,
    “Fascinating contraption! What is it?”



    “X-ray machine, sir. Just got it.”



    “Golly, what they won’t think of next.”



    The belt rolled through a red-lit tunnel perhaps eighteen inches long,
    encased in metal that reached all the way to the ceiling. Beatrix watched
    Ella’s wallet go through, followed by a watch, which stopped in the tunnel
    with a ding—a dull white amid the red. Maybe there was an “X-ray”
    in there, but it was also a spell detector. The military must have decided they could keep its existence a secret this way and catch any hidden wizards with the invisibility reversal spell, floor and pat-down.



    The typic was midway through with the latter, and Beatrix readied herself. The moment he was done, she would need to get onto Ella’s back
    again.



    But when he finished, he was standing between them.



    “All right, sir, you’re good to go. Retrieve your belongings and we’ll let
    you through.”



    “Uh,” Ella said, obviously trying to think of a reason to get around him to
    the side of the conveyor belt where her belongings no longer were.



    The radio transceivers attached to both guards’ belts crackled. “Hurry up
    in there—we want to start the tour,” said a voice made tinny by the
    technology.



    “Sending him through in a moment,” the typic said, still in the way. “Go
    ahead, sir.”



    As Ella moved forward with a grim air, Beatrix did the only thing she could
    think of—stepped gingerly forward on the metal lips until she reached the
    tunnel. She couldn’t go through because she’d trigger the belt to start
    moving. She couldn’t go over because it connected to the ceiling. The only
    way to the other side was around, but the tunnel’s metal casing protruded
    beyond the lip, leaving nothing to walk on.



    “Does everyone go through this or just the visitors?” Ella asked as Beatrix
    reached for the other side of the casing.



    “Everyone, sir—heading in and out. Security is paramount here.”



    Beatrix stretched out her right foot and hooked it around the other side.
    While Ella checked her wallet as if wanting to assure herself that her ID
    was in there, Beatrix inched her body over, lost her grip on the slippery
    casing and fell half a foot before catching herself.



    “We’ll keep your watch here with your leaves and you can retrieve it on the
    way out, sir,” the wizard guard said as Beatrix scooched herself back up,
    awash in adrenaline.



    “Oh? Why?”



    “Just a precaution, sir.”



    Ella gave a chuckle that was one notch shy of manic. “Think I’m trying to
    smuggle something in, eh?”



    “Oh, no, sir! It’s just the procedure.”



    The wizard touched his shield-disrupter to the barrier, opening a hole in
    it to clear the way into the main building. “There you go, sir.”



    Seconds were all she had left. As Ella hung back, saying something about
    the excellent security, Beatrix surged forward, heart pumping so fast it
    felt as if it alone propelled her. She fell on her hands and knees on the
    other side of the conveyor belt with an audible thunk of kneecap
    against metal that might have given up the game if the guards’ transceivers
    hadn’t crackled again.



    “Send him through,” the irritated voice ordered.



    “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”



    Beatrix, scrambling to get to Ella, half-fell on her. Ella staggered under
    her weight.



    “Oh!” The typic guard ran toward them. “Sir, are you—”



    “Charlie horse,” Ella croaked, righting herself and hobbling toward the
    opening. “I’m all right! Thank you very much for your important work!”



    Once they were through, Beatrix slid off with a whispered “sorry!”
    Her hands shook. The thought of going through all that again to get out …



    But what mattered was that she was in.



    “Apologies for the holdup,” Ella called to the sizable group of military
    officials clustered around the vice president. “I like new technology, you
    know, and I was fascinated by the X-ray machine.”



    “Then you’ll enjoy the tour before the speech, Freddie,” said a typic with
    salt-and-pepper hair and an important-looking uniform. Beatrix stared at
    him. Was this Whitaker? “But we’d better get a move on—you need to be out
    the door by three-forty, don’t you, Mr. Vice President?”



    As Draden said that unfortunately he did, Beatrix reflexively looked at her
    watch, but that was just as invisible as the rest of her. She found a clock
    on a wall that announced the time as three-fifteen, and she stopped caring who
    the man was. Twenty-five minutes—less, really, because they’d need
    to allow time to get through security. She and Ella had thought Draden
    intended to stay at least an hour.



    What could she hope to find in fifteen or twenty minutes?



    The group went left down the main hallway. She headed right, hugging the
    wall, looking over her shoulder every few steps until she realized that
    everyone was walking the other direction—no doubt gathering for the vice
    president’s speech. She tried yet again to recall the layout of the place,
    but her borrowed memories were impressionistic and disconnected. She passed
    by the mess hall and “remembered” smuggling a sandwich out for Martinelli
    in defiance of a no-food-in-offices rule. She saw a poster on the wall that
    declared “A Patriot Keeps His Country’s Secrets” and had a flash memory of
    walking by in Peter’s body, snickering at the drawing of the
    pompous-looking man holding his finger to his lips.



    Not in the least bit helpful.



    She stopped in an out-of-the-way corner, closed her eyes and focused.
    Hadn’t Peter found her at the League’s conference all those months
    earlier because he had an instinct about where to go? Granted, they were
    tied together by the Vows at that point. But what if they were still
    connected in some deep-seated way? What if the Vows forged a conduit to lay
    the cable between them, so to speak, and even with the cable snapped, there
    was still the conduit to call between? What if that explained why she was
    so certain he was here?



    Where are you?
    she thought, hard and insistent. Peter—tell me where you are!



    She opened her eyes, ready to follow her instincts, however faint. Forward
    or back? Forward. Left or right? Right. No, left. She
    walked for several more minutes—a clock on the wall told her it was three
    twenty-three—and came to a halt at a door that called to her more strongly
    than anything in this building yet had.



    Carefully, oh so carefully, she opened it. Inside was an office that seemed
    to be no one’s—walls bare, a wooden desk with a scratch down one leg and no
    papers or photographs on it. A desk she knew. She’d sat at it and walked
    around it and banged her fist into it as she relived Peter’s memories.



    But he wasn’t in his old office. Naturally.



    She inched the door open, looked up and down the corridor, and slipped out,
    finally admitting that she’d convinced herself she had a chance of finding
    him in this complex only because she’d had nothing else to pin her hopes
    on. He probably wasn’t here at all. Even if he was, how could she find him
    in the time she had left? She looked for a clock, saw it was three
    twenty-five and knew with a sick jolt that she had to get back to the
    checkpoint.



    She took a single step that direction and a flash of red stopped her cold.
    Someone was coming around the corner.



    The same someone—unless she was very much mistaken—who’d laid in wait for
    her at the hospital.



    She pressed against the wall and held her breath as he went by, the edge of
    his scarlet coat coming within an inch of her. When he reached the end of
    the corridor, he opened a door and disappeared behind it, giving her a
    glimpse of stairs.



    Stairs. 
    She’d forgotten that most of the complex was underground. If she followed
    the wizard, he might lead her right to Peter.



    If she followed the wizard, she’d be stuck here, no maybe about it.



    She turned and rushed back the way she’d come—not to
    leave but to alert Ella she wouldn’t be going. That was the system they’d
    worked out so Ella would know she had not been captured.



    She made it back to the main corridor with what she hoped was time to
    spare. But as she rounded the bend, a throng of men strode at her,
    taking up both sides of the hallway.



    She leapt into an office with an open door and anxiously watched soldier after soldier passing by. The vice president’s speech must be done.
    Come on, come on!



As soon as the hallway cleared, she darted out and ran for it.    There—there was Ella—she wasn’t too late—



    “Go to the john when you get home,” Morse growled. Beatrix watched in
    dismay as he shoved Ella through the archway to the guard waiting inside
    the checkpoint. The hole in the shield closed.



    Beatrix tried to think of a way to communicate to Ella, without alerting
    Morse, that she was all right. She came up empty. What if Ella fought the
guard and burst back in? What if she got herself arrested?    Go through, she thought. Please.



    To her relief, Ella did.



    Morse turned—for a horrible second he seemed to look right at her, as if he
    knew she was there—and strode off into the complex instead of leaving with
    the vice president’s party. He was headed the way she’d just come. Heart
    rattling, she set off after him, letting a soldier get between them so his
    footsteps would cover any sound she made. How long should she wait before
    following Morse down the stairs? If she jumped the gun and he heard her …



    But just then, he veered into an office. She hung back near the half-open
    door, leery of going in. There wasn’t a sound. What was he doing?



    A minute or two elapsed. She was debating with herself whether it would be a better use of time to go to the basement when she realized that the officer striding down the corridor toward her was the man who’d called Ella “Freddie.”



    Whitaker coming to talk to Morse?


Gritting her teeth, she crept into the office and pressed against a wall. Morse,
    who’d had his back to her, abruptly turned. Her blood pressure spiked. God, he’d heard her—



    The next second, the officer walked in. Morse was looking at him, not her. The door shut with a click.



 
“Well?” asked maybe-Whitaker.



    “Wait until I soundproof the room,” Morse said softly, a hint of irritation
    there. (Did he speak respectfully to anyone? Draden?)



    She risked taking her eyes off Morse long enough to look at the other man’s
    uniform. Hardware on his chest. Three stars on his shoulders. Steel name
tag with a single word that showed she had leapt to the right conclusion:    Whitaker.



    If only she’d thought to bring a recording device.



    “Look,” the general said, “we’re running out of time. We can try at a later
    event—there’ll be other chances. But I think we’d better admit to ourselves
    that this one is shot.”



    “No,” Morse said.



    Whitaker shook his head. “I realize you and James are convinced the guy
    knows more than he’s letting on”—Peter? she thought—“but I was
    always against waiting until the last minute to grab him”—Peter!—“and now … What is that?”



    Morse held up a see-through bag with what looked like rubble inside.
    “Project 96.”



    “What?” Whitaker said, obviously aghast at the thought of his
    weapon in pieces, but Beatrix was horrorstruck for another reason.



    “A different transmitter,” Morse said, putting words to her fears. “One
    that Blackwell either made after he left or smuggled out of here. We found this
    in the forest behind his house today.”



    He dipped a hand in the bag and pulled out one of the largest pieces, no
    bigger than her thumb. “Here: The top half of the ear rune. And
    this”—he extracted another jagged bit of debris. “Ear again. Same
    size as the runes on our copy. The color and texture of the material is an
    exact match.”



    “Yeah? And?”



    “Clearly this was the source of the explosion that was big
    enough.”



    She’d thought she’d done such a good job destroying the weapon. She’d
    thought no one would ever know.



    Whitaker waved a dismissive hand. “Come on, he was in the hospital that
    day.”



    “He was in the hospital after. Twenty-one minutes after.”



    “I don’t know if I see the—”



    “His weapon went off, and something happened to him. Something that put him
    in a coma and undermined his ability to spellcast.”



    This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t.



    “Stop with the riddles and just spit it out, Morse.”



    “Someone—Garrett, I presume—set it off using him as the fuel.”



    Beatrix, shaking all over, stared in horror at the men. Morse, implacable.
    Whitaker, a smile spreading over his face.



    “A wizard,” he said. “You’re saying that all we have to do is change our
    fuel from a typic to a wizard.”



    Morse nodded.



    “No, wait,” Whitaker said, heaving a sigh, “there’s definitely
    something wrong with our copy, if it is the copy. We ran tests using the
    variant fuels, and all those explosions are roughly twenty percent under
    the mark. We’re not going to get to five miles, even with a wizard. We’ll
    be lucky to hit four.”



    “Blackwell says he’s found a fix. Might have caused the problem before he
    left.”



    “Oh! Well, then.” Whitaker’s face settled into a jovial expression that was
    deeply unsettling, given the circumstances. “Sounds like we’re a go after
    all. X-minus”—he glanced at his watch—“four days, twenty hours.”



    “Yes.”



    “Oh—have you found the wife?”



    “No,” Morse bit out, and Beatrix—in no doubt whatsoever that they were
    talking about her—shuddered at his tone.



    Whitaker crossed his arms. “I don’t like loose ends.”



    “I don’t leave any. I will get her.”



    “Good. Heading out?”



    Morse, dropping the soundproofing spell, gave a terse jerk of his head,
    once up, once down.



    “I’ll walk you to the checkpoint,” Whitaker said, and their footsteps faded
    as they strode off.



    Beatrix sat in a huddle on the floor, shattered.



    Five miles.



    Could they really mean five miles from every direction around the
    point of detonation?



    That was an explosion the size of a city. An entire city.



    How many people would die because she’d imprudently thought that bits of
    rubble hidden amid underbrush in the middle of a forest couldn’t in a
    million years give Draden’s men what they wanted?



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Nine




    Breakfast was a bust. Lunch, too. But at dinner, they finally managed to
    get Red Coat to come to a halt in one of the few surveillance blind spots
    where they’d calculated none of the cameras could see.



    “Out of my way,” the wizard hissed as they clustered around him.



    Peter fell to his knees, grasping the man’s coat right at the pocket where
    he kept his fuel. “Please—please, I’m begging you, give us more
    time!”



    “How the heck do you think we can completely overhaul this weapon in
    three days?” Martinelli put in, waving his arms.



    “We need more time—”



    “The whole thing is insane, that’s what it is—”



    “Get off me,” Red Coat spat, yanking his coat back—several leaves lighter.
    He stalked off, and for ten minutes, Peter and Martinelli ate in charged
    silence as they waited to see if they’d been found out. Was someone going
    to come bursting in?



    No one did.



    They’d done it. He couldn’t believe it.



    Now they just had to get into the laundry or garbage chute without being
    caught, climb up it somehow, find a way to escape whatever place this was and
    get to Beatrix—before Morse saw they were missing.



    He tried not to think about the odds of this plan going disastrously wrong.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix hoped Peter had been exaggerating when he’d told her that the
    complex was mostly underground, but alas, it was true. Below the main level
    were two other levels, equally large if not larger.



    The first clearly housed soldiers, with rows of rooms full of bunk beds. It
    was too late to safely search here—full of people—so she left it for the
    morning and went down one more flight. This level had the same rows of
    rooms, perhaps once used for housing as well but now either empty or
    storing piles of items. Bags of potatoes. Laboratory gear. Crisp uniforms.
    Dirty uniforms. All the doors had little windows, and she looked into every
    one of them—easily dozens. In none of them did she see a kidnapped wizard,
    though Morse would really be slipping if he put Peter in a room like this.



    Still: Should she have been opening all these doors to look into corners?



    What if she did and gave herself away to an invisible guard?



    What if she ought to forget about the rooms and search for a false wall,
    hidden trapdoor or equally obscure item?



    What if Peter wasn’t here at all, the four days and no-longer-twenty hours
    ticked away, and …



    Five miles. 
    God Almighty, not that.



    Finally, exhausted and famished, she paused her search and backtracked to a
    room full of canned rations. She grabbed a box, realized that of course it
    did not turn invisible simply because she’d touched it, and had to cast a
    spell on it because she was too spent for more knitting. She could hardly
    lug it out, she was so shaky, but she managed to get up the steps and back
    to Peter’s old office. It seemed the safest place: No one would have a
    reason to walk in the next morning. But more than that, being there felt …
    better, somehow.



