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    Chapter One




    Beatrix pulled into an empty space on Cathedral Street and stared at the
    ornate apartment building across the road, a rush of adrenaline making it
    shimmer for an instant like a Gothic mirage.



    Ella—friend, confidante, co-conspirator—shifted in the seat beside her.
    “Ready?”



    If they were caught in the midst of what they came here to do, they’d be
    thrown in prison. If they’d miscalculated about the woman waiting for them
    in that building, prison. If this went well but a later step tripped them
    up—prison.



    She would never be ready. But she had to do this. Assuming, of course, that
    the magically binding Vows she’d taken didn’t stop her.



    “Let’s go,” she said.



    She jumped out of her car, the old door groaning with complaint, and held
    up her skirt as she walked through the slush on the street, focusing on
    her intentions so there would be no mistake. As Ella caught up with her,
    Beatrix waited for the warning signs—for the taste of pomegranate in her
    throat, for her body to stop obeying her.



    Peter’s words came back to her, charged with anger and distress:
    
        You can’t do it. You Vowed to cause me no harm. You Vowed to cause your
        sister no harm.
    



    What she now planned was far more daring than what he’d been arguing
    against. But she made it through the revolving door without incident. She
    pushed the elevator button and rode with Ella to the tenth floor, nothing
    forcing her to retreat.



    This was the right thing to do. This could save her sister’s life.



    Or go terribly wrong. She paused on the welcome mat at Apartment 1012,
    heart racing.



    “You’re certain?” she said.



    Ella gave one of her irrepressible grins. “Absolutely.”



    Beatrix wished she had Ella’s confidence. She thought of her sister and
    knocked on the door.



    “Once more unto the breach,” she murmured.



    The lock turned and the door opened, revealing Joan Hamilton, president of
    the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic, Baltimore chapter. Tall,
    fashionable, razor-sharp valedictorian of her class at Hazelhurst College.



    “Hello,” she said, pressing an errant pin into deep-brown hair. “Oh—I
    thought Lydia was coming, too.”



    Lydia, Beatrix’s sister, had no idea what they were doing. Lydia and
    strategist Rosemarie Dane were meeting with Schoen’s Sugar union leaders
    downtown to convince them to bring the rank-and-file to her planned march
    on Washington in June—she wanted both sexes there in substantial numbers.
    After that, they had two meetings in walking distance with Baltimore
    legislators in preparation for the impending session. Beatrix wasn’t on the
    hook to pick them up for hours.



    How her sister would react if she did know what they were up to
    was a question Beatrix tried not to dwell on.



    “She couldn’t make it,” Ella said breezily.



    Joan’s lips twitched. “Well—I’m sure the three of us can manage. Come on
    in. Tea?”



    Beatrix sat on Joan’s couch—a Béfort like the one in her own sitting room,
    except new and immaculate—and wished there were a spell for reading minds.



    Joan seemed an ideal first choice for their underground effort.
    She was one of the few local leaders in the organization who lived
    absolutely alone—not with parents, not with a husband, not in a boarding
    house or on campus. She had none of the financial problems that pressed
    their treasurer to turn spy. She’d helped Lydia from the very beginning,
    when Lydia was just a freshman at Hazelhurst. And something about her wry
    smile implied she wasn’t easily shocked.



    But none of that guaranteed she wouldn’t be horrified by what they wanted to do.



    “Were you able to get January fifteenth off?” Ella asked.



    That was the day the General Assembly convened. Lydia wanted to meet with
    legislators—again.



    Joan let out a sigh that fully communicated her answer before she gave it.
“No. I’m sorry—I did try. ‘Oh, no, Miss Hamilton, I couldn’t possibly do without you. Who would take my notes and fetch my
    coffee?’”



    Ella tsked.



    Beatrix licked dry lips. “What about the promotion? Have you heard anything
    new?”



    “An outside hire got the job. No college degree, six months less experience
    than I have. And yes,” Joan said, a sardonic edge creeping in, “a man.
    Imagine that.”



    “I’m sorry,” Beatrix said, sympathy warring with calculation. Did this make
    it more likely Joan would agree to commit multiple felonies for Lydia and
    women’s rights?



    “They just can’t see past my sex. Or my race,” Joan added. “Either way, my job’s an
    intentional dead end. Tell the college graduate that ‘secretary’ is just
    the first step, keep her there until one of the men in the office marries
    her, then repeat with the next naïve young thing hoping to make something
    of herself.”



    All three of them sighed in unison.

“Do you ever wish sometimes that you could just skip ahead to the future?” Joan said. “You know, to live in an era where we’re treated like real people?”



    Beatrix glanced at Ella, who gave her a pointed look as she said, “Three
    dozen times a day at minimum.”



    Beatrix swallowed, testing for pomegranate, a part of her hoping for it.
    Her throat was clear. Hands shaking, she said, “Could you show me to your
    powder room so I can … freshen up?”



    “Me too,” Ella said, patting her hair. “I’m worried my braid is
    coming undone.”



    Joan’s brow furrowed at this uncharacteristic concern about appearances,
    but she gestured behind her. “It’s just down the—”



    “Do show us,” Ella said, putting out a hand to help Joan up.



    Joan opened her mouth, apparently thought better of whatever she’d been
    about to say and got to her feet.



    They made an odd little parade, all of their dresses swish-swishing against
    their ankles in the sudden quiet. It seemed almost unnecessary to put a
    finger to her lips once they got into the bathroom and closed the door, but
    she did it anyway. Then she and Ella ran their hands across every nook in
    the small space, checking for invisible devices that might be listening,
    filming, spying.



    Joan watched, asking no questions. A quick study. A good choice.



    Beatrix hoped.



    “Seems clean,” Ella murmured.



    Joan wrapped her arms around herself. Voice equally low, she said, “You
    think I’ve been bugged? I thought they only tapped your phone—”



    “As far as we know. It’s not likely you have bugs, but we couldn’t take
    that chance.” Beatrix dipped her hands into her pockets, feeling the
    smooth, reassuring solidity of the demarcation stones there. Then she
    stepped closer to Joan and whispered, “What’s your opinion of magic?”



    Joan gave a strained, disbelieving laugh. “What?”



    “What bothers you—wizards, magic or both?”



    Though the woman still looked nonplussed, her answer was prompt. “Just
    wizards. The ones keeping typics, and us especially, from having equal rights, I mean.”



    Beatrix nodded. She’d expected as much, but she’d never specifically asked,
    and plenty who belonged to the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic
    believed in the original mission of the group—before her sister took charge
    and changed it to ending wizards’ stranglehold on the government.



    “Well?” Joan whispered.



    “There’s something we want to tell you,” Beatrix said, the thud of her
    heart loud in her ears. “It’s serious, it’s dangerous, and if you
    agree to hear it, you must promise to keep it a secret.”



    Ella, standing just as close on Joan’s other side, added, “Absolutely,
    swear-to-die promise.”



    Joan stared at them, eyes very wide.



    “It’s all right to say no,” Beatrix murmured. “This is about women’s
    rights, in a manner of speaking, but not the League.”



    “It’s about magic, isn’t it?” Joan’s voice wavered with some strong
    emotion. “You wanted to know what I thought about it. That’s it, right?”



    Beatrix forced her voice into something resembling calm and said, “You
    would need to promise before we could explain.”



    “I promise. I swear I will keep this secret. Tell me.”



    Abruptly, second thoughts
    rose from the acid in her stomach, wended up her esophagus and gathered
    like a choking vapor—no hint of pomegranate—in the back of her throat. What was she doing? They needed to stop right now. They needed to
    get out.



    Joan put a hand on her arm. “Can women do magic?”



    Too late.



    Gulping air, Beatrix took out the demarcation stones, two in one palm, two
    in the other, and laid them in each corner of the bathroom. Joan stared at
    these lesser-known symbols of magic use, evidently confused. Then she
    looked up to see Ella assuming a spellcasting position with a pair of oak
    leaves in hand—magically preserved, as green as the day they were picked—and sucked in a breath.



    “Lang rēad lēoht,” Ella said. The leaves puffed to vapor in her
    hand.



    Red light washed over the bathroom and everything in it. No spots of white
    appeared—no spells were cast here before, at least not recently. That, at
    least, was a relief.



    Joan sagged against the sink. “Oh my God. Oh my God.” She pressed her hands
    over her eyes. “Oh my God.”



    Ella reversed the spell, soundproofed the bathroom and returned the stones
    to Beatrix. Only then did Joan manage another word.



    “How many—how many women are doing magic?”



    “Just three that we know of,” Beatrix said. “The two of us and
    Rosemarie—not Lydia.”



    “We’re protecting her,” Ella said. “The wizards are trying to kill her.”



    “What?” Joan jerked forward, eyes on Beatrix. “What do you mean?”