    After she’d secured the room, she fell on the rations. Corned beef had
    never tasted so good.



    Then she curled up under Peter’s desk, feeling him in the very air around
    her. Like an echo from the past, insubstantial and beyond her grasp. Like a
    dream.



    . . . . .



    The lights were off. The fan was on. They had five leaves to their name, a
    veritable fortune.



    Showtime.



    Martinelli had to get up first—he had a chance of pulling Peter into the
    chute but not vice versa, given their respective sizes. Peter gave
    Martinelli a boost this time and stood bent-backed as his friend hissed a
    spell at the barrier, fortunately not near a camera. When Martinelli
    scrambled into the chute, it was both a literal and figurative weight off
    his shoulders.



    His relief lasted all of ten seconds. “I can’t turn around!” Martinelli
    hissed. “It’s too tight!”



    Damn 
    it. Why hadn’t they thought of that?



    He looked around, trying to come up with something. His eyes fell on the
    table.



    “Come back down,” he whispered.



    After they’d quietly moved the table in place, Peter stood on it and worked
    his way into the chute first. It was made of slippery metal, but the
    sides—amazingly—had built-in handholds. That rang a vague bell, as if it
    should remind him of something, but he came up empty.



    Martinelli gave a soft grunt as he worked his way in. “Go, go.”



    Neither of them liked leaving the table there. But they had no idea what
    awaited them up the chute. Better to have three leaves than just one and a
    table moved back to its original spot.



    They went up perhaps fifteen feet, Peter nearly falling onto Martinelli at
    one point, Martinelli breathing so heavily that the sound echoed around the
    tight space. Was the climb too much for him? Peter, staring ahead in the
    dark, suddenly realized they were perhaps two feet from the end of the
    chute. He covered the remaining distance and still couldn’t make out much,
    but it looked like an empty room lay beyond—perhaps an office. All that
    separated them from it was a metal grate. He laid his hand on it and
    thought there might be no spellwork there.



    God, he hoped that was right.



    “Cast onde,” he whispered. “One leaf’ll do. We just need to loosen
    these screws.”



    He pressed himself to one side. Martinelli, voice reedy, performed the
    spell. Peter pocketed the obliging screws, pulled off the grate and—



    “Shit!”



    “What?” Martinelli’s whisper was hoarse. “What is it?”



    “Barrier. Could be a low-grade shield.”



    For a moment, the only sound was Martinelli’s breathing. The dilemma was
    obvious: If it was that type of shield, their two remaining leaves could
    take it down. If it wasn’t …



    Martinelli started to wheeze. Peter
    looked around, worried. “Are you OK?”



    “Cla—” Martinelli gasped out. “Claustr—”



    Claustrophobic. Peter grabbed Martinelli’s arm, struck with fear that his friend might
    faint—fall—die. “Go back down.”



    Martinelli, eyes squeezed shut, shook his head. “Can’t.”



    “Cast the spell,” Peter said, louder than he’d intended. “Quick.”



    With heroic effort, Martinelli forced air into his lungs and performed the
    spell on his first try, his magic sparking against the barrier.



    The enchantment did not give way.



    Martinelli started to shake.



    “No!” Peter shouted at the spell trapping them, not thinking about
    the cameras below, considering nothing but the horror of getting
within inches of escape and finding calamity instead. “No, God    damn it!”



    A sound brought him to his senses. He froze, hanging on to Martinelli. For
    a few beats of his frantically pounding heart, nothing happened.



Then came a voice that sounded almost as stunned as he was to hear it: “Peter! Hold on, I’ll drop the spell!”



    A minute later—both men safely out of the chute—Peter wrapped his shaking
    arms around his invisible, astounding wife.



    . . . . .



    Every emotion seemed to be lodged in her throat, holding words back.
    Perhaps it was the same for him, because he said nothing for a while,
    holding her so tightly she could feel his heart racing just above hers.
    Then he whispered: “We must get out. I don’t know how much time we have
    before they’ll follow us here.”



    “Oh,” she murmured, a spurt of fear breaking the logjam. “Just a
    moment …”



    She dug into a pocket for leaves and cast an invisibility spell on the man
    whose life she’d been mortally afraid for and the man whose death she
    thought she’d caused. It felt miraculous, standing here with them both. She
    had to get them to safety—somehow.



    “Where are we?” Peter whispered.



    “Your old office.”



    “What? How in
    the—never mind, let’s figure out somewhere to hide. Martinelli?”



    “They must have had us in the lower basement,” Martinelli said, catching
    his breath, “so—not there.”



    “I don’t think the upper basement is a good idea, either,” Beatrix
    whispered.



    “Wait—what about the old lab?” Peter said.



    Ten minutes later, they reached it without incident. The abandoned
    laboratory looked as if the last time it had been used was during the World
    War, a recommendation in itself. As a bonus, it had a bathroom—ancient but
    operational—and was located at the end of a hallway next to unoccupied
    offices. Martinelli cast a tripwire in the corridor as an early-warning
    system, Beatrix checked the lab for spellwork—clean—and soundproofed it,
    and Peter swiped a gallon of water from the mess hall to pair with the rest
    of the tinned meat.



    As Martinelli sealed the room, Peter said, “I can’t believe I didn’t realize that was the chute to my
    office. I mean, I knew it had one for disposing animals back in
    the 1920s, I even saw the handholds once …”



    “I can’t believe your wife got through the checkpoint,” Martinelli
    said. “It’s even more secure now than it was when you left, boss.”



    Peter’s hand found her elbow and slid down her arm, his fingers twining
    with hers. “How did you do it? When I heard your voice, I thought for a
    second that I was dreaming.”



    “It’s—it’s a very long story. Peter,” she added in an urgent undertone, the
    question she feared to ask pressing at her like a knife, “what happened
    to—”



    “Wait! Sorry, just in the interest of caution: Tell me what name you
    sometimes call me. What you called me when you said I’d hoisted myself with
    my own petard.”



    “Hades,” she said without hesitation. Of course he needed to ask. She could
    be Ella, for all he knew.



    “Ask me a question,” Peter said to her, but she had no doubt, none, so she
    picked one with an answer she didn’t know.



    “When did you first realize you loved me? Not just thought—knew.”



   He drew her to him, murmuring in her ear. “In the coma. After you told me the Vows were broken.” He pressed his forehead to hers, voice catching. “My God, I’m so sorry, Beatrix. It was Morse—I couldn’t stop him, he had me under a spell, and he killed your sister and—”



    “Lydia’s alive,” she said. “She’s alive.”



    Peter gasped. “You’re—you’re sure?”



    “Yes,” she said, “but I haven’t been able to actually see her, because they
    arrested me when she was in surgery—”



    “What?”



    “Wait, first I must ask you …” She swallowed. She had the sickening feeling
    she knew the answer already. All she could manage was a tremulous,
    “Rosemarie?”



    “Dead,” he choked out. “Morse.”



    “Oh,” she said, legs buckling, chest constricting, her body
    folding in on itself. Peter helped her to the floor, arranging her in his
    lap, wrapping his arms around her as she shivered convulsively.



    The image of Rosemarie running headlong
    at the wizard—and her own death—circled through her head in a loop until
    she forced it out with other memories.



    Rosemarie holding her back after class at age six (six!) to tell her that
    she could go to college if she applied herself, and was she going to do
    that or not? Rosemarie carrying her into the classroom at age seven with a
    badly skinned knee, surprising her by saying not a word about “unladylike
    behavior” and plucking out the gravel with exceeding gentleness. Rosemarie
    rapping her knuckles at age eight because she was whispering to another
girl—whispering, she remembered, something ugly about Peter. “No,” Rosemarie had said, fire in her eyes. “I expect better from
    my students, Miss Harper. I expect better from you.”



    Rosemarie, her lifelong guide. Rosemarie, whom she loved so much that grief
    buffeted her from all sides, making it hard to breathe, to think, to go
    forward.



    Rosemarie, embracing her at her mother’s funeral, saying, “Work will help.
    Take it from me, Miss Harper: For a while, work is the only thing that will
    interrupt this pain.”



    Get to work.



    “We have to stop them,” she said, voice raw.



    He held her tighter. “Yes.”



    “They’re going to use your weapon.”



    “What have you heard? They haven’t told us anything except to hurry up and finish.”



    “I overheard Morse talking to Whitaker,” she said, a fresh wave of misery
    crashing over her. “When I destroyed the weapon, I left tiny pieces of it
    in the forest, and Morse found them—he figured it out—he knows what that
    explosion in January was powered by. He knows what he needs to produce
    another five-mile radius is a wizard.”



    “Oh, fuck,” he whispered.



    “They’re going to set it off on Friday.” She grasped his arms. “I don’t
    know where or why, but Friday—Friday around noon.”



    “Hey,” Martinelli said, voice sharp. “Call me crazy, boss, but I’m thinking
    there are a few things you need to tell me. Right now.”



 

 



    Chapter Thirty




    As he unspooled the facts about his mishandling of Project 96, Peter was
    grateful they were all still invisible. It saved him from seeing
    Martinelli’s expression.



    When he finished, Martinelli’s response was a simple, “I see.” No
    inflection.



    “So, to recap,” Peter said, “I tried to fix a mess I caused, and instead I
    made it far, far worse.”



    “That about sums it up.”



    Peter tipped his head back, leaning it against the wall. “If I’d left well
    enough alone, Draden’s people wouldn’t have kidnapped you.”



    “Probably.”



    “You’ll never forgive me, and I deserve it.”



    Martinelli sighed. “Well—we don’t always get what we deserve, do we.”



    He suddenly wished he could see Martinelli’s expression. How did
    he mean that? “Uh …” he said.



    “Look—you screwed up. You really screwed up. You’re also my best
    friend, and life’s too short, and anyway, we need to move on to the
    problem-solving stage of this disaster, so … whaddaya got?”



    Beatrix gave a rueful laugh. “I like him.”



    “Me too,” Peter said over a lump in his throat. “Very much.”



    “Yeah, yeah,” Martinelli said. “Well? What do we do?”



    “Frankly, should we be doing anything I come up with?” Peter muttered.



    “Don’t wallow. Think.”



    Solid advice. He frowned. “Do you know if they’ve made a duplicate
    transmitter?”



    “Not as far as I know. I didn’t, after you left.”



    Peter leaned forward. “Then we ought to steal it, destroy it and get the
    hell out of here.”



    “Yes,” Beatrix said.



    “That’ll buy us some time, at least,” he added. “They won’t be able to make
    another right away, and maybe we could convince someone to stop them.”



    “OK,” Martinelli said, “but how are we going to steal it?”



    “Do you know where the transmitter is?” Beatrix asked.



    “No,” Peter admitted. “They’ve got it tucked away somewhere, but we could
    …” He trailed off as an unfortunate thought occurred to him. Draden’s men
    clearly had some way to create an opening in the shielding around the
    complex without setting off the alarms—that must have been how Morse
    teleported directly into the lower basement with him. The transmitter might
    not be stored in the building at all. It could, in fact, be anywhere.



    Martinelli cleared his throat. “We could … what?”



    Another unfortunate thought came to him—the way they could, without a
    doubt, get their hands on it.



    He hated the idea.



    He said it out loud, and Martinelli hated it even more.



    “I think we have to do it, though—don’t you?” Beatrix murmured. “All those
    people—could be hundreds of thousands …”



    Peter winced. “Look, I want to get you home to your wife,” he said to
    Martinelli.



    “Yeah,” Martinelli said heavily, “but I’ve got to be able to live with
    myself.”



    That was how the two of them ended up back in the chute thirty minutes
    later, visible again. Stomach churning, he lowered himself down, followed
    by Martinelli, both of them heading to the prison they’d worked so hard to
    escape.



    This time, though, Beatrix—still invisible—was with them.



    . . . . .



    The room was dark, quiet and empty. It didn’t appear that anyone had
    noticed the earlier getaway, but the long wait until morning gave Beatrix
    plenty of time to consider grim possibilities and every manner of other
    upsetting thoughts.



    When the lights flickered on at five-thirty, it was a relief to finally be
    on the verge of doing something.



    The wizard in the red coat brought Peter and Martinelli their breakfast.
    After they’d wolfed it down, the wizard returned to collect their
    plates—dropping the transmitter off on the way.



    This was it. Peter and Martinelli knelt by it, Peter holding on to the
    transmitter with both hands. “Does the spellwork feel off to you right
    here?” Peter asked as she crept up behind them.



    “Hmm.” Martinelli put his hand on it. “Yeah, I see what you mean …”



    She sank to her knees, gripping Peter’s right arm and Martinelli’s left.
    
        Laboratory, old, unused, no equipment, no tables, stale air, faded
        white paint on the walls—
    



    The door opened. Peter’s muscles tensed under her fingers. Morse—Morse
    striding toward them.



    “Tell me how to fix the problem you found yesterday,” he growled.



    “Uh,” Peter said, “we just have a few more—”



    “Now,” Morse hissed.



    “We’re not quite ready,” Martinelli said.



    Morse grabbed him by the front of his shirt and hauled him to his feet.
    “Perhaps I should separate the two of you to focus your minds on the task
    at hand.”



    What could she do?



    Peter stood. “No, that would be counterproductive.” He sounded almost calm.
    “I need him to help me diagnose the last of the … Damköhler dissipations.
    It looks like a runic problem, and he’s the runes expert, not me.”



    “And I can’t work on it alone—he’s the genius, not me,” Martinelli
    said, voice shaking.



    Her heart raced. She stared at Morse as he stared at Peter.



    “One hour,” Morse said, still holding on to Martinelli.



    Peter nodded. “I think we can do that.”



    “You will.”



    “Yes.”



    Morse let go of Martinelli, spelled up a chair and sat a yard from them,
    arms crossed, mouth a grim line. Peter and Martinelli knelt by the
    transmitter again, holding onto it, murmuring about “inverted displacement”
    and “invariant mass” as she gripped their arms and tried not to be
    hopelessly rattled by the man watching them. She’d teleported under duress
    to save her sister. She’d teleported with a payload stone that was about to
    explode. Why did this seem so much harder?



    She knew the answer as soon as she’d asked herself the question. Morse
    killed Rosemarie. He’d almost killed Lydia. He was trying to kill far more
    people for reasons she couldn’t fathom, and on top of that, he was a
    virtuoso trap-setter, an expert secret-finder, a relentless and terrifying
    foe.



    His attention was fixed on Peter and Martinelli. She was right behind them.
    She could feel the reds against her chest with every breath, but she
    couldn’t use one to try to speed up the process because she had to stay
    absolutely silent. If she gave herself away—if he found her here, now …



    She closed her eyes. The laboratory. How large was it? She bit her lip,
    thinking. Easily four times the size of their new brewing room, maybe five.
    High ceiling. Hardwood floors with nasty stains where chemicals must have
    dropped years earlier. She could almost see where the tables must have
    been, the rows of beakers, the scientists muttering over their experiments,
    the pungent odor—



    The magic caught. Her eyes flew open in that second before they would fully
    dematerialize and—disaster, Morse was on his feet, hand extended
    toward them, a spell blasting from it—



    But he was too late. The basement, Morse and his spell disappeared. The lab
    snapped into focus. They were still kneeling around the transmitter,
    Beatrix gasping in relief that lasted for just a few seconds before she
    remembered they were not out of the woods yet.



    “Get back from it,” she cried out, grabbing leaves as she scrambled to her
    feet. “Fordēst!”



    Her attack hit the protective spells woven around the transmitter with a
    clang. She heard Martinelli throw up a shield spell on the room, and time ticked by, cold sweat dripping down her cheek. 


With
    a hiss, the protection failed. The transmitter shattered. Martinelli cast
    another spell on the pieces and vaporized them in a swirl of black smoke.



    They’d done it. She leaned against Peter, overwhelmed.



    “Oh my God,” he said, voice shaking. “I thought we were sunk.”



    Martinelli wore such a pained expression that she expected a telling off
    for convincing them to go through with a plan so crazy that even the man
    who’d thought of it didn’t want to do it. Instead, he began to shake with
laughter, little snorts escaping his nose. “Damköhler dissipations?    Damköhler?”



    Peter’s lips twisted into a sheepish grin. “The first thing I could think
    of.”



    “Mrs. Blackwell,” Martinelli said, “I’ll have you know that there is no
    form of magical-wave dissipation named after a Damköhler, but there is a
rather crude joke among magicists involving a man by that name and    other sorts of dissipation. We should all thank our lucky stars
    that bastard hasn’t heard it.”



    “My mind has this odd habit of going blank when I see him,” Peter said.
    “Can’t imagine why.”



    Martinelli threw an arm around him.
    “In all seriousness, boss, what you did was amazing. I mean it. You too,
    Mrs. Blackwell—even when everything is quiet and calm, I have a hard time
    teleporting. As certain whippersnappers here like to point out.”



        “I certainly agree that Mrs. Blackwell was amazing,” Peter said, making her laugh, giddy with relief as she was.



Then she thought of Morse finding them and instantly sobered. “We have to get out.”



    “Right.” Peter bit his lip. “How did you get in? Can we do that?”



    “No—long story. What about teleporting? Can we get our hands on one of
    those devices that makes a hole in the shielding?”



    “A can opener?” He shook his head. “They’re kept under constant guard.”



    “Then we’re stuck,” Martinelli said hollowly.



    Beatrix had been giving it a lot of thought since the previous
    afternoon. “I think the trick is to invisibly fly in over the head of someone
    going into the checkpoint, wait through the rigmarole, and fly out the
    other side when the guards open it up.”



    Martinelli shook his head. “They check for invisibility, and there isn’t a flying spell that actually works.”



    “I’m not going to use a spell,” she said.



    . . . . .



    Martinelli gaped during Beatrix’s entire explanation of “knitting”—how
    powerful it was, how she suspected that most if not all women could do it
    if taught—and Peter’s own mouth fell open when she noted that it was
    undetectable magic. He’d had no idea.



    “And you’re OK?” he murmured. “It’s not making you feel …”



    He trailed off, not sure how to put it with Martinelli standing there.



    “Yes, I’m all right.” She hesitated. “I was mistaken. The knitting
    wasn’t to blame—it was the Vows.”



    He didn’t know why that hadn’t once occurred to him. It made a terrible
    sort of sense.



“So … so let me get this straight,” Martinelli said. “You can do magic without any sort of fuel.”



    “Here, hold my hands,” she said to Martinelli. “No leaves, right?”



    “Yep.”



    “OK, wait a minute. Or possibly a few minutes—I’m getting better at
    shedding invisibility, but I could still use a lot more practice.”



    Roughly forty seconds later, Beatrix snapped into focus in a light blue
    shirt, gray trousers and white duster. Her hair was pulled back in a neat
    queue. A wizard’s outfit from head to toe.



    She made it look like a revolutionary statement. Like the future.



    It was also unexpectedly, undeniably sexy. He kissed her, the blood
    in his veins zipping south as she pressed against him.



    Martinelli cleared his throat. They pulled back, Beatrix’s cheeks as pink
    as his felt.



“Sorry to interrupt, kids,” Martinelli said, “but this is important: Do    not let those wizards find out. I mean—you don’t want them to know
    about the regular magic, either, but especially not this stuff.”



    Peter’s heart gave a nasty twist as he remembered the terrible bit of news
    he hadn’t yet passed on to her. “Morse suspects you use magic. If he
    discovers you do, he’ll …” He swallowed. “He’ll kill you.”



    She sighed—a weary verbal shrug. He thought she wasn’t giving it the proper
    weight, filing it too low on her already-long list of disasters, but then
    she said, “I’m almost certain he already knows.”



    He reflexively tightened his arms around her—as if that would protect her.
    As if he hadn’t been the one to put her in mortal danger in the first
    place.



    “Look, we’ll all have to go into hiding when we get out,” Martinelli said.
    “But let’s, you know, get out, OK?”



    Beatrix nodded. “Fair warning: Coming up with new knitting is a lot slower
    than repeating something I’ve already managed.”



    An image of Morse catching up to them while they were working on their
    escape burst into his head. “We have to do more to protect ourselves here.”



   “The shield spell is a good start,” Martinelli said.



   “It’s also a problem. They’re going to search the place. They’ll get here eventually, and if they find a barrier in their way, they’ll know why. Then we’re sitting ducks.”



    Martinelli groaned. “We can’t take it down. What’s to stop them
    just teleporting in if there isn’t a barrier?”



    Peter looked around the room, frowning. What they needed was something that
    could hide them. Like a fake wall. Or …



    “Beatrix,” he said, “do you think you could make a false ceiling?”



    It took almost ninety minutes. The whole time, he was tensed for discovery.
    But what she ultimately knitted was even better than he’d hoped: a hiding
    spot seven feet off the floor of the bathroom, big enough for them all to
    lie down or sit up in. To anyone inside it, the magic was translucent.
    Anybody outside saw only thin air.



    He watched Martinelli clamber into the hiding place, head disappearing
    first, followed by the rest of him, and shook his own head in amazement. He
    turned to congratulate Beatrix and discovered she’d slumped against the wall,
    face flushed.



    “Oh, no,” he said, rushing to her, recalling that her
    hospitalization for severe dehydration came after a spurt of knitting to
    save Washington and him. “Quick, drink something.”



    “Really tired,” Beatrix mumbled, eyes sliding closed.



    No wonder. He managed to get a canteen’s worth of water into her and
    then—with help from Martinelli—hoisted her into the hiding spot. A minute
    later, she’d fallen asleep.



    He put a hand on her forehead, relieved that she didn’t feel overheated.



    Martinelli, sitting next to him, murmured, “So I leave the shielding up
    unless someone sets off the tripwire, and in that case, I drop it?”



    “Really fast, yeah.”



    Martinelli nodded. “I ought to soundproof this hidey hole.”



    “Good thinking.”



    He waited until that was done before asking, “Is your wife in danger?
    Should we risk calling to warn her?”



    Martinelli shook his head. “The Army records all calls, you know. She’d be
    in far more danger if we did. I’ve given it a lot of thought, trust me,” he
    added. “I really think they’ll leave her out of it. They gave me something
    that first day—must be what Draden’s daughter gave you, because it made me
    think I should tell them whatever they wanted to know—so they’re aware Mae
    left me. They haven’t tried to hold her over me the way Morse has done to
    you with your wife.”



    “Thank goodness for that,” Peter said.



    “They didn’t ask any questions about you while I was under the influence,”
    Martinelli added, “but they pressed me for all sorts of details later. Why
    did you leave, what were you doing, how could they convince you to come
    back. I just relayed the stuff you told me before you got me under a
    Vow—figured that was safe.”



    “Yes, thank you.” Then it hit him: The secrets he told Martinelli were no
    longer protected by that Vow. Like the Vows he took with Beatrix, it would
    have evaporated the moment his heart stopped. A single question posed to a
    drugged Martinelli—“what is Peter Blackwell doing in Ellicott Mills,” for
    instance—and Morse would have known in January that Beatrix was using
    magic.



    She wouldn’t be here now, lying next to him. She’d be dead.



    Peter gripped her hand, sick with the thought that her life was still at risk. Then Martinelli turned to him, face grave. “How much
    time do you think we have to convince someone to do something about these
    guys? I mean—let’s just assume for a moment that they build another
    transmitter and decide that’s close enough, it’s time to set it off …”



    Peter nodded, seeing his point. “A week, if they throw all their resources at it. Two, if we’re lucky.”



    Martinelli’s sigh sounded one notch shy of morose. “I don’t know how we’re
    going to do it. I know they claimed I was dead, but honestly, I don’t think
    showing up alive would be enough evidence for what I’d be saying they’re
    doing. It’s too wild a story. Who’s going to believe me?”



    What remained of Peter’s elation was rapidly draining away. Who, indeed.



    Martinelli’s breath caught. “The—the tripwire—!”



    “Hurry!”



    Martinelli undid the spell around the room with shaking hands. Peter leaned as close as he dared to the edge of the hidden area
    and watched the laboratory door open a few seconds later.



    Not Morse. Red Coat.



    The wizard glanced around with a scowl and strode in, closing the door behind him. He hurled a demarcation stone at each corner of the lab and cast the spell detector. The spot where they’d vaporized Project 96 lit up white. Would Red Coat think this looked suspicious? Would he assume that Army scientists had done it?



    The man aimed a kick at the area where the
    transmitter had stood. Then he stepped into the bathroom and cast a spell
    that sent the stones hurdling that direction—one cutting right through the
    hiding place, whizzing past Peter’s nose, before hitting the wall and
    falling with a clunk. He gripped Martinelli’s arm. Red Coat was
    looking their way. He must have seen the stone momentarily
    disappear—realized something was amiss—



    “My fault,” Red Coat muttered, scowling. “My fault, he
    says. How was I supposed to see the bastards got out last night?
    You could barely see it in the dark! And so what if I’d
    fallen asleep? A man’s gotta sleep, for fuck’s sake!”



    He cast the spell detector. He collected the stones. And he stomped out,
    slamming the door behind him.



    Martinelli gave a shaky laugh. “Lucky he’s a bit of an idiot.”



    “Damn lucky it wasn’t Morse.”



    They lapsed into silence while Beatrix slept on, blissfully unaware of how
    close a call they’d had.



 

 



    Chapter Thirty-One




    Making the hiding spot proved less challenging than flying. Beatrix woke in
    the morning, refreshed and hopeful, but by lunchtime she’d only managed to
    hover them off the ground, not propel them forward.



    Peter thought of a workaround—an invisible cable spanning the room to pull
    themselves across. But by the time she’d managed to knit one up, she’d hit
    her limit again. That meant overnighting at least once more before they could attempt an escape. Extra opportunities to be discovered.



    As if to underscore that point, Martinelli’s tripwire woke them up after midnight. They huddled together, waiting
    for something to happen. Nothing did. Finally, Martinelli put the shield
    spell back up, checked the room in case someone had teleported invisibly
    in—no one had, but that was a tense process—and they dropped off into an
    uneasy sleep.



    She lay in the dark the next morning, pinging between grief over Rosemarie and dread that Morse would catch up to them. Then she saw Peter’s eyes were open, his gaze fixed on the wall.



    “Let’s get out of here,” she murmured, trying not to wake Martinelli. “I can’t take any more of this. One trial run, and let’s go.”



    “You feel ready?”



    “Yes,” she said, trying to sound confident. She was going to have to pull
    herself into the checkpoint over the head of the guard while he was holding
    the barrier open, make the cable, then hope that Peter and Martinelli could
    follow her the next time someone went through the checkpoint.



    “Beatrix … how did you get in here in the first place?”



    As she hesitated, he said, “Time to explain, don’t you think?”



    “OK,” she said heavily. “Fair warning: You won’t like it.”



    “Miss Draden was involved, wasn’t she.”



    She must have looked as surprised as she felt. His lips twisted into a grim
    smile, there and gone. “How did she do it?”



    “There’s something you need to know first: She transformed her body into a
    carbon copy of her brother’s. The Frederick you talked to at the party?
    That was her.”



    His eyes went very wide. He opened his mouth to say something, but she
    leapt in. “Wait—just wait until I’m done.”



    When she’d gotten the whole story out—not just how Ella had spirited her
    in, but what had happened to Ella—she looked to him for a reaction. His
    eyes were shut, his mouth pressed into a grimace.



    “Peter …” She stopped, questions wrestling to get to the
    front of the line.
    
        Do you believe me when I say she’s not a threat? Are you angry I
        accepted her help? Is it wrong of me to wish you and the woman who
        almost killed you could live in peace with each other?
    



    Martinelli shifted, groaned and pushed himself into a sitting position.
    They would have to save it for later.



    “Don’t know about you, but I’d rather be caught at the checkpoint than go
    through another night like that,” Martinelli said.



    Peter nodded. “We were just saying we should practice one more time and go
    for it.”



    “Want to eat something first?” Beatrix asked.



    “Nope,” Martinelli said. “If I take one more bite of corned beef, I will
    retch.”



    Peter slid out of their hiding place and gave them both a hand down.
    Out in the lab, she got them floating in record time. It made her feel
    steadier. “OK, count down five seconds for—”



    Her mouth stopped moving. Her face, her arms, her legs, every part of her
    was stuck. She couldn’t cry out. She couldn’t move. Martinelli opened his
    mouth, brow furrowed, and then he too went absolutely, horribly still.



    Morse.



    Morse.



    “Beatrix?” Peter said from behind her. “Are you—” Then his voice cut off.



    In the terrible silence, as she hung deathly afraid in the air, a hand she
    could not see gripped her wrist, pulled her to the floor and forced a thick
    liquid down her throat.



    Syrupy and sour vinegar. Sleeping draft.



    A huge amount.



    The room spun. She thought of her father, overdosing on the same brew, and Rosemarie, killed by the same man. She
    thought of her sister, who would never know what had happened to her. She
thought of Peter and that brought her back to herself because she had to do something—she had so much power at hand, and if she could simply    harness it, overcome the sleeping draft, take Morse by surprise—



    She bore down as everything blurred around her, concentrating on what she
    needed. Magic rushing through her veins. A cleansing flood. An … an ocean
    of …



    … of …



    wait



    please



    Peter!



    



    . . . . .



    Morse snapped into view below him, a nightmare come to life. Peter, awash
    in adrenaline and dread, unable to move, watched as Morse pulled him to the
    ground next to Beatrix. Then—inexplicably—his muscles reverted to working
    order. He didn’t question why. He leapt at the man.



    His fist was an inch from connecting with Morse’s jaw when the wizard
    stopped him again with that terrible spell.



    “Well, well, well.” Morse stepped back, dropping the enchantment. “Humor
    me, Omnimancer. Cast a spell on me. Whatever you’d like.”