    Beatrix couldn’t answer. Her lungs burned. She tried not to listen as Ella
    explained, but the memory of that night surged at her anyway. The massive
    crane arm cracking, falling, her sister directly below. Her own horror as
    she watched, helpless, from hundreds of feet away. Teleporting there
    without having any idea how and pushing Lydia out of the way.



    She’d expected more attempts. They all had. But more than two months had passed
    since Lydia barely escaped death, right after winning the election for
    national president of the League. Two months. What were the wizards
    planning?



    Every morning, Beatrix woke more on edge than before. Every morning, she
    thought: This could be the day. If she didn’t do
    something, she would be driven insane by degrees.



    The room went silent. Ella had finished.



    Joan straightened to her full height. “So you want me to
    help protect Lydia.”



    “It would be excellent to have another person who could,” Ella said, “but
    that’s not why we’re telling you.”



    “We want to teach you magic,” Beatrix said, leaning in, keeping her voice
down, “and have you teach other women. Then those women would teach    more women ad infinitum. Joan—we want to start an underground
    movement.”



    “Oh,” Joan said, very quietly.



    Ella stepped closer, the three of them forming a tight triangle. “Nearly
    every woman can do magic, or at least that’s the conclusion the wizards
    reached in tests decades ago. If we make it so tens of thousands of women
    actually are doing magic—”



    “My God, that would change everything,” Joan said, almost to herself. She
    looked at them, eyes widening. “We could run for Congress.”



    Beatrix nodded. “The Twenty-Fifth Amendment says magic users, not
    wizards—‘only magic users may be elected to national office.’ We could kick
    the wizards out whether it’s repealed or not.”



    Joan considered her. “You don’t think Lydia will succeed?”



    “She’s put herself in danger. Terrible danger.” Beatrix closed her eyes for
    a second and got herself under control. “This is Plan B—give the magiocracy
    a far bigger problem to contend with so they stop focusing on her
    altogether.”



    “Ah,” Joan said, nodding.



    “But you must understand, what we’re proposing is highly illegal,” Beatrix
    murmured. “Even attempting to cast spells, if you’re not a wizard, is a
    felony. So is teaching magic to anyone who isn’t selected for one of the
    wizardry academies. I don’t think they’d arrest many thousands of women
    stepping forward at once, but a handful operating in secret? No question.”



    Joan winced.



    “We won’t think any less of you if you decide the risk is too high,”
    Beatrix added.



    Joan glanced at Ella, then back at her. “Could you … give me a moment?”



    They did. Beatrix sat on the edge of Joan’s couch, waiting, unable to talk
    to Ella for fear of bugs, trying to ignore the thought jittering in her
    head: What have you done.



    The idea seemed so good in the safety of her house. Yes, we must, Ella had
    said, all strategy and enthusiasm. But they could end up undermining all of
    Lydia’s hard work. They might even irrevocably harm her, never mind the Vow
    they’d both taken. For all its implacable force when it kicked in, how
    could it predict the future?



    And Peter. Her employer, teacher, unasked-for lover. The only wizard in
    Ellicott Mills. Whom else would the feds blame if she were found out, but
    him?



    She felt … She grasped about for how, exactly, and came up with the feeling
    of being him, in one of their disconcerting linked dreams, as his
    life spiraled out of control in Washington and he made the fateful decision
    to come home to Ellicott Mills.



    “Calm down,” Ella muttered. “You’re going to damage the couch cushions.”



    Beatrix hadn’t even noticed she’d grasped them with both hands.



   Ella scooted closer. “This isn’t like you. Even the night Lydia was elected and—well, even that night, you were a lot more composed than the rest of us.”



    She hadn’t felt like it. But she supposed she normally managed to keep her
    internal gyrations to herself. Except now she couldn’t.



    Now that she was going directly against Peter’s wishes.



    She pressed the palms of her hands to her eyes, beginning to see what was
    happening. Good God, her Vow to Peter was insidious. It couldn’t physically
    stop her from doing this—not this—but it could certainly make her feel as
    if she were making a terrible mistake.



    “Beatrix?”



    “I’m OK,” she said, taking a deep breath, then another. “I’ll be OK.” And
    she steeled herself, pressing the emotions that weren’t hers, the ones she
    disavowed, into a tight ball.



    If she could resist him in every situation except their dreams, even with
    his desire for her thrumming through her veins, feeling so much like actual
    desire for him—if she could do that, then she could put up her
    chin and barrel through this. Just recognizing the problem was a relief, in
    fact. Now she could shove all the caustic second thoughts she’d been having
    into the internal box labeled Peter’s.



    The bathroom door opened. Joan’s heels clicked against the floor. Beatrix
    and Ella jumped to their feet.



    Even before Joan opened her mouth, Beatrix knew her answer from the angle of her
    shoulders and the look in her eyes.



    “I agree,” Joan said.



    “Good,” Beatrix said, and meant it.



    . . . . .



    Peter knew why his stomach had been variously sinking, flipping and
    clenching for seemingly no reason all afternoon—Beatrix—but not what had
    made her so tense. She hadn’t mentioned anything she would be doing over
    the weekend, no League events that wizards might be sabotaging.



But then, she hadn’t said much to him for two weeks, not even in dreams.    



    He debated going to her house and seeing what was wrong, assuming she was
    at Cedarlawn. But the emotion bleeding through to him wasn’t terror. It
    would really be better to not engage.



    He sighed. The gulf that had opened up between them, just as they’d gotten
    within arm’s reach, seemed impossible to bridge. His anger had largely
    burned itself out—hers too, he thought. But the distance remained. It
    wasn’t until she proved her internal compass wasn’t infallible that he
    realized how much he’d relied on her for navigation through the dangerous
    waters they both treaded.



    But she hadn’t actually done anything yet. Perhaps she never would. When
    push came to shove, surely careful, watchful Beatrix wouldn’t risk her
    freedom and her sister’s hard-earned reputation with a wild scheme she’d
    thought of while flush with new power.



    Careful, watchful Beatrix, who’d risked those exact things when she took
    his ill-advised bait to cast spells in the first place.



    He gritted his teeth and tried to concentrate on the runes in front of him,
    not the insidious thoughts of her that curled around his brain like smoke.
    He managed it for perhaps ten minutes when a familiar shave-and-a-haircut
    knock on his front door set every nerve alight.



    He took the two flights down at a rapid clip. But the person distorted
    through the peephole was not her.



    “Martinelli,” he said, opening the door to the man who’d been his deputy
    director, back when he was the Army’s chief weapons developer. Four months
    and a lifetime ago.



    He’d been so busy for most of it that he’d barely had time to worry about
    whether Tim Martinelli would get his job, or whether it would go to a more
    inventive, more dangerous researcher. Four months was enough time for a
    decision.



    Martinelli held up a bottle of scotch, the golden liquid glimmering in the
    afternoon light. “Well, Omnimancer—can I persuade you to stop omnimancing
    for an hour and have a drink with me?”



    His lips quirked of their own accord. “It’s a Saturday. Do you
    think I do nothing else?”



    “You live in a town with one traffic light, boss. What else could
    you do around here?”



    Peter laughed—at the gap between Martinelli’s assumption and reality,
    mostly—and stepped back to let the man in. “That’s particularly insulting,
    coming from the office stick-in-the-mud.”



    “Less talking, more drinking. Where’s your kitchen?”



    Martinelli bustled about the space, finding tumblers and ice, and they
    retreated to the receiving room. Peter cast a soundproofing spell out of
    habit, but he didn’t think Martinelli had come to talk shop. People who
    worked on highly sensitive projects were not permitted to share their
    classified information with those who quit.



    He sipped at the alcohol. It slid down his throat with just a hint of bite.



    “Good?” Martinelli said.



    “Very.” He wanted to ask if it meant the promotion had come through, but he
    didn’t trust himself to say the words calmly. So he went with, “What’s the
    occasion?”



    “Felt bad for you.”



    Peter snorted.



    “Also,” Martinelli said, swirling the liquid in his glass, “there’s no one
    worth insulting with you gone.”



    “I miss you, too,” he said, surprised by the strength of the ache in his
    chest.



    He had given up a lot in his escape home—an important job, a big salary,
    a lovely old townhouse in Washington—but the loss he felt most deeply was
    companionship. No one here was his friend. Most in Ellicott Mills wanted
    something from him, granted, but he unnerved them. The League women
    distrusted him. And Beatrix—



    But that was his own fault.



    “Thank you for coming,” he said.



    Martinelli nodded. “How long do you plan to stay out here, decompressing or
    whatever it is you’re doing?”



    What he was doing, besides ironically helping the Women’s League for the
    Prohibition of Magic, was attempting to neutralize the incredibly dangerous
    weapon he’d invented for the Army. An explosion set off by Project 96 could
    level the downtown of a large city. He’d arranged matters so the Army had a
    replica that would eventually degrade, while the original sat hidden in the
    forest beyond his house.



    So—he’d stay for however long it took to counter this portable cataclysm. Assuming he wasn’t arrested or killed first.