    Peter flicked his gaze to Martinelli and Beatrix, both as still as marble. It
    was down to him. And there was nothing he could do.



    “No leaves on you? Here.” Morse held out a handful. “Have some of mine.”



    They were trapped and Morse had seen Beatrix perform magic. Not just any
    magic—knitting.



    “No?” Morse wore a look of grim satisfaction. “As I thought.”



    Peter, putting himself between Morse and Beatrix, realized as he did so
    that her eyes were dull and unfocused. Was she—had Morse—?



    Again, the wizard cast one of those eerie, silent spells in his direction.
    Again, he froze in place—except not quite all the way this time. He could
    still move his head, mouth, tongue. “What have you done to her?”



    “Sleeping draft,” Morse said. “When it wears off, I’m going to kill her. In
    front of you. Very … very … very slowly.”



    Peter stared at him in speechless horror.



    “I will put on her the spell I’ve just cast on you,” Morse went on—softly,
    relentlessly. “You will hear every cry, every scream, every hateful word
she says as she turns on you. And they always do. The wives and mistresses    always do. They know whose fault it really is.”



    He could hear the shaky sound of his own breathing in the few seconds
    of silence that followed. Morse leaned in and murmured into his ear, “I can
    make it go on for days.”



    What could he do? God Almighty, what?



    “Or,” Morse said, stepping back, “I will give her an overdose of the
    sleeping draft. A peaceful death. No agony. No screams.” He crossed his arms. “It’s entirely up to you.”



    Peter knew what Morse meant. There was only one thing the man needed from
    him.



    But he asked anyway, voice reedy. “How so?”



    “You will write down the fix for the problem with Project 96. The problem I
    have every reason to think you caused before you left here.” Morse paused.
    “Decide now, Omnimancer: Will you give me what I want?”



    “Yes,” he choked out. “But why? Why do you kill women who use magic?”



    He didn’t expect an answer. Morse surprised him. “Because they’re a massive
    threat.”



    “To what?”



    “The entire system.” Morse dropped the spell holding Peter and gave him a
    pen and pad of paper. “Do it. Quickly, before I change my mind.”



    Peter wrote feverishly, sketching diagrams in several places, and finished
    in under ten minutes.



    “I will test this shortly,” Morse said, not taking it from his hands, “so
    for your wife’s sake, think carefully about whether you’ve written the
    correct instructions.”



    It wasn’t possible for Peter’s heart to sink further, but it gave a good
    attempt at it. “You have another transmitter.”



    “Yes. I think ahead.”



    Peter handed over the instructions, knowing he was giving Morse what Draden
    needed to execute his plan. The fix wouldn’t take more than an hour. If the
    vice president’s cronies still wanted to set the weapon off the following
    day, nothing would stop them.



    Morse checked Peter for leaves using the same method as before, stripping
    the clothes off him, except this time not bothering to put him under a
    restraining spell—what threat did he pose, after all? It was Martinelli’s
    turn next; Peter averted his gaze. Then the man turned to Beatrix.



    “No,” Peter growled. The word burst out automatically. It really
couldn’t compare to the fact that Morse would soon kill her, but no, no,    no.



    “I’ll leave her underthings on,” Morse said in his usual emotionless way.



    As he inspected her coat, shirt and pants, Beatrix stood, head lolling, in
    a man’s undershirt. Peter put his coat around her shoulders and took her
    limp hand, remembering what she’d said about corsets the morning after
    their wedding. A shining moment of happiness when he’d thought their lives
    together would be measured in decades instead of weeks.



    Beatrix’s clothes slithered back on, popping his coat off into his hands.
    He turned and saw Morse wriggle his fingers at Martinelli, making the man’s
    hand jerk out and grasp his arm. He did the same to Beatrix, and Peter knew
    Morse was about to take them all away—perhaps separate them.



    “How did you realize we were here?” he asked to delay that moment. To have
    even a few more seconds with his hand in Beatrix’s. “How did you get in?”



    Morse smiled—an unsettling sight. “I found your tripwire yesterday
    evening.”



    “But you can’t have teleported in then.”



    “No, I came in this morning.”



    “We had a shield around the room.”



    “I removed it through a crack in the door.”



    “You would have set off the tripwire!”



    Morse’s smile widened. “I teleported around it first.”



    “Fuck.”



    “You’re clever, Omnimancer,” Morse said, “but not as clever as you think.”



    The second after that knife-plunge of an assessment, he pulled them all
    into a jump. They landed outside a room that proved to be the one Peter and
    Martinelli had so recently escaped. Red Coat, slouching in a chair by the
    table, clattered to his feet.



    Morse pushed Peter to the floor. Beatrix joined him a second later,
    collapsing on him as the wizard released the marionette spell. Martinelli
    sat on his other side, trembling.



    “Stay here. Do not take your eyes off them,” Morse told Red Coat. “I
    presume you can handle that?”



    “Y-yes. Yes, sir.”



   “This woman must remain asleep. That’s critically important.” Morse handed Red Coat a vial. “Dose her again if you see her beginning to wake.”



    “Uh …”



    “She is dangerous,” Morse hissed.



    Red Coat shot a nervous look at Peter and Martinelli that seemed to
    reevaluate them as more than simply kidnapped scientists. “And the other
    two? What about them?”



    “You can protect yourself against two unarmed men, I trust.”



    “Yes.” Then—as if concerned that his delivery hadn’t been adamant enough:
    “Of course.”



    Morse leaned in and murmured something that made Red Coat snigger. Then the man swept
    out.



    Peter leaned against the wall behind him, numb. Beatrix’s head slumped onto
    his shoulder. All his choices, all his cleverness, led inexorably
    to this.



    Red Coat, perhaps worried that two unarmed men might in fact
    overpower him, moved his chair closer to the door and threw up a shield
    spell between them. Then he smirked at Peter through it.



    “So. Can’t cast anymore.”



    Peter said nothing. What did it matter? What did anything matter?



    The wizard sniggered again. “Explains a lot.”



    Peter closed his eyes, holding Beatrix tighter.



    “Not part of the elite now, so you want to stick it to the rest of us.”



    Would Morse kill her as soon as the test
    was over?



    “You’re a loser, Blackwell. A loser typic, though that’s
    redundant, isn’t it?”



    Beside him, Martinelli shifted and put an arm around his shoulders. A quiet,
    powerful show of support. As Red Coat blathered on, Peter let out a ragged
    breath and whispered, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”



    “I know. Me too.”



    Peter’s eyes itched with tears he refused to let out.



    Martinelli leaned closer. “Any bright ideas?”



    “No,” he said miserably.



    “It’s OK, boss.” A second passed, then another. “Look, you’re still the
    best friend I’ve ever had.”



    The sound that escaped from Peter’s throat was perilously close to a sob.
    “My God, how bad were your other friends?”



    Martinelli twitched with silent laughter.



    “Hey!” Red Coat jumped to his feet. “Stop that! No talking! You—to your
    cot,” he barked at Martinelli. “You”—gesturing at Peter—“move yours to the
    other side of the room and put her on it.”



    They did what he said. Peter’s cot was too small for two, so he carried
    over a chair and sat beside Beatrix, holding her hand, awaiting their deaths.
    Time slipped by, more of it than it would take to correct and test the
    weapon.



    Then—abruptly—he opened his eyes and discovered he was in his own bed. He
    stared at the familiar walls of his room, heart racing, and saw Beatrix
    sitting up beside him.



    “Oh,” he gasped, pulling her close. “My God, I had the
    worst nightmare you could ever …”



    He trailed off. There was no forest papered on the walls, no fairy lights.
    He looked at the bed. It was the one he’d sold just before their wedding to
    get the maple specimen.



    They were in a bedroom that no longer existed. He could hardly believe what
    it meant. “Are we—is this—?”



    “I think so,” Beatrix said. Her voice trembled.



    He tried to tell
    himself it was a miracle they’d landed in dreamside and he should be
    grateful. But it felt like a blow to the face. To think for one moment that
    none of what happened had been real, only to have it foisted back on him …



    “Did they separate the three of us?” Beatrix asked. “Peter! Did they?” she
    said urgently when he couldn’t get the answer out fast enough.



    “No, we’re all in the same room.”



    “I’ve got reds in my undershirt. Three of them.” She gripped his arms.
    “Invisible. Sewn into the front, near the top. Did Morse find them?”



    “No,” he said, hope surging as the outlines of a plan came to him.



    But dreamside could cut out on them at any moment. He had to prioritize.
    “Listen: Morse gave you a sleeping draft. He told Red Coat to dose you
    again as soon as you show signs of waking. Try not to. Just lie there with
    your eyes closed and knit something up, if you can.”



    Beatrix nodded. Then he made himself tell her the rest—that he’d handed
    over what Morse wanted. That Morse had another transmitter.



    “And I keep thinking of what you said: ‘Do we have principles, or don’t we?’” He looked away. “I was almost certain you would have wanted me to tell
    him no, and I couldn’t do it.”



    “I would have done just as you did,” she said quietly. “If he was going to
    torture you, I mean.” She slipped onto his lap and laid her head on his
    shoulder. “How are we here, Peter? How is this possible?”



    He put his arms around her, letting out a long breath. “I don’t know.” He’d
    thought in the final days of his coma that the Vow-created connection
    between them was like a train barreling through a tunnel—take away the
    train, and you could still walk through the tunnel if you chose to do it.
    But he assumed he was wrong when he recovered and couldn’t get back.



    “If your store of magic or whatever we’re calling it wasn’t quite gone in
    your coma and you had to burn it up to get out, that might be why
    we’ve been shut out of dreamside,” Beatrix said. “What if—what if you’re
    now getting your magic back?”



    His snort was bitter. “I tried about fifty times to cast a spell a few days
    ago. I really don’t think so.”



    “What were you doing before you fell asleep?”



    “Just sitting with you.”



    “Oh.” He could feel her brow furrowing against his chest.



    “You’re on my cot and I’m in a chair next to it. Holding your hand.” He
    paused, struck by the irony that four months earlier, their roles had been
    reversed. Then—like a flash of lightning—he remembered what she said she’d
    been trying to do as she held his hand in the hospital day after day.
    “Beatrix—is there anything you did before you fell asleep that could be
    pumping magic into me?”



    “I don’t—” She pulled back to look at him, eyes wide. “Wait, I was trying
    to overcome the sleeping draft. I was attempting to send a flood of magic
through every inch of my body. If you’re holding my hand, maybe it    is going to you.”



    His mind raced. “Maybe I could teleport us all out.”



    She nodded.



    “Better Martinelli than me, though,” he added. “I might have enough magic
    to burn up the red but not to make the spell fully take.”



    “What about the transmitter?” Her eyes welled. “Is there any way
    to stop them?”



    “I don’t know where it is. You can set it off from anywhere.” He sighed.
    “It’ll be hard enough to get out of the room—I don’t see how we’re going to get the
    transmitter, too.”



    They sat for a moment in silence, Beatrix’s arms around him, her expression
    somber.



    “I think they’re going to set it off in Canada,” she said.
    “They’ve been telling reporters that we fled there. They’re probably trying
    to start a war.”



    He frowned. Even if Draden could convince the world that Canada knowingly
    let two fugitives in, he surely couldn’t use that as justification for
    bombing the country—wreaking destruction unmatched in human history.



    “Tell me again what Whitaker said to Morse when he thought the weapon
    wouldn’t be ready,” he said.



    “Something like, ‘We’ll have other chances. We can try a later event.’”



    “Event. What ‘event’ is happening tomorrow at noon?”



    “I don’t know.”



    He rested his head on hers. Draden’s men were going to set off the weapon
    at an event, or during an event, and they wanted it to utterly destroy
    everything within five miles of the payload stone. That was all they knew.
    Even if they got out of the complex altogether—even if Martinelli could quickly connect with someone
    in a position of authority who would listen to him—their chances of
    stopping this massacre seemed awfully close to zero.



    Beatrix pulled back and looked him in the eye. “I love you, Peter
    Blackwell. Whatever happens, I love
    you.”



    He swallowed over a lump in his throat. I love you too seemed
    completely inadequate. He took her hand in both of his. “It is an
    ever-fixed mark,” he croaked.



    “That looks on tempests”—her voice wavered—“and … and is never shaken.”



    “Love alters not,” he whispered, “but bears it out even to the edge of
    doom.”



    A tear rolled down her cheek. Heart breaking, he reached out to wipe it
    away—and sat up with a jerk, booted dayside, gasping and bereft. Next to
    him, Beatrix lay deeply asleep on the cot. Her hand hung limply off the
    side. He must have let go.



    Well—as little as he wanted to be here, he knew what he had to do.



    He kept his head down, trying to survey the room without looking like that
    was his aim. Martinelli lay on the other cot, turned away from him. Red
    Coat sat in his chair, eyelids heavy. A new sheen on the walls, including the spot where the chute let out, showed a shield spell was now in place to block teleportation.



    Peter shifted to the edge of the cot, putting his back to the man to
    conceal what he was about to do. He slipped his hand down Beatrix’s
    undershirt, feeling nothing at first but the cotton fabric, and then—his
    heart leapt—the scratch of leaves. He tugged all three out, carefully, and
    slipped the invisible reds into a pocket.



    Behind him, Red Coat barked out a spell to drop the barrier separating
    them. He turned and saw the man rushing over.



    “What are you doing?” Red Coat yelled.



    “Sitting with my wife.”



    “She’s waking up, isn’t she? You’re trying to hide it, aren’t
    you?”



    “No,” Peter said, caught between relief and dismay. “No, I’m just—”



    “Shut up. Get over there.” Red Coat pointed to where Martinelli was lying,
    and—when Peter hesitated—snapped into a spellcasting stance, a clear
    threat.



    Peter looked over his shoulder as he went, watching the man force more
    sleeping draft down Beatrix’s throat. Here was his chance to pass
    Martinelli the leaves, but what if Red Coat gave her a fatal dose through
    sheer incompetence?



    The man straightened up, stoppering the vial. It still looked mostly full.
    Peter sighed in relief, turned and bit back a curse as he realized
    Martinelli was sound asleep. “Hey,” he whispered, shaking his
    friend’s shoulder.



    “Wha?” Martinelli blinked up at him.



    “We’ve got—”



“No,” Red Coat barked. “No talking! Go back to your seat, typic.”



    Peter, shooting Martinelli a look he hoped would communicate “stay alert,”
    walked back and took Beatrix’s hand. He needed a plan to get Martinelli the
    leaves while their captor was distracted. No, actually—a plan to get
    Martinelli over to him and Beatrix so they could jump without delay.



    Someone banged on the door. Shit. If it was Morse—



    “Martinelli,” he hissed as Red Coat cast a spell to drop the shielding. “Martinelli!”



    But his friend was staring at the door in horror, obviously thinking along
    the same lines about who was on the other side.



    It opened. Not Morse—Whitaker. “Come out,” he ordered Red Coat.



    Peter’s heart flipped. Yes, do that.



    “I can’t. Morse said—”



    “Morse,” Whitaker muttered with almost as much bile as Peter felt.
    He slammed the door shut. “Fine. Put the spell back up, if that matters.”



    As Red Coat complied, Peter finally caught Martinelli’s attention with his
    increasingly frantic come-here signals. Martinelli got to his feet
    and walked softly toward him, eyes on the two men, clearly trying not to
    draw their attention.



    “We have to begin early.” Whitaker’s words, though quiet, were perfectly
    audible.



    “What? Why?”



    “Schedule’s changed. He’s speaking in fifteen minutes.”



    “It was supposed to be tomorrow!”



    “I know,” Whitaker hissed. “That’s what I meant when I said the
    schedule changed. Morse could return in time—we need to get
    ready.”



    Peter, taking his eyes off Martinelli for a moment to look at the men, saw
    Red Coat scowl at the general. “Dad—”



    “We’ve fixed the problem. All you have to do is set up, Sam.”



    Peter, knowing that Whitaker meant setting up the transmitter to detonate
    the weapon, could barely think over the pounding of his heart. Martinelli
    had stopped a couple yards shy of Beatrix’s cot, the expression on his face
    showing that he understood, too.



    “Fine,” Red Coat—Whitaker’s son—muttered. “Bring it here.”



    Peter jumped up and towed Martinelli to Beatrix as Sam Whitaker dropped the
    shielding to let his father out. “I have reds,” he whispered. “Quick—”



    Sam Whitaker barked another spell. The next instant, Martinelli was blasted
    backward, landing with such force on his cot that he fell through it.



    “I told you to stay on your side of the room!” The wizard stalked
toward Martinelli, who’d stumbled to his feet. “Ic rædend þé, ic oferswīþe þé, ic fortrede þé!”



    Peter had enough years of Anglo Saxon in school to instantly recognize most
    of the words—I control you, I overpower you. The other verb
    escaped him, but it was obvious what the enchantment itself must be. The
marionette spell. He repeated it in his head, trying to figure it out: Ic rædend þé, ic oferswīþe þé, ic for-something þé. Forewyrcend? No, that was a noun, not a verb …



    He shook his head to clear it and gripped Beatrix’s hand. As satisfying as
it would be to use that spell and hoist Sam Whitaker with his own petard, he was missing a key word and needed a different
    plan.



    Peter slipped his hand into his pocket, palming a red as Whitaker wiggled
    his fingers at the stock-still Martinelli. Surely there were attack spells
    that could target a specific person, but he didn’t know any of them. Still:
    If he cast a shield-wall just right, he could trap Whitaker on the far side
    of the room. Whitaker would either need a bit of time to pull it down, or
    he’d remove his own shielding on the room, teleport out and come in the
    front door. Either way, they’d be gone before he could get his hands on
    them.



    But for the moment, Whitaker was standing between him and Martinelli—on the
    wrong side.



    “Come on,” the wizard snarled and Martinelli
    jerked forward, walking with an unnatural gait to the center of the room.



    Whitaker lay down a demarcation stone, then another and another. With a
    jolt of horror, Peter realized Whitaker was making a circle around
    Martinelli. Martinelli was the fuel. He was the wizard they were using to
    set the weapon off.



    Focus!
    Peter stretched out his hand, waiting for Whitaker to get to the right
    side. Almost … almost …



    The door flew open. In marched the elder Whitaker—and Morse, levitating the
    transmitter.



    Peter jerked his arm down, heart spasming. He couldn’t cast the barrier
    unless all three of them ended up on the right side of Martinelli. Even
    then, would the strategy work? Morse was too fast, too frightfully good at
    what he did.



    And besides, now the transmitter was here—right here. Beatrix
    would want him to do something about it. He just didn’t know what that
    could be.



    The transmitter was shielded. Morse was shielded. Nothing he could
    think to cast would have an immediate effect, and in the meantime, Morse
    would overpower him.



    Morse murmured something so softly Peter couldn’t make it out. General
    Whitaker’s answer was louder: “James left the summit fifteen minutes ago.
    Back in Washington. All clear.”



Vice President James Draden, his mind supplied. As if that mattered.    Focus, damn it!



    “What about the stone?” the general asked.



    “Handled.”



    “Yes, but how close to the complex did you get it?”



    “Inside the shielding.”



    General Whitaker looked impressed. “Still within the five-mile range,
    though? You’re sure?”



    “Yes,” Morse said. He slipped his hand into a pocket, pulled out a handheld
    radio and switched it on. Static crackled. He adjusted it, and a reporter’s
    voice broke in.



    “—the Canadian prime minister was met with sustained catcalls and booing.
    He walked out without finishing his speech yesterday. Today we learned that
    the entire Canadian contingent has left the Americas Summit. President
    Abbott hopes he can ease tensions by speaking a day earlier than planned.
    He’s expected at any moment. You can hear the crowd around me in the Detroit
    Convention Center surging to their seats as—”



    Morse turned the volume down, the reporter’s voice flattening into a buzz
    of mostly inaudible words. Was this the event?



    General Whitaker chuckled. “Nice of them to all walk out in a
    huff. Good work.”



    Were they planning to detonate the weapon in Detroit?



    Morse, turning, said to Whitaker’s son: “I’ll finish that. Watch them.”



    Sam Whitaker looked up from the demarcation stones he was arranging around
    the transmitter. “Those two? I just gave her another dose. And I certainly
    don’t need to babysit him. He can’t do diddlysquat.”



    Morse’s gaze shifted to Peter. Peter stared back, feeling as if the
    world—or possibly his heart—had come to a halt. Morse would know. Somehow,
    he always knew.



    Just then, the sounds from the radio changed. People were cheering.
    People who had no idea they were about to die in a plot by Draden’s team to
    make it appear that Canada had attacked—with a weapon Draden would say he,
    Peter, had given them after fleeing there.



    “The president of the United States, ladies and gentlemen!” someone at the
    summit said into a microphone, loud enough to hear with the volume
    cranked down.



    Morse turned back to Sam Whitaker. “Fine. Finish.”



    Peter thought of and discarded half a dozen insufficient strategies as
    Morse drew the ear rune on Martinelli’s forehead, neck and palms
    and Sam Whitaker laid down the final stones.



    Morse examined the set up. He raised his arms over the transmitter. He was
    starting the spellwork that would kill Martinelli, the president, so many
    people—



    Fortrede. To tread—to tread
    utterly upon something.



    The word in the marionette spell could be fortrede.



Peter gripped Beatrix’s hand, aimed his palm at Morse and muttered, “Ic rædend þé, ic oferswīþe þé, ic—”



    Morse jerked his head around, eyes blazing, hand outstretched.



    “—fortrede þé!” Peter bit out, finishing the incantation.



    No spell came from Morse’s hand. The man stood with his mouth half
    open—frozen in place.



    “What?” General Whitaker took a step toward Morse. “What is it?”



    Peter hissed the spell at Whitaker’s son and used his last red on Whitaker.
    Then he pushed Beatrix on her cot toward the tableau of immobile men. He
    removed the two wizards’ coats, grabbed a fistful of leaves, took Beatrix’s
    hand again and cast at the transmitter.



    When it exploded, he fell to his knees beside her, gasping with relief,
pressing his forehead to hers. “We did it,” he whispered. “We    did it.”



    Now they had to get out. The thought had just occurred to him—dampening his
    euphoria—when he caught sight of the solution hanging from Sam Whitaker’s
    belt. A can opener. The device that could make a hole in the barrier around
    the complex so they could teleport out. Peter unhooked it, hardly daring to
    believe his luck.



    A few minutes later, after pocketing all the wizards’ leaves and searching
    the three men for hidden communication devices or anything else that could
    conceivably aid escape, he cast shield-spell walls around them that reached
    nearly to the ceiling—just enough to let air in. He still didn’t know how
    he could get them arrested, but he had to try. It was either that or kill
    them, and he couldn’t bring himself to become the murderer Morse had made
    him out to be.



    He dragged Martinelli and Beatrix into the hallway, anxious to teleport
    away, but stopped cold as Martinelli made a sound halfway between a grunt
    and a yell. Peter glanced around, afraid his friend had seen someone—Draden
    surely had more confederates. His eyes fell on the room beside the one
    they’d just escaped.



    He had a sudden, electrifying thought.



    “There?” he asked, grabbing Martinelli’s arm. “You want me to go in there?”



    “Mhhmmmmm!”



    He turned the handle. The door creaked open. Inside stood a chair, a long
    table and—he almost laughed out loud. Screens displaying the feed from the
    tele-vision cameras in the room next door. Film canisters lying about, all
    with dates neatly written on them. Whirring equipment that, when he pushed
    a few buttons, ejected more film. And a portable machine to play them.



    He pushed the canisters and playback machine into a pile, then cast a spell
    so they would follow him out. Who’s going to believe me, Martinelli had
    asked. Now they had an answer.



    Everybody. If they played their cards right: Everybody.



 

 



    Chapter Thirty-Two




    Beatrix remembered just in time to keep her eyes shut so Draden’s men wouldn’t know
    she was awake. She lay on the cot, trying without complete success to take
    slow, deep breaths. Other than a soft rustling sound to her left, all was
    quiet. What was happening? Peter wasn’t holding her hand—did the wizards
    separate them?



    “Well,” said the very last voice she expected, reedier than normal, “that’s
    one heck of a story.”



    Beatrix’s eyes flew open. Rosemarie—Rosemarie—was propped up on a
    bed next to her, looking at a newspaper, Peter standing over her. As a
    strangled sound escaped from Beatrix’s throat, their heads turned in
    unison.



    “Thank God,” Peter said, rushing over to her.



    “What—”



    “Everything’s OK,” he said. “We’re at the hospital. The weapon’s destroyed,
    and—”



    “Here,” Rosemarie said, holding out the newspaper. “Read this.”



    The headline stripped across the Star declared, in all caps,
    “SHOCKING TURN IN BLACKWELL CASE.” The lead paragraph read, “Peter
    Blackwell was framed in the attack on his sister-in-law, kidnapped and
    forced to work with another abducted scientist on a weapon that close
    associates of the vice president tried to set off yesterday, endangering
    tens of thousands of people in Detroit, according to both
    scientists, the vice president’s son and surveillance film.”



    She read the rest, a woozy feeling of unreality setting in. How was
    Rosemarie alive? How had all this happened? Morse, Whitaker and
    Whitaker’s son had been arrested. President Abbott’s spokesman gave a
    statement strongly implying that the president was not ruling out that
    Draden conspired to kill him and level a swath of Detroit. Hickok even
    wrote that the film “purporting to show the Blackwells plotting to kill
Lydia Harper” was clearly faked because both Blackwells had told the    Star months earlier that they believed they were being surveilled
    in that part of their house.



    She looked up at Peter, trying to put her fears into words.



    “You’re not dreaming,” he said, sitting beside her and taking her hand. “I
    promise.”



    “But Rosemarie,” she murmured, looking at the woman they’d thought was
    dead.



    “Knitting,” he whispered in her ear. “She knit herself a soft landing.”



    Beatrix stared at him, open mouthed. Rosemarie had never knit anything
    before. How on earth—



    But then, how on earth had she herself teleported to Lydia when it seemed
    as if her sister’s life depended on it?



    Beatrix scrambled off her cot and threw her arms around Rosemarie.



    “Oof. Careful.” Rosemarie patted her on the back. “I’ve got
    bruises on my bruises.”



    “And three broken bones,” Peter said. “Left hip, right knee, left
    shoulder.”



    “Shattered them on the way down,” Rosemarie said matter-of-factly.



    “Sorry—sorry.” Beatrix pulled back gingerly to keep from hurting her. “You’re …
    you’re alive.”



    Rosemarie offered a half-smile, half-grimace. “More or less. My walking
    days, they tell me, are pretty much over. Oh, now,” she added, reaching up
    with her right arm, the one with no broken bones, and wiping away Beatrix’s
    tears, “none of that. I’m all right, really, I promise.”



    “When Peter told me what Morse did …” Beatrix shook her head, throat
    clogged, unable to say more. Instead, she took Rosemarie’s hand and kissed
    it.



    Now Rosemarie’s eyes were welling. “This is a fine how-do-you-do.” She
    sniffled and gave a wavering laugh. “Blubbering about being all right! I
    don’t know what’s come over me.”



    “I love you,” Beatrix whispered. “I love you so
    much, mother of my heart.”



    “I love you, too, my darling girl.” Rosemarie smiled
at her through her tears, taking her hand back to dab at her face. “Well—I can’t lie around here in good conscience when there’s so
    much to do! Help me into the wheelchair, would you?”



    Lydia’s room was two floors down. As they waited for an elevator, Beatrix
    murmured to Peter, “If they just wanted to take out the convention center,
    why did they insist on a five-mile blast radius?”



    He leaned closer. “They were going to detonate it on the other side of the
    border. Morse slipped the stone onto the grounds of a Canadian weapons
    facility.”



    She gaped at him.



    His lips twisted bitterly. “They were planning to claim I gave it to the
    Canadians, who were intending to use it in the U.S. but screwed up a test
    and blew themselves up into the bargain. I take it Draden thought the
    resulting war would go better if the other side had lost most of its
    advanced weaponry.”



    “He would have killed all those people in Detroit!”



    “Yes.”



    “Including top officials from every North and South American country!”



    Peter raised his eyebrows. “Apparently, he saw that as a bonus. He seems to
    have had designs on both continents.”



    “Good God.”



    “Funny, isn’t it,” Rosemarie said as the elevator doors opened and Beatrix
    rolled her in, “how his people kept calling us the subversives.”



    When they reached Lydia’s room, a policeman—possibly the same one she and
    Ella tried to creep past several days earlier—waved them in. Beatrix’s
    heart lurched: Lydia’s face was pale, her eyes closed. Her whole body spoke
    of exhaustion if not pain.



    But then Joan exclaimed, “Beatrix,” and Lydia’s eyes flew open.
    She broke into a beatific smile.



    “Bee! You’re awake!” She got out of bed, slowly, and leaned in for
    a hug that kept her injured torso clear of contact. “I was so afraid this
    whole time. I thought ...”



    “Me too,” Beatrix said, choking up. “How … how are you?”



    “So much better now that you’re safe.”



    Beatrix kissed Lydia’s cheek, still unable to quite believe it. All of them
    were safe. All of them.



    “You realize that now every one of us has been hospitalized within the past
    six months?” Lydia gave a small shake of the head. “I was lying here
    yesterday, wondering how we’d pay the latest bills—”



    “Oh, no,” said Beatrix, who’d been too consumed by other worries in the past week for that one to occur to her.



    “No, no, it’s OK.” Lydia sat down on her bed, grinning. “Wizard Hillier
    told us this morning that the U.S. government agreed to cover it.” She
    paused, cocking her head, eyes widening. “Bee—what are you wearing?”