    “I worked at the Pentagram for years,” he said, aiming for jocular but
    falling short. “That requires a lot of decompressing.”



    Martinelli ran his hands through his hair, long and silver like every other
    wizard but thinning on top. He looked tired for just a moment, but then he
    gave that grin of his that made him look slightly maniacal and not at all
    middle-aged.



    “It’s a woman, isn’t it.”



    Peter blinked, thrown. “What?”



    “You moved here because of a woman. Getting away from or moving closer to?”



    “Neither.” He was relieved that Martinelli assumed the reason was
    sex rather than something job-related, but still: “What do you take me
    for?”



    “Well—never tagging along with you on Friday nights, I cannot say.”



    He didn’t feel up to the conversation about why he would never sleep with a
    woman and skip town, not after growing up as the result of such
    circumstances. He simply downed the rest of the scotch in his glass and
    held it out for a refill.



    Martinelli poured a generous amount. “You getting inundated with
    requests from the townspeople?”



    He gave the man a what-do-you-think look. “Enough to keep me occupied until
    the end of time. It’s not just the town, it’s the entire county. Plus the
    occasional resident of neighboring counties, hoping I won’t notice.”



    “What’s next on the to-do list?”



    “Why? You want to help me eradicate the hibernating aphids from Mr.
    Sederey’s farm?”



    Martinelli finished his drink and grinned again. “OK. Lead on, Omnimancer.”



    “Yeah, yeah.”



    “I’m serious. C’mon.”



    Peter wondered whether Martinelli was conducting official reconnaissance to
    see whether he was really omnimancing. Well, he was. Just not the
    jobs that could be done behind closed doors. And he couldn’t think of a
    downside to a tag-along, so off they went to help Mr. Sederey.



    Once the demarcation stones were in place, Peter gestured to Martinelli. He
    wanted to help? He could cast. Even after the walk, Peter still
    felt buzzed from the scotch.



    A moment later, they both gaped at Martinelli’s results. The field had
    turned an alarming shade of orange.



    “Uh,” Martinelli said. “Is that a … side effect of killing the bugs?”



    Peter couldn’t take his eyes off the soil. Holy heck, what if they couldn’t
    get that spell off? “No. Do you think you could—”



    Martinelli hurriedly cast the generic reversal—which only worked on spells
    you’d cast yourself, and occasionally not even then—and they both
    heaved sighs of relief as it took effect.



    Martinelli was the first to start laughing. It was a while before they
    could stop.



    “You were hazing me, weren’t you,” Martinelli said, poking him. “Admit it.”



    “No, I swear I wasn’t. But next time you’re about to tell me that
    omnimancing isn’t rocket science …”



    “Hah! Noted. Also—you take it from here, thanks very much.”



    After they’d dealt with the bugs, Mr. Sederey rushed over to plead for help
    with his calving heifer in distress. It was off-season and the vet was out
    of town. Yes, of course they’d do their best.



    A lot of trial and error later, Peter had blood and calf poop up to his
    shoulders and a grin that probably rivaled Martinelli’s. The calf was
    alive. The mother, too. They’d done it. The spells had been only marginally
    helpful, but they’d done it.



    “Stay for supper,” Mr. Sederey urged. “The missus is getting an early meal
    on the table right now.”



    Peter turned to Martinelli. “Can you?”



    Martinelli hesitated, then shrugged. “Why not.”



    “Need to call your wife?”



    He shook his head. “Visiting her mother.”



    Martinelli gingerly pulled leaves from his coat, which was
    sun-yellow in contrast to Peter’s midnight blue, and cast a cleaning spell
    over them both. After that, they had a lovely meal with the farmer, his
    wife, their three teenage sons and a daughter who looked to be about the
    age of Beatrix’s sister.



    None of them seemed unnerved to have two wizards at their table. Perhaps
    people were getting used to him. A cheering thought.



    When he and Martinelli walked back to the overgrown Victorian on the town’s
    highest hill, stumbling in the twilight over the uneven pavement and joking
    about it, he felt so good. Happy.



    Martinelli elbowed him. “Are you interested in Lillian Sederey?”



    He needed a second to remember that was the daughter’s name. He
    laughed. “No! She’s, what, twenty? Far too young.”



    “Oh, far too young.” Martinelli snorted. “Bushwa. What
    are you, whippersnapper, all of twenty-six?”



    “Thirty-three, thank you very much.”



    “A perfectly respectable age gap. She seems nice. If you’re going to stay
    …” Martinelli stopped halfway up the driveway, turned and looked down Main
    Street, the soft glow of fading sun and Christmas lights showing only the
    beauty, not the boarded-up stores or decades-old cement. “If you’re going
    to stay, you should find someone to take care of you.”



    He didn’t want someone to take care of him. He wanted Beatrix. God help
    him.



    “Are you going to stay?” Martinelli looked at him, and if the question was
    on behalf of Army superiors, the man’s face showed no sign of it. “Do you
    have any plans to come back?”



    Whatever the reason, the truth would do. “Absolutely none.”



    Martinelli nodded. He continued up the driveway.



    Peter caught up with him. “What, no more appeals to my better judgment? No
    cracks about bugs and cow gunk?”



    Martinelli’s smile was tinged with something that wasn’t humor. “I get it
    now, boss. I didn’t before, I admit, but—I had fun today. I can’t remember
    the last time I had fun at the Pentagram.”



    Peter said nothing. The thought of his last six months there, and at the
    test facility in New Mexico, choked off any response he could have given.



    “And out here,” Martinelli said, “you get to save animals instead of
    sacrificing them.”



    They crested the hill in silence, Martinelli’s tan DeSoto coming into
    view—the reason Peter had had no advance warning of the arrival.
    Spellcasting detection charms did not detect wizards driving sedans into
    Ellicott Mills.



    “I can put you up for the night if you’d rather not drive back. Or give me
    two reds”—Peter held out a hand for the leaves he knew Martinelli would not
    cough up—“and I’ll teleport you and your car home. Like an actual wizard.”



    “I now have to do all the teleporting to and around the test site, I’ll
    have you know. The miseries your scurrilous desertion has brought
    upon me.” He grinned. “I like to drive, and it’s only six o’clock, so no
    need to give me a bed—but thanks.”



    “Anytime.”



    Martinelli clasped his arm, got into the car and turned the key in the
    ignition. And Peter made himself ask the question.



    “Are you chief weapons developer these days? Is it official?”



    Martinelli rolled his eyes. “They’re still considering their options, the
    philistines. You know how the Army is. Turns out Franck’s quite ill, so
    their options aren’t that impressive”—Peter’s heart leapt at that, and then
    he immediately felt bad for taking pleasure in poor old Franck’s bad
    health—“but they’re hyper-focused on other leadership changes at the
    moment. Did you know that Mercer retires next week?”



    News to him. Probably not good news. Lt. Gen. Mercer had seemed at
    least a bit uncomfortable about the turn the weapon had taken.



    “Who’s the new overseer?” he asked, trying to project unconcern.



    Martinelli shrugged. “Some buddy of the vice president’s.”



    Peter hadn’t seriously thought the Army would come to its collective senses
    about the weapon, but he must have been unconsciously hoping, because his
    stomach sank. The vice president was a hawk’s hawk.



    “I listened to you, you know,” Martinelli said. “I asserted myself. I gave
    them a dozen reasons it should be me replacing you.”



    It wasn’t possible for his stomach to sink further, so it writhed instead.
    He should have told Martinelli to get out of that nightmare.
    Instead, he’d practically ordered the man to dig himself in deeper because
    Martinelli wasn’t clever enough to uncover what he, Peter, had done.



    It was a betrayal. No way around it.



    “Good luck,” he croaked.



    He watched Martinelli wind down the long driveway and disappear around the
    curve. His state of mind was such that when he finally noticed that his
    stomach was zipping with something other than wretchedness, he knew
    immediately that what he felt wasn’t his emotion.



    Wherever she was, whatever she was doing, Beatrix was a mass of nervous
    excitement.



    He really, really hoped that didn’t mean what he thought it meant.



    . . . . .



    Joan grinned back at them as the results of the last spell on their to-do
    list prickled their skin like a sudden chill.



    “It worked?” she asked. “The bathroom’s protected?”



    “It worked,” Beatrix said, all but the tiniest remnants of her earlier
    tension gone. “You’re really good at this.”



    Joan’s high-wattage smile faded a bit, and she sat on the closed toilet
    seat. “I’m exhausted. Does that get better with practice?”



    Ella gave Beatrix a look that needed no translation. Tell her.
    Tell her that spells—leaves and words and body positioning—were difficult
    because they were the wrong way to go about it. That women could
    bend magic differently—more powerfully than wizards.



    But that was the promise of the method Beatrix had stumbled onto.
    She’d tapped it twice under trying circumstances, to amazing effect. She’d
    had dramatically less impressive results since then, and Ella’s weren’t
    much better so far. They’d hoped to skip spells altogether with Plan
    B, negating the unfortunate need for leaves in the dead of winter. But it
    was clear now that the magic they’d codenamed “knitting” (“women’s work,”
    Ella had cackled) wouldn’t be ready for a while. And they couldn’t afford
    to wait.



    “Beatrix?” Joan said. “Are you all right?”



    “Yes,” she said, breathing deeply, pushing the building panic down. “Sorry.
    This will always be taxing, but it does get easier with practice.”



    Joan nodded. “OK. So now I—what, find other women to teach, women I trust,
    and tell them to do the same?”



    “Only people who aren’t part of the League,” Ella said. “And don’t say
    anything to make them think this has some connection to the group. Also,
    no one should tell the people they’re recruiting who recruited them.”



    “And they need to be brave,” Beatrix said. “Brave enough, at least, to be
    willing to go to Washington and be part of a mass public demonstration of
    women’s magic skills.”



    “And just recruit two women,” Ella said. “Each of them should
    teach just two more, and so on.”



    Beatrix tapped the sink to reinforce the point. “That’s very important.
    Only two.”



    “Each recruit should report back up the line if there’s a problem, and if
    it’s something that can’t wait, you should call us—but remember the phone
    is bugged, so just say, ‘I promised to let you know how my sister is doing,
    and I’m afraid she’s still ill.’”



    Joan’s expression was grave, but she didn’t object. “What if it’s the
    middle of the day?”



    Beatrix bit her lip. “Then call me at Omnimancer Blackwell’s. It’s almost
    always me who answers the phone anyway. But in that case, say your sister
    is ill, and could I put her on the omnimancer’s list.”



    “Did you get all that?” Ella asked, shooting Joan a sympathetic look.



    “Call if there’s a major problem, say my sister is ill. Don’t tell the
    recruits this has any connection to the League, or who recruited whom. Pick
    brave women, no more than two.” Joan cocked her head. “But wouldn’t three
    or four speed things up?”



    “No! Imagine the consequences of telling the secret to someone who
    shouldn’t be trusted.” The hard rock of Peter’s anxiety and dismay twisted
    in Beatrix’s stomach. “Be very careful.”



    “Be paranoid, actually.” Ella’s smile was grim. “Assume you’re being
    watched, just in case.”



    Beatrix was getting so used to being paranoid that it seemed like second
    nature. And now, as Ella handed Joan the parcel of leaves they’d brought,
    Beatrix clutched the pomegranate in her pocket and fought against the
    paranoia that urged her to put Joan under a Vow. Vows closed loose lips, it
    was true, but they were a corrupt magic. They used you against yourself.
    The very idea was so distasteful, so easy to abuse, that even the
    magiocracy thought them beyond the pale. She never wanted to turn to them
    again.



    And yet here she was with a pomegranate. Just in case.



    “Any other questions?” she said after they ensured that Joan had
    sufficiently hidden the leaves.



    Joan bit her lip thoughtfully. “No, I … oh, wait, yes: How did you figure
    all this out?”



    Her words hung in the air a moment. Beatrix swallowed convulsively as a
    warning from her Vows ghosted up her throat.



    Ella cleared her own throat. Her Vow prevented her from talking about
    Peter’s role, too. “Research. Trial and error,” she said.



    But Joan, too-quick Joan, was already leaping ahead. She stared at Beatrix.
    “Your town omnimancer—is he on our side?”



    Quick as lightning, the pomegranate was out of the pocket, Beatrix’s lips
    forming words of persuasion. In three minutes flat, she and Joan were
    standing in interlocking circles of demarcation stones, Joan looking down
    at the piece of paper with the neatly penned paragraph that would rob her
    of a portion of her free will.



    “I see,” Joan murmured. “You took one of these, too.”



    Then: “Ic gehāte,” she said. I vow.



    And Beatrix couldn’t tell whether her own Vows had compelled her to do
    that, or the feelings for Peter that were not hers, or simply her need to
    protect him—assuming that, too, wasn’t manufactured. She didn’t think it
    was. But she really couldn’t know.
    




 

 



    Chapter Two



In the beginning, the linked dreams were impossible to distinguish from reality. Now, Beatrix needed only a few seconds to tell the difference. The colors were brighter. No dust, no dirt, presumably because their subconscious minds saw no reason to fill those details in.



    And she was lying on Peter’s bed, hair unpinned. That sort of thing was a dead giveaway.



    “Beatrix,” he said, leaning over her, voice serious, brow creased, his
    queue of magic-silvered hair glinting in the low light. “Are you—”



    He faltered as she began unbuttoning her dress. He said
    nothing more as she slowly stripped. He reached out a hand for her but
    snatched it back and shifted his gaze to a point several feet above
    her head.



    “Beatrix. Are you telling women about magic?”



    He’d asked every night. Every single night after the one in which he’d
    nearly died, she’d discovered how much deeper her magical abilities ran and
    she’d made the mistake of confiding in him. And because it was practically
    impossible to hold back in here, she couldn’t say, “I’ve changed my mind, I
    won’t be doing that after all.” Some part of her wanted to
    tell him. With effort, she’d managed every night to keep her answer to a
    simple, truthful, “No.”



    Now, with an even greater effort, she repeated that answer. Because she
    hadn’t told women.



    Not yet.



    “Oh,” he said, the word whooshing out like a relieved breath, his eyes
    meeting hers.



    Explanations—the full story—pressed to get out. She bit her tongue, hard,
    tasting blood.



    “Forgive me,” Peter murmured, and oh Lord, that made it worse, but then he
    kissed his way down her jawline and trailed his fingers along her bare arms
    and when she opened her mouth, nothing came out but an incoherent sound. “I
    can barely manage to care about that here, Beatrix.”



    She could tell him the truth. Explain the whole plan, argue her case in
    this in-between land, while he was as susceptible to her as she was to him.
    She wanted them to be on the same side. She felt the absence of his faith
    and support as if they were organs she could barely function without.



    But she was silenced by the memory of how he’d looked at her when telling
    women the truth about magic was all she intended to do.



    “I love you,” he whispered, sounding as miserable as she felt.

She said the words back to him. True and false at the same time, and never before had that seemed more apt.




    . . . . .



    Beatrix avoided Peter at church the next morning and hustled out the moment
    Mrs. Sederey played the last strains of “Trust and Obey,” slipping into her
    coat and threadbare scarf as she walked.



    “Ella and I have some errands to run, so I’ll just drop you all home and
    we’ll be off,” she said in what she hoped was a casual way to her sister
    and Rosemarie, in the back seat with Miss Massey, their lone non-League
    tenant.



    “Oh—I’ll come with you,” Lydia said.



    Beatrix glanced at Ella, unnerved. “Um …”



    “For once I don’t have anything scheduled,” her sister said. “And you know,
    I feel like I’ve hardly seen you except to say good morning and good
    night.”



    Beatrix couldn’t remember the last time, outside of birthdays, that Lydia
    suggested doing something purely to be together. Months ago, at least. Did
    she suspect? Had Peter said something to her?



    “Unless … you don’t want me to tag along,” Lydia said into the too-long
    silence, and the disappointment sounded genuine.



    “No, it’s not that,” Beatrix said, heart twisting as she grasped for a
    reasonable excuse.



    “It’s that she promised she’d help me with a family problem on the way.”
    Ella, bless her quick mind, turned in her seat to look back. “I hope that’s
    OK.”



    “Oh—yes, of course,” Lydia said, voice even. “Some other time.”



    “I’d like that,” Beatrix said automatically, wondering the next moment what she’d say
    to her sister if they spent an entire afternoon together.



    
        You know, I’ve been meaning to tell you that Omnimancer Blackwell is in
        love with me. Also, we dream in tandem. Something to do with making
        Vows to each other. Speaking of which, my Vow considers it a problem
        that I don’t love him back, so it’s warping my feelings to the point
        that I can hardly tell how I feel anymore. Oh, and we’re permanently
        trapped by our Vows now, so the only way out is death.
    



    She almost laughed at the thought of that conversation. Almost.



    Lydia, Rosemarie and Miss Massey slid out of the car when Beatrix stopped
    by the front door. Then she and Ella were off, Ella letting out a
    joyous whoop.



    “Thank you,” Beatrix said. “Very clever.”



    “Smarty-skirts Ella at your service,” she said. “My father always called me
    that, and I hated it. Can you give me some words of comfort to resolve that
    family problem?”



    Beatrix grinned at her as she slowed to turn onto Main Street. “Take it as
    a compliment.”



    “It wasn’t the term, it was the tone.” Ella sounded too honestly aggrieved
    for it to come off as a light-hearted comment, but before Beatrix could
    come up with a response, Ella fished the lunch box from under her seat.
    “Would you like your sandwich now or when we get there?”



    “There” was the Annapolis boarding house managed by Clara Daniels,
    treasurer of the League’s Anne Arundel County chapter. Beatrix drove by a
    circuitous route that ensured no one tailed them, just in case. After that
    they went to see Marilyn Zuckerman, the Baltimore County chapter vice
    president.