    Beatrix laughed. Several doctors and nurses she’d passed on the way here
    had worn exactly that scandalized expression as they took in her shirt and
    pants.



    “Rescue attire,” Peter said. He put an arm around her waist and grinned at
    her. “It suits you.”



    “It’s certainly far more comfortable than what I usually wear.”



    “We should get you more outfits like this.”



    Lydia looked horrified. “What?”



    “Don’t tease her,” Beatrix whispered, elbowing him.



    “I’m dead serious,” he murmured back.



    Partly to change the subject but mostly because she owed them a debt of
    gratitude, Beatrix turned to Joan, Dot and Marilyn. “Thank you,” she said,
hugging them in turn. “If you hadn’t been here—thank you, thank you,    thank you.”



    “Happy to do it,” Marilyn said.



    Dot squeezed her hand. “Even happier that you’re back.”



    “When you disappeared from the holding cell—well, we thought the worst,”
    Joan said quietly. “Senator Gray spent all last week pressing the police to
    investigate. That’s how we found Rosemarie, you know. One of the detectives
    told him yesterday that an emergency-room patient in West Virginia was
    claiming to have information about the case, and Gray got her transferred
    here so fast you wouldn’t believe it.”



    “West Virginia?”



    “That’s where she was found. She lay at the bottom of a mountain for more
    than a day before anyone discovered her. It was a while before she was well
    enough to explain her situation, and even then, no one took her seriously
    at first.”



    Beatrix shuddered. She glanced over her shoulder at Rosemarie and was
    reassured to see her poking Peter in the arm, looking thoroughly
    like herself.



    “Where is Senator Gray?” Beatrix asked, turning back to Joan.



    “We convinced him to go home when you both got here last night. He needed
    the rest.”



    Beatrix nodded. She held all sorts of conflicting feelings about the man,
    but he’d certainly come through when they needed him most. She owed him a
    debt of gratitude, too.



    “You must desperately need rest as well,” she said to the women.
    “Why don’t you take Gray’s example? It’s safe to go home now.”



    Dot and Marilyn looked at Joan. Joan bit her lip.



    “What?” Beatrix’s heart sank. “What is it?”



    “Come to the restroom with us,” Joan murmured.



    She followed them into the hall, struck by memories of all her
    previous times going to bathrooms with these women. Of Plan B. What had
    Joan said to her a week ago as Lydia was in surgery? “We’ve kept on
    practicing”?



    She was the last one through the door. She closed it and leaned against it
    as Dot checked the stalls, all empty.



    “Well?” she asked, stomach tying itself into knots.



    “We were afraid you weren’t coming back, you see,” Marilyn said.



    “We had to do something,” Dot said.



    They fell silent. Beatrix, in terrible suspense, said, “What? What did you
    do?”



    Joan leaned in. “We put out a call to come to Washington.”



    Beatrix sucked in a breath as she put two and two together. “You mean you
    called your recruits, and they called their recruits, and …?”



    “Yes, and so on. Just as you originally planned.”



    It was hardly the most salient response, but all Beatrix could think to
    whisper back was, “The Vow didn’t stop you?”



    Joan shook her head. And really—how could Beatrix expect a Vow to be
    predictable, after all her experience to the contrary? It didn’t stop Ella
    from setting off the weapon. Whatever ersatz brain the Vows operated with
    must have considered Plan B more protective of Lydia than no Plan B, even
    though the Vow she made to Peter judged it dangerous for him.



    Joan leaned in even closer. “Also, the recruiting kept going.”



    “How—” Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and tried again. “How many
    women are coming here?”



    “Well, not everyone wanted to show up when push came to shove, which I
    suppose is to be expected, and—”



    “Joan! How many?”



    “Almost a hundred thousand.”



    Oh God. Oh God, oh God. “When are you doing it?” she asked, thinking but
    not adding, is there time to call it off?



    “Tomorrow morning.”



    It was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon. Many of the women were
    probably on their way—or already in the city.



    “Have you told Lydia?” she asked the trio.



    They shook their heads.



    “I have to,” Beatrix said. “And Peter and Rosemarie.”



    “All right. But fair warning,” Joan said, voice soft, expression hard,
    “we’re going ahead with it regardless.”



    She thought of what Joan had said at Lydia’s graduation. Joan, frustrated and wanting more.



    She felt the same way.



   “Lydia and Rosemarie have done a brilliant job,” Joan said, putting a hand on Beatrix’s arm. “It’s just time for some of us to leave the nest. For all their efforts, the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic isn’t really a women’s rights organization.”



    “We’d love it if you’d join us tomorrow,” Dot murmured, “but we understand
    that you probably can’t.”



    Beatrix laughed under her breath. No “probably” about it. “Well,” she said,
    “are you going to tell them with me, or are you getting the heck out of
    here before all hell breaks loose?”



    “I’ll come,” Joan said. To Dot and Marilyn, she added, “Go on, there’s so much still to do.”



    Five minutes later, they squeezed into the small lavatory in Lydia’s room,
    Beatrix and Joan helping Lydia while Peter pushed Rosemarie in her
    wheelchair. He locked the door and switched off the light.



“One, two, three …” Peter whispered in her ear, then called out “scield” as she cast the spell. They repeated the procedure for the
    spell detector. The only hint of white was in the air between them, where
    she’d cast, and Peter flipped the light back on.



    Joan explained. Beatrix watched her sister’s face shift from confusion to
    alarm and then, as Joan said she was going through with it, to anger.
    Rosemarie listened with a frown, eyes narrowed. Peter stood behind Beatrix,
    and she couldn’t bring herself to turn and see the emotions on his face.
    She could certainly imagine them.



    “Joan, think,” Lydia cried. “This will be the end of everything
    we’ve worked for—the utter end, because instead of wizards vs.
    typics, we’ll be back to men vs. women. And we always, always lose
    that fight!”



    “Not this time,” Joan said, unruffled. “We’re about to make an unanswerable
    argument.”



    “I can’t let you do this!”



    “Respectfully, it’s not your call.”



    “You’re in my organization.”



    “I resign. Effective immediately.”



    Lydia gripped her arm. “Please. Please, Joan, I beg of you—reconsider. What
    if you’re wrong?”



    Peter cleared his throat. The women turned to look at him and, chest
    aching, Beatrix followed suit.



    “All things considered,” he said, face impassive, “I think it’s a good
    idea.”



    She stared at him in utter shock. Someone—Lydia?—gasped.



    “Morse—that’s the vice president’s man—discovered that Beatrix can cast.
    He’s aware she’s quite powerful, in fact, and that’s a terrible thing for
    him to know.” Peter swallowed. “When he’s found spellcasting women in the
    past, he’s killed them.”



    “He’s not getting out of these charges,” Lydia said. “He’ll be in jail the
    rest of his life.”



    Peter shook his head. “If you think he won’t be able to get a message to
    other wizards who can do the job for him, you sorely underestimate the
    man.”



    Beatrix’s heart thudded in her ears. She’d been so relieved at their narrow
    escape, she hadn’t considered the possibility that more dangers loomed.



    “You think the way to safeguard her is to have a hundred thousand more
    women identify themselves as magic users,” Rosemarie said. “Safety in
    numbers.”



    Peter nodded. “And because the best way to stop someone from killing to
    keep a secret is to very publicly reveal it.”



    Lydia looked at her, a stricken expression on her face. Then she turned
    back to Peter.



    “If we do this,” she said quietly, “it can’t be undone.”



    He gave a short, sharp laugh. “I know—believe me, I know. I gave it quite a
    bit of thought when I was desperately trying to stop Beatrix from seeing
    this plan through in the first place.” His eyes flicked to hers. He took
    her hand. “It hasn’t escaped my notice that we would have avoided at least
    some of the recent disasters if I’d just let Plan B play out.”



    “There was an equally good chance that Plan B itself would have been the
    disaster,” she admitted. “I shouldn’t have gone about it the way I did. I
    shouldn’t have kept it from you—and Lydia and Rosemarie.”



    “And I shouldn’t have made you tear it apart without offering an
    alternative.” He drew her closer. “Don’t you think we should get some
    benefit from it now?”



    She hesitated, then nodded. “So we’re really doing this?”



    “Of course,” Joan said.



    “Yes,” Rosemarie said firmly.



    Lydia bit her lip. “Will it be enough to keep you safe?”



    “I think so,” Beatrix said. “If I’m there, too, and get it on the record
    what Morse intended to do.”



    “Then—yes,” Lydia whispered.



    “I can say you didn’t know about my magic use, and now that you do, you
    don’t approve of me,” Beatrix added.



    “No.” Lydia took her hand. “That would be a
complete and utter lie.” Her lips flickered into a smile. “But you    will wear a dress, won’t you?”



    . . . . .



    Later, after Miss Hamilton left to prepare and Miss Yamaguchi returned to
    help with the night watch, they sat together around Lydia’s bed, Peter’s
    stomach in knots. The thought of the next seventeen hours filled him with
    paralyzing anxiety. The event tomorrow should immunize Beatrix from
    attempts on her life, but until then …



    “I’m sorry, sir, I can’t let you in,” said the muffled voice of the police
    officer outside Lydia’s room.



    As Peter turned in that direction, the officer added, “No, sir, I’m not
    checking with them. I have my orders: Absolutely no wizards except
    Omnimancer Blackwell.”



    Peter leapt to his feet, leaves in his hand before his brain caught up.
    What exactly could he do? He looked around for Miss Yamaguchi,
    discovered as he did so that Beatrix was no longer sitting next to him and
    turned back to the door just in time to watch her open it.



    His “no” died on his lips as he saw who was standing behind the
    officer. Frederick—Marbella—Draden.



    “It’s all right, Officer,” Beatrix said. “He’s a friend.”



    The policeman looked at Peter, as if this needed confirmation. “Sir?”



    He suppressed a sigh.



    “Yes,” he said. “A friend.”



    Miss Draden gave a start at that. When the officer stepped out of the way,
    she entered the room and cast a wary glance in his direction, avoiding his
    eye. “Omnimancer.”



    Peter made himself hold out a hand—for Beatrix’s sake, but also because
    Miss Draden had given up a comfortable life as her father’s son to save
    them. After what she’d told the Star, there would be no going
    back.



    “Thank you,” he said.



    She shook his hand, opening her mouth as if to say something, then biting
    her lip. To his relief, Rosemarie interceded: “Come sit here so we invalids
    don’t have to crane our necks.”



    Miss Draden pulled a chair toward Lydia’s bed, expression solemn.



    “Wizard Draden,” Peter said, purely for the benefit of any listening
    devices that might have been installed in the room, “may I introduce Lydia
    Harper, Rosemarie Dane and Dorothy Yamaguchi.”



    As he’d informed the women about Miss Draden the previous night, they
    murmured “hello” as if it were perfectly normal that the vice president’s
    son was visiting.



    “How are you?” Miss Draden winced. “Forgive me, Miss Harper and Miss Dane,
    that was an idiotic question.”



    Rosemarie chuckled. “We’re pretty banged up, both of us, but healing. How
    are you?”



    Miss Draden looked at her hands. “Well enough.”



    They sat in silence for a long half-minute, Peter struggling with himself.
    Then he gave in. “Wizard Draden,” he said quietly, “do you know of a safe
    place for Beatrix to spend the night?”



    That was how he found himself, shortly afterward, sitting awkwardly in a
    tiny apartment as Beatrix and Miss Draden caught each other up. Beatrix
    explained that she’d tried to let Miss Draden know that she wouldn’t be
    leaving the test site with her. Miss Draden explained that she’d attempted
    to get back for a day and a half and finally, out of desperation, went to
    the Star.



    He tried not to think about Miss Draden drugging him, screaming at him,
    very nearly killing him. Then Beatrix retreated to the bathroom, leaving
    him alone with his attempted murderer.



    She looked him in the eye for the first time that evening. “I’m going to
    turn myself in. Over Garrett. How long do you think I should wait?”



    He stared at her. “What?”



    “If I do it now, I’ll throw a wrench into the investigation of my father,
    but maybe six months from now …?”



    “Miss Draden—”



    “Knight. Please,” she said, voice cracking, “call me Ella Knight.”



    “Miss Knight,” he amended, “what exactly are you proposing?”



    “I’ll say I got into a drunken fight with Garrett and killed him.”



    “After he went on the run? Presumably staying the heck away from this part
    of the country?”



    “All right, maybe my confession needs work, but the question remains:
    When?”



    “Have you talked to Beatrix about this?”



    “No,” she said, “because I have the feeling she’d tell me not to do it at
    all.”



    He gave a humorless laugh. “You figure I would have no such compunctions.”



    “I almost killed you.” Her words were soft. She glanced down at her hands. “Were the situation reversed, I would feel just as you do.”



    He sighed and rubbed his temples, trying to stave off a headache. He didn’t
    want to have this conversation. Pity for her was creeping up on him against
    his will as he considered her situation—and remembered that she almost
    certainly saved Beatrix’s life twice over.



    “It sounds as if it was your Vow that made you act as you did,” he
    muttered. “Trust me when I say that I know how very hard it is to resist
    that compulsion.”



Miss Knight looked up at that, blinking. “Are you … trying to    absolve me, Omnimancer?”



    “Well …”



    “Beatrix took the same Vow I did. She felt the same compulsion. And she
    managed not to kill anyone. There’s something seriously wrong with me that
    I went along with what the Vow wanted.”



    “Maybe,” he said, “or maybe it’s just that your life experiences allowed
    the Vow to work on you in a way it couldn’t with her.”



    She snorted. “I’m just a poor, traumatized victim, is that it?”



    “No,” he said. “I mean you knew down to your marrow that what Garrett was
    doing was wrong. You knew what I’d done to Beatrix was wrong. The need to
    do something would have felt overwhelming without the Vow, but
    with that added on top …”



    She made no reply for a moment. Then, sounding as if it cost her something to say it, she muttered, “I really misjudged you.”



    That should have felt like a victory. Instead, he felt tired and sad. He
    might have won her over long before, had he talked to her frankly like
    this. Instead, he’d bristled at her jabs and reasonable distrust of him.
    He’d given her few opportunities to change her mind.



    “Look,” she said, eyes welling, “even if I wasn’t fully to blame, even if
    the Vow played a big role, I have to pay for my crimes.”



    “I can’t tell you what to do,” he said. “I’m not even close to impartial.
    But as far as punishment goes, it seems to me that you’re already serving a
    type of life sentence.”



    A tear spilled over and raced down her cheek. Her lips quirked—a brief,
    ironic smile. “This is no good at all, Omnimancer. Who am I going to find
    to be my implacable voice of conscience now?”



    “Try Rosemarie. She didn’t let me get away with anything in grade
    school.”



    Miss Knight looked nearly as surprised to find herself laughing as he felt
    for prompting it. A moment later they were both chortling—helplessly—at the
    flabbergasted look on Beatrix’s face as she walked back into the room.



    “Well,” Miss Knight said, getting to her feet, “on that note, I think I’ll say good night.”