    Both said yes. Both took a Vow.



    It was a terrible risk, recruiting members of the League—this group that
    proclaimed its opposition to magic in its very name. But the young women
    who joined because Lydia’s message resonated with them saw the organization as a
    means to more rights, not a way to beat back an evil practice. And they
    were the people she and Ella knew best. It seemed more dangerous for her to
    approach women who weren’t League leaders. What friends, really, did she
    have outside the League at this point?



The voice in her head that sounded like Peter whispered,    This is madness.



    She pressed the whispers into the anxiety-rock in her stomach and drove.
    Three down.



    “One more,” Ella murmured.



    Their final target for the first wave of Plan B was Dorothy Yamaguchi, a senior at Hazelhurst and now second-in-command of the League’s state chapter, after Lydia’s election put Rosemarie in the lead role. Dot was
  sharp and trustworthy, like the rest of
    the women—and she lived in Philadelphia when school wasn’t in session,
    which meant she could start the ball rolling there.



    While school was in session, though, Dot lived in a campus dorm with a
    roommate. A roommate, reportedly, with a beau who took her out on Sunday
    afternoons and did not bring her back until lights-out.



    But when they knocked on the door, the roommate answered.



    “She’s not here, sorry,” the girl said, her arms full of dresses. “Best to
    try tomorrow—she’s got three papers due in the morning. Probably won’t
    leave the library ’til then.”



    Beatrix sighed. Christmas was Friday. Most of the campus would hightail it
    out of town tomorrow afternoon. She’d wanted to catch Dot before the young
    woman went home.



    “Will she still be here tomorrow night?” she asked the roommate, who’d
    turned to toss the clothes haphazardly into a suitcase.



   “Sure, her train’s on Tuesday. Mine’s tonight,
    though, so if you don’t mind …”



    Ella grinned on the walk back to the car. “Far fewer people on campus
    tomorrow. Even better.”



    Beatrix smiled back, but it wasn’t better. She’d planned it this way for a
    reason. When Peter asked her that question tonight, there would be no way
    to wriggle around it. Why yes, Peter, I have
    
        been telling women about magic. Oh, and teaching them, too. And you
        won’t believe what we’ve asked them to do!
    



    She’d counted on being done today. If he called on her Vow to him when she
    was finished, it wouldn’t matter—she hoped. But now he might be able to
    keep her from recruiting Dot. And without her, Ella couldn’t do it. What
    League leader would agree to something so explosive behind Lydia’s back
    without her sister attesting that it was necessary?



    She needed Dot’s out-of-state connections.



    She chewed over that as they drove home, the news program on the radio
    unable to keep her attention for more than a few seconds at a clip.
    
        Government offices will be closed Thursday and Friday for Christmas …
        Snow is expected … Roads in need of repair …
    



    Then she heard “the Abbott administration” and focused.



    “… as tensions with Canada continue to mount,” the newsreader said. “The
    Pentagram says it has received credible reports about attempts to recruit
    and embed spies.”



    Anxiety, like a spell, pinged along her nerve endings. Not anything that
    would affect the League, no. But a hyper-vigilant Pentagram might cast a
    closer eye on a top-secret weapons researcher who left under unusual
    circumstances—to work as a small town’s omnimancer for free.



    As she pulled into the garage, the voice coming from the speakers switched
    from the grandfatherly newsreader to the clipped tones of Vice President
    Draden.



    “Let this be a warning to Canada: We will not stand idly by while foreign
    aggressors seek to undermine—”



    Ella switched the radio off. “I do so love shutting Draden up,” she said.
    “Shall we?”



    That night, as the rest of the house readied for bed, the two of them crept
    to the dining room—the one part of the property, save the third-floor
    bathroom, with spells to keep what was said inside it from being overheard
    outside.



    “So—we’ll try Dot immediately after work tomorrow,” Ella said.



    Beatrix, still wondering if she would be able to, heaved a sigh. “Why are
    our Vows allowing us to do what we’re doing?”



    Ella blinked. “Well,” she said, with the air of a dancer en pointe in a
    minefield, “one way of looking at it is that it’s what we ought to be doing
    to protect Lydia.”



    “Yes, or—”



    “Or it only proves that our intentions are good, yeah.” Ella frowned.
    “You’re worried about our dear omnimancer, aren’t you.”



    Ella knew about the argument in Peter’s basement the night Beatrix
    foolishly told him her initial plan. And unlike Lydia, Ella knew about the
    fused Vows and the warped feelings. But even she did not know about the
    dreams and what happened there.



    Beatrix thought for the four-hundredth time about explaining, then put it
    off again. She didn’t care to admit what she did with him there, that her
    resolution about not giving in to artificial desire was tested and found
    wanting every single night.



    She didn’t even like to admit to herself that, tonight excepted, she went
    to bed with a quickening heart.



    “There’s no need to worry—he doesn’t know the whole of it, and he’ll have
    no way of finding out,” Ella said, meaning well, trying to make her feel
    better.



    Beatrix shook her head. “But let’s say he calls on my Vows. They specify
    that I’m not to harm him or Lydia. So what happens if I believe there’ll be
    no harm and he disagrees? Does he get the final say if he actually forces
    the point? Will the Vows’ restrictions belatedly kick in?”



    Ella bit her lip—thoughtful, not anxious. “I’m not sure.”



Beatrix smiled despite herself. “What, something about magic you    don’t know?”



    “There’s only so much you can learn about wizardry from simply growing up
    in Bethesda,” Ella said, wrinkling her nose at her. “Although it’s amazing
    what you do pick up. For instance, have you heard that wizards’ sons pass the
    magic exam in astonishing numbers?”



    “Magical ability is often hereditary, isn’t it?”



    “That’s what they say.” Ella leaned in. “But I happen to know that just about every wizard’s son from my neighborhood who took the test between the year
    I turned ten and the year I got the hell out of there had magical assists
    from their loving fathers.”



    Beatrix stared at her. “They’re cheating?”



    “Like anything.”



    “But how could you tell?”



    “Because no one will arrest a wizard’s son for practicing magic before
    thirteen, and they all do it. So I saw how lousy they were. They couldn’t
    have levitated the test weight a full foot, let alone the required four.
    Also, my—” She stopped, shook her head at the memory, and continued: “My
    next-door neighbor’s father was sitting one person removed from me in the
    stands the year his son took the exam, and I saw him cast the levitation
    spell under his breath. To ensure the result he wanted.”



    “Ugh.”



    “Exactly,” Ella said.



    “Do these typics masquerading as wizards flunk out of the academy?”



“Not the ones I’m aware of. But heaven forfend we should send    women.”



    Beatrix thought of the ninety-year-old report Peter had uncovered, the
    highly classified one that proved women, though not girls, could cast
    spells. “How many of the wizards know, do you think, that women are capable
    of casting? Omnimancer Blackwell had no idea until earlier this year.”



    “Some of them know.” Ella grimaced. “I’d be willing to bet hard
    cash that one or more of them live in my old neighborhood.”



    The anxiety lump in her gut expanded. “I hope the wizards assigned to
    League-watching duty aren’t in that group.”



    “Mm.” Ella stared into space for a moment.
    “Sorry, you wanted to talk about Vows. But you probably know more about
    them than anyone. Has our omnimancer successfully called on yours to stop
    you from doing something you were able to do until he forced the point?”



    Beatrix shook her head, but before she could explain, Ella said, “See?
    Nothing to worry about, then.”



    “No—I mean he’s never called on my Vows.”



    She didn’t count the first one. Any declarative sentence that fell from his
    lips had bent her to his will, intentionally or not. But he’d destroyed
    that contract. Her replacement Vow to him, the one that defied all their
    joint attempts to undo it, placed far fewer restrictions on her.



    “I dared him to, you know,” Beatrix murmured. “When we were arguing over
    the idea of telling women about magic, I dared him and he wouldn’t. I think
    he couldn’t bear to force me if there was a chance I might not go through
    with it.”



    “Hm,” Ella said, patently unimpressed. “Have you ever called on his Vow to
    you?”



    Beatrix nodded. “Three times. Two obviously didn’t work—though I didn’t
    expect them to—and the other’s unclear. I demanded he tell me something,
    and he did, but he might have done it of his own volition.”



    “Wait.” Ella frowned, tapping her chin. “Meg. Don’t forget Meg.”



    Beatrix would have preferred not to think of Meg, their ex-treasurer who
    betrayed them for the price of her college tuition. But Ella was right—Meg
    was the relevant example. Her information-sharing with the magiocracy
    stopped once she Vowed not to harm Lydia, but nothing made Meg confess to
    what she’d done until Beatrix called on that Vow.



    “He’s going to be able to make me stop, isn’t he,” she said.



    Ella patted her shoulder. “It’s not precisely the same. He might not have
    that power. Anyway, remember—we already have three out of the four.”



    But without Dot, all or nearly all the recruits would live in Maryland,
    right under the noses of the wizards who could sniff them out. And
    eventually, they’d run out of people the recruits trusted who hadn’t
    already been recruited by someone else.



    She gave a moment’s thought to staying up all night and calling in sick,
    but no—that would ensure she’d be in this house where Peter could get
    to her if it raised his suspicions, which it almost certainly would. More
    to the point, she couldn’t afford to lose a day’s pay. Lydia’s final
    tuition bill was due soon.



    “I’m going to need your help tomorrow,” Beatrix said, catching
    Ella’s eye.



    “Sure. With what?”



    “Keeping Omnimancer Blackwell away from me.”



    Ella’s lips quirked. “About time.”



    Beatrix sketched out her plan, piggybacking on efforts in town that were
    already in motion, twisting them to her purposes. It might do the trick, it
    just might.



    But only if she could get through the night without letting the truth out
    in a rushing flood.



    . . . . .



    Peter opened the door to his townhouse in Washington and stood on the stoop
    for a full minute, letting the oddness of it sink in. He hadn’t been here
    in four months.



    It was ridiculous—he should have been back immediately to pack the rest of
    his portable things. He should have rented the place out right away. He
    felt even more foolish when he finished emptying his drawers and closets
    and ended up with a grand total of six boxes—few enough that he could fit
    all of them into his car.



    The leasing agent showed up ten minutes later, assured him that a furnished
    place like his would rent on the spot—“such a lovely
    neighborhood”—and took the keys. Then there was nothing for him to do but
    drive … home. For lack of a better word.



    He gazed at his packed car and decided not to leave just yet.



    It was a mild afternoon, the biting cold temporarily receded, and he walked
    through the neighborhood with the finality of a goodbye tour. No one looked
    twice at him in this place crawling with wizards. When he gave in to the
    temptation to buy something at the confectioner’s, he stood in a line in
    which two of the four people in front of him were wizards, and so was the
    man who came in immediately afterward. It was—not comfortable, exactly,
    because Washington now had too many bad associations, but familiar. He
    missed being invisible.



    Back outside, he walked to the park across the street, intent on dawdling a
    bit longer. He sat on a bench and bit into a fudge square, watching
    Washington going about its Sunday. A woman pushed a baby carriage past. The
    wizard who’d been behind him in line came out of the shop. A father trailed
    by six children caught the door and let his brood in.



    The wizard who’d been behind him in line crossed into the park and walked
    past, gray coat flapping in the breeze. Peter glanced that way, trying not
    to appear as if he were looking, the paranoia he now lived with spiking.
    Hadn’t he seen a wizard in a gray coat on his old street? Was this a tail?



    The man sat two benches over and took a bite of his own candy.



    Peter got to his feet, unsettled, and walked on the path that circled the
    park, keeping his eyes frontward for a slow count to thirty. Then he
    stopped, bent down to tug on his pant leg, and looked behind him for a
    fraction of a second. Gray Coat was still sitting on the bench. He really
    was paranoid. Or maybe the issue was that he hadn’t pulled out of sight
    yet?



    No, this was silly. If he were being tailed, why wouldn’t they have sent
    Theo Garrett or some other wizard from the dirty-tricks squad, someone with
    the clearance to go invisibly? He turned around and crossed back to O
    Street, intent on returning to his car and leaving this
    city he could no longer visit without jumping out of his skin.



    A black limousine, two sedans flanking it, pulled up at the five-star
    restaurant a few yards ahead of him. Men in dark suits and darker glasses
    piled from the sedans, one of them opening the limousine’s back door. Out
    came Vice President Draden. The man who knew about and approved of the
    weapon that ran on human fuel and could reduce a major downtown to ashes.



    He watched Draden stride into the restaurant, giving a wave to the
    star-struck mothers on the sidewalk, and as a result almost missed the
    wizard following him out of the car. High forehead. Square jaw. Grim mouth.
    The wizard who tapped Beatrix’s phone a few weeks earlier.



    Was the man Secret Service? What did this mean?



    “All right, move it along, folks,” one of the remaining wizards in dark
    glasses called as the door closed behind the vice president and the
    phone-tapper in the tan coat. “Keep walking.”



    Peter moved on, mind so abuzz he didn’t think to look one more time for his
    gray-coated possible tail. When it occurred to him later as he sped north
    in his car, he looked reflexively in his rearview mirror—and laughed at
    himself for it. As if the wizards didn’t know exactly where he lived now.
    As if any of them could show up, visibly, without drawing the entire town’s
    attention.



    He got home without incident. He ate a spare dinner and spent the next
    three hours in his R&D lab, flailing, failing. Then it was time for
    sleep and the netherworld existence of dreamside.



    Once, there was a clear distinction between these two halves of his life.
    But one bled into the other now. His memories of what they did dreamside
    kept catching at him during the day, making his heart race and his hands
    shake. And the problems of real life tagged along with him to the other
    side—now he would have to ask Beatrix if she’d started her dangerous
    campaign. He ought to tell her about what he’d seen in Washington, too.



    He lay in his bed for some time without falling asleep, eyes shut,
    everything dark around him, drowsiness creeping up by degrees. The
    leap into dreamside happened, as always, as if someone had pushed a button on a projector
    and changed the slide that was the world around him. His room snapped into
    focus, lights on, and he was standing by the bed rather than lying on it,
    looking at Beatrix sitting on his quilt. He was so used to it by now that
    he didn’t so much as twitch.



    Then she disappeared. That was a shock.



    Did she wake up? Was something wrong? What happened?



    He stood there, heart rattling, imagining the worst and trying to force
    himself out of the dream and into consciousness. Rational thought caught up
    a second later: The only way into this neither-here-nor-there state was if
    he and Beatrix both were asleep. The spell was broken—so to speak—the
    moment one of them woke.



    He ran his hand over the quilt, feeling for an invisible body. He walked
    carefully around the room, looking, listening. Then, after what felt like
    ages, he caught the barest hint of motion on the ceiling.



    He leapt onto the bed and reached up, catching at something warm, grasping
    her invisible arms. Hair he couldn’t see tickled the hollow of his throat.
    Lips pressed against his.



    “You win this round,” Beatrix murmured.



    He laughed. “What are you—”



    The room around them—his room, where they almost always appeared—gave a
    tremendous jerk. The sand-colored wall he could see right through Beatrix’s
    invisible body slid like a dropped coverlet to the floor. His patchwork
    quilt undulated, each square turning sea-green one by one. The spindly
    chair in the corner grew—to four feet, six, eight.



    What was left of the bedroom faded and he was standing alone, no Beatrix at
    hand, with sand beneath his bare feet, the ocean reaching for his toes and
    an empty lifeguard’s chair perhaps half a mile distant.



    He could do nothing but blink at it all for a moment, speechless.



    “How did you do this?” he said.



He received no answer. And that wasn’t the question to ask, anyway.    Why haven’t I thought of trying something like this before,
    perhaps. And:
    
        What uses—what amazing, mind-boggling uses—could we put this dream
        state to?
    



    This was not a memory. If it had been, he would be seeing this through her
    eyes, from inside her head, feeling as if he were her. No, she’d created
    this—from scratch.



    For a while, he didn’t even try to locate Beatrix. Their bodies were a
    trick of the dream, anyway. He crouched in the sand, feeling a hint of her
    presence in each grain. He let the water lap at his ankles and smelled her
    in the salt air.



    After that he walked down the beach, eyes half-closed, trying to feel more
    than think—to sense the physical Beatrix amid her spellcasting, if that was
    the word for the magic they worked here. Seagulls made companionable
    protests to each other. The middle-of-summer sun warmed his cold feet. He
    came to the lifeguard’s chair, the one that had been in his room, and
    climbed up to get a better view.



    Beatrix, he thought. An appeal. A request.



    He sensed more than saw the sand shift—it had to be at least thirty yards
    away, too far to really see.



    Could he teleport there? He tried, and his body wouldn’t cooperate. Beatrix
    had grasped something about dreamside’s rules that he had not. But then,
    without taking his eye off that spot in the sand thirty yards off, he
    thought of how pleasant it would be to have a leaf in his hand, a red leaf,
    the fuel capable of teleporting him from one spot to another. He’d held
    reds in his hands so many times that he could picture it exactly in
    his mind. Nothing happened at first. But then something curled between his
    fingers, slightly rough to the touch and pliable, its stem pressed against
    his palm.



    Without pause, he murmured the spellword—the first time he’d cast it since
    moving home—and came out the other side straight into her still-invisible
    body. He landed in an ungainly heap on the sand.



    His groan was more laugh than complaint. A ghostly hand brushed against his
    face. Her disembodied voice said, “Are you all right?”



    He reached up and kissed her, catching her lips on the first try. She
    leaned in. But then she slipped from his arms, quick as a cat.



    “Beatrix!”