    Beatrix turned to him as soon as her friend dematerialized. He expected
    questions, but instead she kissed him.



    “You’re not going to ask me …?” he said a moment later, gesturing to where
    Miss Knight had been.



    “I don’t need to know the contents of your private conversation.”



    “Well—talk to her later. She needs … She really needs a friend.”



    She kissed him again, pulling them
    both onto the couch this time.



    “If I’d known six months ago that I would have gotten this response just
    for saying one half-decent thing about her …”



    “No,” she said, laughing breathlessly, cheeks flushed, “it’s mostly that I
    couldn’t wait a moment longer to do that. We’re free. We’re alive.”



    “All thanks to a woman who charges into lion’s dens to save her husband.”



    “And a man who pulls rabbits out of hats when all seems lost.”



    “Well, to be fair, it was your magic I was borrowing.”



    She caressed his cheek. “It took great presence of mind to do what you
    did.”



    He smiled down at her. Then she added, “Borrow my magic anytime,” and he
    had to suppress a sigh. Tempting—very tempting. But no. If Project 96
    almost killed him when it drained the magic out of him, how could he be
    sure that tapping hers wouldn’t shorten her life?



    He would never stop missing spellcasting—he knew that. He would hope, until
    it happened or the day he died, that his abilities would somehow
    regenerate.



    But what he had, here and now, felt like more than enough.



    “Beatrix Jane Blackwell,” he murmured, “I will love you until the end of
    time.”



    “Peter William Blackwell,” she said, smiling her wonderful crooked smile,
    shifting in a way that made his nerve endings sing, “I look forward to it.”




    . . . . .



    As soon as Beatrix stepped onto the platform, gripping Peter’s hand, the
hum of the crowd gave way to shouted questions and the    poof-poof-poof of camera flash bulbs.



    “Omnimancer, can you tell us what happened—”



    “—the vice president—”



    “Omnimancer!”



    “—Detroit—”



    “Omnimancer!”



    Joan cleared her throat into the microphone and the din subsided. “Thank
    you for joining us. May I introduce Beatrix Blackwell—please hold your
    questions until she is done speaking.”



    Beatrix could see the furrowed brows of the newsmen. She was not the
    Blackwell they wanted. More than one story that morning had referred to
    Peter rescuing her “like a prince with his sleeping beauty,” and no one,
    not even Hickok, knew what role she’d played.



    The size of the assembled press corps seemed big enough to encompass
    someone from every news organization in the country. Right in front,
    wearing his yellow fedora and acid smirk, stood Roger Rydell. She felt the
    old panic rising like bile until she shifted her gaze to the crowd of women
    behind them, all looking back at her. Women who’d taken risks for months.
    Who’d said “yes, I will.” Who’d come here knowing they could be thrown in
    jail.



    She pressed her hands together, feeling the reassuring metal texture of the
    protection spell on her skin. Then she spoke directly to them.



    She told them about the experiments nine decades earlier that proved women could spellcast. About the plan she set in motion, hoping it would save her sister’s life. About the way it took on a life of its own.



    “You didn’t know any of that when a friend asked if they could trust you
    with a dangerous secret,” Beatrix said. “You’d thought the government was
    telling the truth when it said that only a relative few are capable of
    magic—all of them men. But that was a bald-faced lie. And we can prove it.”



    She took off her hat and held it out with one hand. With her
    other, she gripped leaves.



    “Āhebban!”



    The word rippled through the crowd in a hundred thousand echoes. An instant
    later, a hundred thousand hats floated in midair. A sight to take the
    breath away.



    The opening shot of a revolution.



    She turned and held out her hand to Peter. He stepped forward and took it,
    pressing his shoulder to hers.
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    June 29, 2021


 

FBI: Gossip columnist took money to write ‘hit pieces’



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    An associate of Vice President Draden paid Roger Rydell $50,000 to write a stream of negative stories about Beatrix and Peter Blackwell, the FBI said yesterday as officials charged the gossip columnist with accepting bribes.


 

 


    July 25, 2021


 


‘Witches’ will not face charges



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    The tens of thousands of women who cast spells on the National Mall last
    month will not be prosecuted for illegal magic use, the Abbott administration announced yesterday. But officials would not say whether they will extend to witches the opportunities that, for decades, wizards alone have enjoyed.


 

 


    March 20, 2022


 


Draden gets life in prison



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    Disgraced former vice president James Draden avoided the death penalty yesterday for his role in the scheme to kill President Abbott, other world leaders and untold numbers of Americans in Detroit.  


 

 


    March 29, 2022


 


‘Typic rights’ clears hurdle



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



  Maryland, where the typic-rights movement began, yesterday became the final state needed to approve a constitutional convention to axe the requirement that candidates for national office must be wizards.




The dramatic late-night vote in the Senate turned on a single man: Sen. Mitchell Gray (R-Ellicott Mills), a driving force behind last year’s original measure but not among the sponsors this session. Supporters feared he would abstain. Instead, he voted in favor.



“This is an historic moment,” said Rosemarie Dane, president of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic.


 

 


    November 2, 2023


 


Women eligible for magic training



    By Helen Hickok

Star staff reporter



    Under intense pressure from the National Organization for Witches,
    President Abbott announced yesterday that women will be permitted an
    education in the magical arts — but only to become omnimancers.



    “Many small towns will benefit from the services ladies can be trained to
    provide, with proper oversight from fully qualified wizards, of course,”
    Abbott said.



    Joan Hamilton, president of NOW, said the 1-million-member group “won’t stop fighting until witches are treated as wizards’ equals — which we are.”


 

 


    July 1, 2024


 


The Dish by Ken Hamm



    YES, PROFESSOR: The Omnimancing Academy for Ladies, due to
    open in two months, has had all sorts of trouble recruiting wizard
    teachers. Now it’s announcing a startling appointment: Frederick Knight,
    formerly Draden, son of the jailbird former VP.



    Knight, who took his mother’s maiden name (we broke that news first, as
    you’ll recall), spent the last two years as a virtual recluse. If he
    ventured out in public beyond giving testimony against dear Dad, we can’t
    find evidence of it. This is the same fellow who, not that long before,
    spent every night out on the town.



    The first crop of lady omnimancers-in-training should have a memorable year
    …


 

 


    May 20, 2028


 

The Dish by Ken Hamm



    DR. ‘JULIET’: You might be forgiven for wondering what
    happened to Beatrix Blackwell, the typic-rights activist who seemed to be
    on the front pages every day a few years back. What’s she been doing
    lately? Earning a PhD, of all things. We hear she’s the first
    graduate of her ladies’ college with a doctorate in medical research.



    As you’ll recall unless you spent the early 2020s under a rock, she and her
    husband, Peter Blackwell, were dubbed the “Romeo and Juliet of Washington”
    because he was a wizard. (He isn’t in the past tense, but his wizardry is —
    and if you missed that, you really have been out of circulation.)



    So what’s he doing now? After some hush-hush stuff on weapons
    defense, he founded a laboratory a few years back with several big
    donations. His focus: medical research. Planning to hire the little lady,
    Romeo?



    . . . . .



    “You’re too late. We gave away your seats.”



    Martinelli, in their usual booth in the back, slung his arm around Will Clark. Beatrix broke into a grin at their identically mischievous expressions and turned to see Anna Clark, on the other side of the table, whispering something to Mae.



    “Yes, he’s completely impossible,” Mae said. “As I remind him
    regularly.”



    Martinelli said in an exaggerated stage whisper to Will, “I take it as a
    compliment.” Will giggled.



    “Well, let’s go,” Anna said, rising and holding out a hand to her youngest brother.
    “You’ve got homework waiting, and so have I.”



    “Oh … Uncle Tim, do I have to?”



    “Go on, Will-a-bill,” Martinelli said, tousling his hair. “I’ll see you
    tomorrow.”



    “I got an ‘A,’” Anna whispered to Beatrix, eyes bright.



    “I knew you would!”



    “It’s finally making sense. Thank you.”



    Beatrix smiled at her, hardly able to believe that Anna was now an inch
    taller than she was and studying trigonometry. Or that Will, the baby she
    helped deliver, turned eight last week.



    “Bye!” the kids chorused as they trundled off, hand in hand.



    “Remind your parents—dinner tomorrow,” Beatrix called after them.



    “Quick, sit,” Peter said, “before that reprobate gives our seats away to
    someone else.”



    Martinelli waggled his eyebrows. “Don’t think I won’t.”



    Peter slipped into the booth next to his friend, elbowing him. Beatrix slid
    beside Mae. “How’s the—”



    “Omnimancer! Omnimancer!”



    All four of them turned to look at the source of the interruption, age
    six-and-a-half.



    “Which one?” Martinelli asked the boy.



    “Omnimancer Mae,” Eddy Gray clarified, looking at her with a trembling lip.



    “No one ever wants me,” Martinelli said, sotto voce.
    (This was patently untrue. Peter rolled his eyes and she stifled a laugh.)



    “What is it, Eddy?” Mae asked sympathetically.



    “I was supposed to be watching Andy but he got away from me and climbed all
    the way to the top of the really big tree up the street and his
foot got stuck and he can’t get down and he’s crying but he said not to    say he’s crying and—”



    “I’ll be right back,” Mae told them, and Beatrix hastened to let her out.



    “Want a hand?” Martinelli asked.



    She shook her head, smiling. As she strode out with Eddy, she called over
    her shoulder: “Next one’s all yours, dearheart.”



    “She’s really good at this,” Beatrix murmured, both because it was
    true and because she liked the effect it always had on Martinelli. He
    beamed and launched into the latest story of his wife’s omnimancing
    prowess, this time involving a basement stairwell and Mayor Croft’s trick
    knee.



    “And she cast the spell so fast she cushioned his fall!” Martinelli shook
    his head fondly. “Whole thing happened before I’d even gotten a leaf out of
    my pocket. Hate to think of the consequences if she hadn’t been there.
    Oh—before I forget, take a gander at this. I’m hoping it’ll do something
    about the damn potato bugs—the usual spells just aren’t that effective.”



    Peter caught Beatrix’s eye. He was wearing an irresistible smile, and she
    knew just what he was thinking. There was something hilarious (and
    wonderful) about this man, who once couldn’t fathom why anyone would want
    to omnimance, taking such joy in doing it. Peter turned the piece of paper
    Martinelli proffered so she could look at it, too, but as it was a series
    of spellwords rather than a brew, he had the far higher likelihood of
    success.



    “That’s intriguing,” he murmured. “How are you testing it?”



    “Well, that’s the thing—I don’t want to try it on someone’s farm and find
    out it ruins the soil or something, so I’m rigging up a potato-bug
    terrarium …”



    The current and former omnimancers of Ellicott Mills talked shop with their
    mouths full and their heads together, one with a thinning silver queue and
    the other with short hair the color of dark chocolate. She watched
    them as she ate her sandwich, mind wandering to her own project until the
    phrase “human trials” brought her back.



    “Sorry?” she said.



    “You’re ready?” Martinelli asked. “You’re starting them?”



    “Well—ready to start recruiting,” she said. “That could take a while.”



   Peter grinned at Martinelli. “Joan offered to help. Ask her about her strategy at dinner tomorrow, and you’ll see why I’m not worried.”



   “Congratulations! You must be so excited,” Martinelli said to Beatrix, then raised his eyebrows as she groaned. “What? Wrong thing to say?”



    Peter aimed a knowing look at her. “She’s the sort of researcher who
    absolutely hates to count her eggs before they hatch.”



    “Or more to the point,” she murmured, “before I know how many in the latest
    round avoided fertilization.”



    Both men laughed, Peter quietly, Martinelli noisily.



    “Um, pardon me ... Omnimancer?”



    The man standing awkwardly before their table, it transpired, had driven
    from the farthest reaches of the Martinellis’ tri-county territory. His
    wife was waiting in the car with their toddler, who had a bad case of the
    croup their doctor said would require a witch or wizard’s intervention.



    “Go on,” Peter said, sliding out of the booth to make way for Martinelli.
    “Remember, dinner at our place tomorrow.”



    “Knight coming this time?” Martinelli asked as he got out. “And Hillier?”



    “Yes, both of them,” Beatrix called after him as he hurried off.



    Peter sat down, this time on her side of the table.



    “Do you still miss it?” she asked softly. “Omnimancing?”



    “Yes,” he said. “But also, bluntly, no. Behold: I will finish my sandwich
    and … no one will interrupt. No matter how slowly I eat.”



    She snorted. “A wondrous feat indeed.”



    “Just to be absolutely clear,” he said after he swallowed his very slowly
    eaten bite. “What we’re doing now—I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Not a
    single thing.”



    He didn’t have to say “not even for magic.” She knew that was what he
    meant. Heart full, she leaned in and kissed him.



    “Mm, Dr. Blackwell,” he said against her cheek, “someone might see.”



    “Well then, other Dr. Blackwell, hurry up and finish your dinner so we can
    go somewhere more private.”



    His chest twitched in silent laughter. “That’s what I want everyone to call
    me. ‘Other Dr. Blackwell.’”



    “Sorry about that!” Mae bustled back, looking cheerful, cheeks rosy from
    the cold. “Oh, did Tim get called off?”



    “Case of the croup,” Beatrix said.



    Peter pushed Mae’s plate to the other side of the table. “Eat while you
    can. Andy OK?”



    “Oh, yes. I delivered him to his mother before he could get into any more
    scrapes.” She shook her head and lowered her voice. “I don’t know what it
    is, but I seem to rub Mrs. Gray the wrong way.”



    “Probably because you married a wizard,” Peter said in a biting undertone.
    “That was, at one point, her dearest ambition.”



    He’d never forgiven Lillian Gray, née Sederey, for luring him out
    of the house at Garrett’s request. Beatrix wasn’t fond of Mrs. Gray
    herself. But she suspected there was a deeper explanation for any tension
    between the woman and the town’s female omnimancer.



    “I think she might have quite enjoyed being a witch, had that option been
    available to her,” she murmured. “But by the time it was legal, she’d
    married a man who …”



    She trailed off as she realized that man was walking toward
    them.



    “I’m sorry to interrupt, but three people just flagged me down to tell me
    about Andy,” Senator Gray said. “Thank you, Mrs. Martinelli. I’m grateful.
    He’s … well, he’s giving his mother fits.”



    He looked tired—dispirited. Beatrix wondered how his vision of an
    appropriate marriage was working out for him.



    But that was an unkind thought.



    “Andy will be in school this September, won’t he?” she said. “That should
    help. Mrs. Gray will finally have some time to herself.”



    “Yes. I suppose so.”



    “You could ask her what she’d like to do next,” she
    said gently.



    “Perhaps.” He hesitated. “How is your sister? … Well, I
    hope?”



    “Very much so, thank you.” She almost left it at that but couldn’t help adding, “She
    loves the work she’s doing.”



    He nodded. No one said anything for a few seconds. “And Miss Dane?” he asked. “Is she well?”