    The next instant, it happened again. The world gave a tremendous jerk. The
    sand shifted, hardened. The seagulls took off. The lifeguard chair shrunk,
    stretched, its wood turning glossy and metallic. He turned in time to see—with a nasty jolt—a wave cresting as high as a three-story building.



    It was a three-story building.



    He was sprawled in the middle of Main Street.



    This new, complex vision settled in more slowly than the beach had,
    buildings expanding to their proper size, lampposts twisting to full
    height. A tree across the road burst into red-leaf glory.



    He ran a hand over the tan concrete that had been sand, then pushed to his
    feet—no longer bare—to examine Beatrix’s handiwork. All the shops, he
    realized with a start, were occupied. The millinery store he remembered
    from his childhood, the one in the building that today stood boarded up in
    the real world, had a cheerful “OPEN!” sign. The shoemaker was
    there, too, and the jeweler. He walked down the street, looking into
    unbroken windows, seeing people inside—hazy not-moving people, but close
    enough to lifelike if you squinted.



The sign on the general store stopped him dead. It did not say    CROFT’S. It bore the name that had been there when he left town at
    thirteen. HARPER’S.



    Bells tinkled as he walked in. Mr. Harper—the father Beatrix lost long ago—stood
    behind the counter. A girl leaned on the other side, brown braids hanging
    down her back, a smile reaching ear to ear. Beatrix as he remembered her in their last year of school together. Before her life fell apart.



    He felt sick.



    “Come here,” he urged, sure she was in the store somewhere. The air
    crackled with her grief. “Beatrix, please.”



    She slipped into his arms, snapping into visibility the moment they
    touched, covered from neck to toe in a dress as black as a void.



    “This was a mistake,” she said, the words wavering. She pressed her face
    into his neck. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”



    “A trip down memory lane can be dangerous,” he murmured, trying not to look
    at the girl with the smile far larger than he had ever seen on Beatrix, his
    Beatrix.



    Or rather, Beatrix who was not and never would be his.



    “Do you have any good memories of this time?” she asked, getting control of
    her voice. “You couldn’t.”



    “Not many, no.”



    But one of the exceptions tugged at him. He stood in the shop for a moment
    longer, trying to fight an urge he knew would only bring pain, and then he
    walked out, holding onto Beatrix’s hand, bringing her with him. She
    followed him without question down Main, past trees with lifeless brown
    leaves, into a building near the train tracks and up the rickety stairs to
    the second-floor apartment.



    The door was locked. He reached into the shirt she’d unbuttoned, before
    this stopped being a game, and pulled out a key on a string, a memory
    twenty years old. His memory, not Beatrix’s, creating it out of thin air
    somehow. The key turned in the lock. The door opened.



    He looked, just looked, at his grandmother as her image swirled into being
    in front of them. Another memory twenty years old. Nan’s eyes were tired,
    her body stooped, but her mouth turned up in a laugh frozen in time and her
    arms were held out. For him. My darling boy, come here. He reached
    out to touch her cheek with fingers that shook, but this vision of her was
    as cool and insubstantial as fog.



    Beatrix’s arms went around him and he leaned into her instead.



    “Why was there never a funeral here for her?” she asked after a while.



    “She was shipped to Arlington. The Academy let me scatter her ashes on
    campus, and I was sent back to class.” He had to clear his throat,
    which was closing up. “I was two days shy of fourteen.”



    “Did you have other family to go to?”



    He shook his head. “Nan was all I had. The Academy was appointed as my
    guardian, but they’re already fairly well in charge of young wizards’
    lives. The main difference for me was that I stayed there over holidays.”



    “Oh, Peter,” she said, dismay in her voice.



    “It’s not quite as bad as you’re imagining. Christmas was always dour, but
    summer break on a huge property with its own swimming pond and forest is no
    hardship.”



    “How long did it take before you played in the pond and the forest?”



    He hesitated before letting the admission out. “Two years. I wasn’t …
    ready.”



    He couldn’t properly articulate how he’d felt—that he’d wanted to shut out
    the beauty and joy of a world that would take his only living relative from
    him.



    “When it happened to me,” Beatrix murmured, “I was angry, too.”



    He twined a hand into hers. This was the first real conversation they’d had
    in two weeks. That almost—almost—outweighed the subject matter.



    He turned from Nan to look at Beatrix and realized that some of the sharp sadness he felt was actually hers. Her eyes were red. Her cheeks glistened, tracked with tears.



    A thought struck him. “You lost your mother the same year I lost Nan. You
    were only thirteen, too.”



    She nodded. “Then Dad …” Her voice gave out.



    He tightened his grip on her. How had she managed after both her parents
    died within a few years of each other? How had she pulled herself and her
    family’s tattered finances together and raised her sister to boot?



    How could she stand to be in this place?



    He cast one more glance at the memory-Nan, there and not there, before
    turning away. “Let’s get out of here.”



    The apartment shimmered. The dull, stained floor sprouted patches of moss
    that crept up the bottom few inches of the wall. The wooden lamp on the
    table by the door stretched both upward and down, growing over the table,
    thickening, sprouting bark.



    But there the transformation stopped. Beatrix stood with her eyes squeezed
    shut, breathing hard, and around them, the room stubbornly remained a room.
    The almost-tree was a trunk without limbs, lit up from the inside by a lamp
    that would not let go. Nothing else grew.



    “I can’t get out.” She slumped against him, panting. He could feel her
    heart racing. “Peter, I can’t—can’t—”



    “It’s OK,” he said, chest constricting. He blinked to stave off the
    impression that the room was closing in. “Give it a moment. Why don’t you
    tell me—”



    She screamed, rearing back. The walls were closing in. The tree
    vanished, the door was gone—there was no way out except magic.



    He wasted precious seconds trying to wish up another red leaf—damn it, why
    wouldn’t it come—and lost more time frozen in horror, his
    mind two weeks in the past when he nearly asphyxiated in his cellar. The
    walls were eight feet away. Seven. Six. Five. They were going to
    die—perhaps for real—



    “No,” he shouted. “Beatrix, it’s a dream. You can stop this.”



    He grasped her face, trying to force her to focus on him. Her pupils were
    so dilated he didn’t know if she could focus on anything. “Breathe.”



    She blinked and gasped for air. One of the walls hit his backside, pressing
    him inexorably forward.



    “Again,” he said, half-carrying her into the small space remaining. “You
    can do it. We can. Tell me how to help!”



    She exhaled, eyes closing, her grip on him easing. The walls came to a
    shuddering halt inches shy of crushing them.



    He forced himself to look at her, not the walls that could so easily slam
    shut. “Are you trying to go to the forest between your house and mine?”



    “Yes. The clearing. Just—close your eyes and picture it in your mind.”



    “Right.” He tried to remember the spot as it had looked on his last trip
    through. An impression of branches reaching overhead, growing into each
    other. Damp earth, decomposing wood. Light breaking through the bower in a
    dozen places.



    Or before that. Night. Exhaustion. The weapon in his arms, a twining,
    thorny branch of multiflora rose catching at his pants, giving him an idea
    of where to hide his misbegotten creation.



    The remembered relief of getting it well-hidden swept over him. And then he
    smelled it—soil and wood and sharp, cold air.



    The walls were gone. Bare trees towered over them, the sky above as dark as
    the witching hour, and they stood in the clearing of moss and fallen
    leaves, safe.



    Beatrix broke into deep, heaving sobs.



    “It’s all right,” he murmured into her ear. “It’s over.”



She made a sound halfway between a sob and a bitter laugh. “It’s    not over. It will never be over. First my mother. Then Dad. And
    finally … finally …”



    And that was when he realized what they’d just come through had been no
    nightmare. It was a panic attack.



    And finally Lydia.



    “Beatrix, I—”



    “Make me forget,” she said, a demand as fierce as a threat, and kissed him.



    It wasn’t hard to comply. The nerve endings that had so recently zinged
    with fear leapt back to attention. He worked on the buttons of her
    void-black dress as fast as he could manage until finally he could take it
    no longer and ripped the awful thing open, pulling it off her as if he
    could cast away her quite reasonable fear with it.



    As she pressed against him, nothing between them but her shift and his
    clothes, he had a dizzying sense of déjà vu. This was how their very first
    twined dream had ended—in the forest, doing and wearing exactly this.



    She worked her shift off, letting it pool at their feet—calling back to
    another dream. He groaned, lightheaded from the melding of past and present
    lust, and pressed her to the ground, cushioning her on the ruined dress.



    The other time he’d been in this clearing rushed back at him. Beatrix’s
    dream—from the early stages of the Vows, when he would experience hers or
    she his. She had danced with Garrett here. They’d kissed.



    She might truly have no feelings for Garrett now—of her own accord,
    uninfluenced by her Vows—but between the two of them, Garrett and him, she
    had freely chosen only one. And he was not that man.