    “Yes.” Beatrix smiled, thinking of Rosemarie’s retort the other day when they’d suggested she cut back and get some well-deserved rest. There’s so much still to do, and I intend to do it. “She’s as well as ever.”



“I’m glad to hear it,” Gray said. “Thank you again, Omnimancer,” he added to Mae, this time using her proper title. “Good night.”



    Mae watched him go with curiosity plain on her face. But when she turned
    back to them, she changed the subject. “Anything new with your little
    baddies, Peter?”



    “The killer bacteria?” He shrugged. “Oh, you know. The usual slog.”



    “Come on, now, tell her about the research you uncovered,” Beatrix said.
    “Really promising stuff,” she added to Mae.



    “Now who’s counting eggs before they hatch?” he teased.



    She poked him.



    “All right, it does look interesting,” he said. “It’s old—from about a
    hundred years ago—and it suggests a wholly new route to try.”



    “Mold,” Beatrix said.



    Mae laughed. “Mold? Fight one health threat with another?”



    “It actually makes sense,” Peter said. “Worth a try.”



    Beatrix leaned in, tapping the table. “Five dollars says he’ll get his
    medicine on the market before I do.”



    “Hah! She’s about to start human trials. Don’t take that bet, Mae.”



    “Human trials? Washington said yes?”



   Beatrix snorted. Oh, if only. “No. We’re going to do them in Canada. Even if it works perfectly, there’s not a single U.S. state that would let women buy the results.”



    Mae swallowed the last bite of her dinner and cocked her head. “You’ll just
    have to change the world again, won’t you?”



    “Omnimancer! Omnimancer!”



    They turned, chuckling at the sight of Martinelli bouncing on the balls of
    his feet.



    “Croup all sorted out?” Peter asked.



    “I think so, but I’d like to have them stay the night. Just to make sure
    all is still well tomorrow morning.”



    “Are they willing?” Mae said.



    “Haven’t asked yet. Wanted to check with you before I started flagrantly
    offering one of our empty bedrooms.”



    “Ridiculous man,” she said with a fond smile. “As if you really thought I
    might say no! But we’d better round up some sheets and toiletries …” She
    stood, looking apologetically at Beatrix and Peter. “I promise 
    tomorrow’s dinner will be better.”



    “Because no one will know where we are,” Martinelli whispered.



    They hurried off together, their identical sun-yellow coats swirling behind
    them.



    Peter shook his head, clearly amused. “If he thinks no one will guess to look for
    them at our place, he’s sadly mistaken.” He glanced at her and his grin
    faded. “What’s wrong?”



    “Oh—nothing.”



    He raised an eyebrow.



    “I was just thinking about what Mae said, that’s all,” she clarified. “It’s
    going to be a huge fight.”



    “Five dollars says you’ll win.”



    She shifted closer. “Peter—are you sure you want to give up the quiet life
    all over again? My God, the headlines.”



    The smile that spread over his face could not be fairly described as
    anything but wicked. He leaned in, slowly, and whispered in her ear: “Why,
    Dr. Blackwell, are you picturing questions about how we’ve managed to
    remain childless all this time?”



    “Uh …” she said, distracted by his left hand ghosting up her thigh, the
    fabric of her slacks feeling exceptionally thin.



    He trailed the fingers of his other hand down her jaw. “Questions about
    what exactly we’re doing in bed? Or the bath? Or on a convenient table?”



    Swallowing over a suddenly dry throat, she
    murmured, “And what would you say?”



    “Oh, I could be very”—he shifted closer, lips almost but not quite touching
    hers—“eloquent on the subject.”



    “Home,” she gasped. “Now.”



    They scrambled out of the booth so fast, they almost fell. Laughing, breathless, they rushed from the diner, calling out a
    good-bye to Mr. Reed on the way, and raced each other across Main Street in
    the dark. She was almost to their rowhouse when he caught her hand and
    pulled her around, reminding her so much of another time—dreamside, years
    ago—that for an instant she was back in that fraught moment before he
    kissed her and her life took an irrevocable turn.



    “Look, for the record—since you were trying to have a serious
    conversation—I think you of all people deserve a quiet life,” he said,
    bringing her back to the present. On the sidewalk under a lamppost. Snow
    dusting his hair. His hand warm in hers. “You’re not obligated to change
    the world twice. Someone else can get off their rear and do it.”



    She laughed under her breath.



    “But if you want to,” he said, lips again twisting into that smile
    that never failed to make her want to kiss him, “we both know you’ll succeed.”



 

 

The end
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    Excerpt: The Opposite of Magic


 

 

Chapter One

The Intruder

 

 


    All Emily did was hit send on an email, but every pixel on the screen wobbled and came to rest off-kilter.
    The computer was cursed. Either that or she was, and all things
    considered, she hoped it was the PC. It refused to restart, so she dialed
    tech support—three times in one day, a personal record—and punched in her
    ID.



    When Alexander Hartgrave stomped into her sort-of office fifteen minutes
    later, she had to bite her lip to keep from laughing at his expression.



    “You’re a menace,” he said, scowl deepening.



    “I’m telling you, it’s not my fault.”



    He crossed his arms. “It most certainly is.”



    “Just replace the thing—”



    “Dr. Daggett, the day you get another computer to torture is a day I’m no
    longer working here.”



    A much-anticipated day.



    “Get back,” Hartgrave said, like a threat, and put a protective arm around
    her PC tower. He glared at the screen. Then he tapped three keys, and the
    reboot window that wouldn’t appear for her popped up for him as if nothing
    were wrong. He clicked “restart.” It worked.



    No one could make her feel idiotic the way he could. Of all the bad things
    about her job, the many, many bad things, he was—well, not really
    the worst. Just the most aggravating.



    He glanced at her. “I don’t suppose you could stay off the computer for a
    while and give me a break? Read more books about lies and fairytales,
    perhaps?”



    He wasn’t the first person to dismiss her specialty, but all the others
    were fellow academics. It seemed more insulting, somehow, coming from the
    college’s help-desk guy.



    Emily spat out the “you” part of a rude comeback before thinking
    better of it. In her best lecture voice, she added, “can learn a lot about
    a society through its mythology and magical belief system.”



    His lips twitched. “And you can save me considerable trouble by staying off
    the computer. Win-win.”



    His cell phone chimed. Next victim calling in. Out he went, shaved-bald
    head gleaming in the fluorescent light, black duster flaring out behind
    him.



    “Vulture,” she muttered.



    Bernie Ballantine, the only other person with a basement office in Ashburn
    College’s humanities building, cleared his throat in a way that suggested a
    covered-up laugh.



    “Switch computers with me and see how amusing you find it,” she called
    across the corridor.



    Bernie gave up the battle and chortled. “I don’t think that would help.”



    Emily minded it far less coming from Bernie, who liked her, than from
    Hartgrave, who did not. She grabbed a book about the history of the Faust
    legend (or lie, depending on your point of view) and walked over to spend
    her technology time-out on the English professor’s couch.



    Bernie shook a finger at her. “Don’t settle in—it’s getting late. And it’s
    supposed to snow tonight, you know. You don’t want to get stuck here all
    weekend.”



    “I won’t read for long.”



    He gave her a look that said he had her number. Emily Daggett,
    near-friendless workaholic.



    “Some of us don’t have tenure,” she said in her defense. “Publish or
    perish, etc. etc.”



    “Take a break tonight, publish tomorrow. Tag along, if you like Mexican.”



    Perhaps Bernie couldn’t remember his pre-tenure days, a quarter-century
    ago, but she had exactly five dollars in her wallet and not much more in
    her bank account. (If she was lucky, she’d pay her student loans off a few
    days before retirement.) She shook her head.



    He rolled his eyes and shrugged on his coat. “All right, but don’t stay
    long. I mean it,” he added, then undid what little solemnity he’d
    managed by doffing his beat-up cowboy hat and putting on a neon-yellow fez,
    the second most absurd of his vast collection.



    She laughed. His hats never failed to improve her mood. “See you Monday.”



    Emily waited until the stairwell door thudded behind him, then ran along
    the corridor and shut off the overhead lights, leaving only the glow from
    his office lamp. There. That was the way to read about a scholar
    seduced by the devil.



    When she’d first stepped into this crazy basement, with its maze of stone
    corridors and not a single room (none!), she’d despaired. A history
    department broom closet would have been more office-like than what she had.
    Because what she had was office furniture plopped into part of a corridor
    just shy of where it connected—without a door, of course—to the main
    passageway. Why the college had ever built such a basement beat her.



    But what the heck: It looked like something out of a Gothic fantasy,
    complete with archways. Her middle-school self would have been thrilled.
    And sitting here, with her back to Bernie’s computer and telephone, she
    could easily imagine she’d been transported to a place where people put
    more faith in magic than technology. Especially with Bernie’s gargoyle
    statue crouching in her line of sight. (Her co-worker had asked to
    be put down here.)



    She didn’t mean to stay long—just another hour or two—but the book was
    interesting and Bernie’s couch was comfortable. So very comfortable. 
    She ended up fast asleep, dreaming of a bald devil in a black duster
    offering her anything, anything, in exchange for her soul. She was eleven,
    bouncing on her toes, the answer falling from her lips without a second
    thought.



    Magic. I want to do magic. And go on an adventure.



    He sneered. Wouldn’t you rather have a working computer?



    She woke with a start, thinking the indignity of dreaming about
    Hartgrave had snapped her out of it. But no. A sound—the stairwell door.
    Footsteps coming her way. Someone else was in the basement.



    Bernie? Surely not, considering his strict out-by-five regimen. And not the
    cleaning staff, in at seven on Mondays. Why would anyone be here
    at whatever-the-heck-o’clock on a Friday night?



    She bolted upright. Her book clattered to the floor. The footfalls paused.



    Emily took a single second to consider whether she should keep standing
    there, perhaps with a wave and a smile. She scurried behind the couch
    instead.



    The next moment a beam of light cut into the office. The man—the tread
    sounded too heavy to be a woman’s—approached her hiding place, his feet
    just visible through the gap under the couch. He stood there for a moment
    before bending down, a dark shape that sent her heartbeat from rapid to
    light speed.



    Then he picked up the book, dropped it on the couch with a muffled thump,
    switched off Bernie’s lamp and strode out, heading down the main
    hallway—further into the basement.



    She gulped air, simultaneously twenty-six years old and eleven.
    The rational, adult part of her said that was close. A smaller but
    surprisingly loud part let out a whoop and insisted on more.



    Well—perhaps it was the overflow quantities of adrenaline talking, but she
    didn’t see an absolute need to stay behind the couch, not with the intruder
    heading away from the door. She could tiptoe out. Perhaps call campus security on the way home. Practically an adventure.



    She edged around the couch, listening for but no longer hearing the man.
    With a whisper of rubber soles, she made it to the archway marking the end
    of Bernie’s office and hung a left toward the stairwell door, using the
    exit light as a beacon.



    The door opened with hardly a noise. She crept up the stairs and immediately located a campus telephone, but then it struck her what sort of conversation she’d end up having:



    
        Come quickly, there’s someone in the humanities basement! ... Well, I
        don’t know what he’s doing exactly, but it’s very odd that anyone would
        go down there at eleven-thirty at night. ... What was I doing down
        there at eleven-thirty at night? Um—sleeping. Hello? Hello?
    



    Rarely had anything gone better than she’d imagined. She shook her head and turned to head home.



    But the stairwell door caught her eye, and she couldn’t look away.



    It was a mystery why anyone would go wandering around the basement. In the
    dark, no less, and without any of the drunken stumbling of a student on a
    dare. An utter mystery.



    Five feet to the right stood the exit—the way home, the sensible choice.
    The other door promised danger and excitement and answers.



    She walked past the exit, opened the stairwell door and strode down the
    steps. She was officially crazy. Either that or officially eleven. Even
    Bernie’s “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here” sign on the door at the
    bottom of the stairwell, put up to cut down on office visits, wasn’t a
    sufficient deterrent.



    Dead silence met her in the basement. She flipped on the overhead lights,
    expecting a giveaway sound like scuffling feet. But nothing broke the
    tomblike hush of the place—advantage, intruder. Perhaps she’d better have
    something she could use as a weapon. She rummaged in her desk drawers,
    settled on a three-hole punch (at least it sounded vaguely threatening) and set
    off.



    If turning the basement into offices was the architectural equivalent of
    swimming upstream, using it for intrigue meant being swept along for the
    ride. Dark corners, indistinct and menacing shadows—she could feel the
    rat-tat-tatting of her heart in every part of her body.



    But corridor after corridor proved empty, not counting the ones crammed
    full of boxed-up old paperwork. She picked her way around the entire level
    and found nobody. The basement had only the one way out—he couldn’t have
    slipped away without her hearing him, could he?



    She set off on another circuit, but the thrill was largely gone. Halfway
    around, she stopped to rest her forehead on the wall, contemplating hitting
    one against the other. Was she so starved for excitement that she would go
    haring off on pseudo-adventures at the first opportunity? Time to rethink
    her life. Past time, certainly, to go home.



    She stepped back—and gasped. She hadn’t leaned against a wall. It
    was a door.



    Only the doorknob set it apart from the wall, and even that was virtually
    invisible thanks to the dim light. Did anyone else know about this? Was the
    invader just beyond this door?



    She hesitated. It might not be safe to go in. And if anything happened to
    her, no one would have any idea where she’d gone. Not even Bernie.



    Bernie.



    Of course—of course it was him. Didn’t he poke and prod to get her
    out of the building that afternoon? Didn’t he make a point of saying on her
    first day that the corridors went nowhere?



    What in blue blazes was he doing?



    The doorknob was warm to the touch, smooth as glass, tingling under her
    fingers like mild static electricity—and locked.



    “Oh, come on,” she muttered, yanking on it. To vent, not because she
    thought that would work. But it did. She tumbled onto her backside,
    stunned, as the door burst open.



    Inside, a cavernous room. Inside the room, a man—Bernie?—wearing a cowboy
    hat.



    And hovering at least fifteen feet above the floor.



    He was too far away to see properly, but she could hardly miss the way he
    recoiled as the door cracked against the wall. He hung in the air for
perhaps a half-second more—just long enough for her to gasp, “Magic!”—and then dropped like a stone, disappearing from view
    behind a large table at the center of the room. His body made a sickening
    thud as he hit the floor.



    Emily scrambled to her feet and dashed in, jettisoning the three-hole punch
    as she went. Her heart clenched when she found him lying motionless on his
    stomach, outstretched arms obscuring his face. The rest of his head was
    covered by his coat collar and the dark cowboy hat, which had landed only
    slightly askew.



    “Bernie?” This came out half an octave higher than normal, wavery and
    fearful. Oh God, it was all her fault. “Are you—are you all right?”



    The words echoed in the otherwise silent room.



    “Be alive, be alive,” she pleaded, pulling his coat back to feel for a
    pulse.



    She just had time to register the lack of salt-and-pepper hair on the nape
    beneath—the lack of any hair at all—when the man knocked her feet out from
    under her with one swift kick.
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