    “Tell me you want me.” The words tumbled from his mouth before he could
    stop them. Of course she did. Her Vow to him made sure of that out of some twisted
    idea that harm would come to him if she didn’t.



    “I want you every second of every day,” she said.



    It wasn’t untrue. But it wasn’t real.



    His eyes burned with impending, mortifying tears. He tipped his head up to
    force them back, trying to hold on to the fact that the state of his heart
    should not be his primary concern right now, and felt snow, wet and
    shockingly cold, on his cheeks. It was swirling down through the trees at a
    fast clip.



    She laid her palm on his chest, the heat going straight through his shirt.
    He forced himself to look at her, into those dark eyes that saw straight
    through him.



    “I want your good opinion.” Her words were barely audible. “I want your
    counsel, your company, your touch—I want you, Peter, mind and body and
    soul.”



    “You have them,” he whispered over the lump in his throat.



    He let her finish unbuttoning his shirt and then he shucked off his clothes
    and knelt over her, shivering. He supposed they should have the power to
    switch off the snow, but there was something welcome about the way it
    numbed him.



    Beatrix lay on the black dress, her riotous hair dusted an unearthly white
    that wasn’t far off its true, concealed color. Under the enchanted brown,
    it was magic-induced silver like his—because he had tempted her to cast
    spells on the sly. Because he’d set this roiling mess in motion.



    Something urgent bumped at the edges of his memory, something he was
    supposed to ask her.



    She hooked her legs around him and pulled him down to her. She was so
    warm—everywhere she touched him, the numbness receded, feeling roaring
    back, desire overmastering him.



    Make me forget.



    He made her writhe and scream, and then he lost what
    remained of his mind.



    It wasn’t until he woke in his bed, bathed in cold sweat, that he
    remembered what he hadn’t done. The question he hadn’t asked.



    Had she been trying to make him forget?



 

 



    Chapter Three




    Perhaps she thought he wouldn’t ask dayside. Or perhaps she intended to
    lie.



    He gave serious thought to calling on her Vows—the one she made to him on
    his behalf and the one she made to him on behalf of her sister—in order to
    get the truth. But their relationship, if one could call it that, was built
    on a foundation of compulsion. He hated to do any more forcing.



    No, he would just ask. But he would pay close attention to the emotions
    bleeding over to him from her, and he would put the question to her again
    that night. Nothing—nothing—would distract him from that.



    He set to work on the R&D he desperately needed to complete and was
    making no progress on, trying to stave off the feeling that he had doomed
the world to destruction on a scale never before imagined.    You can’t put the genie back in the bottle. Wasn’t that what he’d
    told Beatrix about magic?



    At five minutes to eight, he came down the stairs and waited uneasily for
    her in the brewing room, glancing at the pair of to-do lists tacked to the
    wall. His and hers, though not labeled as such.



    Beatrix’s was longer, filled with the brews she would make and he would
    take credit for. The other listed requests he needed to deal with
    in person. He crossed out “Aphids—Sederey” and made a mental note to go to
    Dale Kirkland’s in the afternoon to take care of his bug problem.



    A knock broke the silence, but he could tell by the rat-tat-tat 
    pattern that it wasn’t Beatrix. When he opened the door, there stood Mayor
    Croft, her former employer, so wrapped up between his coat, hat and scarf
    that only his eyes and the top of his generous nose were showing.



    “Oh, good,” the mayor said, his words muffled. “Could I borrow you
    for an hour or two? The sidewalks are getting dangerous.”



    He supposed they were, considering that he and Martinelli had tripped over
    them. He could get to Kirkland tomorrow.



    “I’ll swing by your store later and you can show me all the spots that need
    work,” he said.



    “It really needs to be now,” Croft said, apologetic but firm. “They’re
    icing up. Someone’s going to hurt themselves.”



    “Wait—do you want me to fix the uneven sections or remove the ice?”



    “Well, both, now that you mention it. But I was thinking of the ice.”



    “Mayor,” he said, “surely you have a maintenance worker to take care of ice
    and snow. There’s a limit to what an omnimancer should do in town.”



    Croft’s eyes had a pleading look to them. “I know, and I’m sorry, but we
    simply don’t have the budget for it. I used to do the salting and shoveling
    myself, but I’m getting too old.”



    Peter sighed. How could he say no to that?



    He’d already worked a spell into his thin wizard’s coat to make it
    cold-weather appropriate, so he threw on a hat, scarf and fingerless
    gloves, ran to consult Brown’s Lexicon for the best spell to deal with ice,
    and followed the mayor out.



    The sleet had stopped and the slushy mix on the ground was just bad enough
    to make walking a tricky proposition where the pavement angled up or
    down—which was most everywhere in hilly Ellicott Mills.



    “I’m going to need more fuel,” he said, and went to get leaves from the
    basement, hoping Beatrix would show up and he could have it out with her
    first. It was unlike her to be late. She would surely arrive any second.


 
    But he filled every one of his many pockets and rejoined Croft without
    seeing her. They worked their way down his long driveway, Peter casting
    melting spells as they went.



    When they got to the bottom, he turned and saw a flash of red disappearing
    into the house. Beatrix in her winter coat.



    “Mayor,” he said, “I need to—”



    “Oh no.” Croft grabbed his arm. “Miss Sederey’s about to walk down
    Main Street. She always comes to the store first thing on Mondays. Quick,
    Omnimancer, before she breaks a bone.”



    Peter spared a dark thought for silly girls who didn’t have the sense to
    delay shopping trips during bad weather. But he didn’t want a broken bone
    on his conscience—it was heavy enough already—and Beatrix couldn’t go
    anywhere for eight more hours. They would have this conversation today
    whether she liked it or not.



    “Stay there, Miss Sederey,” he called out.



    When he reached her a while later, internally cursing at the slow nature of
    the spell and the length of Main Street, she gave him a shy smile.



    “Thank you so much, Omnimancer.”



    “Are you going to the general store?”



    She hesitated. “Yes, but I’d intended to come see you first.”



    That couldn’t be good. “Has the calf or its mother taken a bad turn?”



    “Oh, no,” she said, her smile filling out, dimpling her cheeks. “As healthy
    as you please, thanks to you. No, it’s my ankle. I … I seem to have twisted
    it.”



    “On the way here?”



    She shook her head. “On the farm.”



    And then she walked all the way here—in icy slush? The Sedereys
    obviously had his telephone number because Mr. Sederey had called to ask
    for the aphid help, and besides—everyone in town had his telephone number.



    “Well, come with me to the house,” he said. “I’ll take a look.”



    And then he would talk to Beatrix.



    But Croft shook his head. “No, no. My store’s much closer, and you need to
    go there anyway, Miss Sederey. Come along.”



    It was perfectly reasonable. Just as getting Miss Sederey in the first
    place, and leaving the house with Croft, was reasonable. Still, Peter began
    to suspect a setup.



    Miss Sederey looked at him, blue eyes projecting vulnerable innocence. “If
    I … if I could just have a bit of help getting there?”



    He offered his arm to the girl who had walked half a mile under her own
    power but wanted assistance for the remaining hundred feet. Croft let them
    into the general store, and Miss Sederey limped to a chair in the adjoining
    office. Peter kneeled to examine the ankle.



    “The left?” he asked.



    She had to think about it, the faker. What had Beatrix promised her in
    exchange for this act?



    “Yes,” she said. “It’s very painful. You will be careful,
    Omnimancer?”



    “I promise this won’t hurt,” he said dryly. “Would you like to remove the
    shoe or should I?”



    “Oh,” she said, cheeks pinking. “If you would, please …”



    It reached about an inch above the ankle, a porcelain-button boot with a
    narrow heel that had to be just about the worst choice for slippery walking
    conditions. When he got it off her foot, he cast a diagnostic spell that
    would indicate if something was wrong.



    “Oh,” Miss Sederey said, staring at the green glow lighting up her
    ankle. “What is that doing?”



    Telling him that nothing at all was amiss, not counting her misuse of the
    truth. He decided to return the favor.



    “It’s a spell to heal sprains,” he said. “Can’t you feel it working?”



Her eyes widened and she bobbed her head up and down enthusiastically. “Oh,    yes. My goodness, yes.”



    He smothered a laugh and stood, intent on finishing the rest of the
    sidewalk as quickly as possible. But Croft interceded again.



    “Miss Sederey shouldn’t walk home, and I need to mind the store,” the mayor
    said. “Could you take her when she’s done shopping, Omnimancer?”



    Oh, come on. He thought of arguing that Miss Sederey’s “sprain”
    had been miraculously fixed and she could safely walk anywhere, but
    the silver lining occurred to him.



    “I’ll go fetch the car,” he said. “Take your time.”



    He dashed up Main Street and his driveway to confront Beatrix, banging open
    the door and leaving a wet trail behind him in the hallway, only to stop
    with a jerk as he reached the brewing room.



    It was empty. A vial of something she’d made, perhaps cold relief, sat on
    the long worktable alongside a note in handwriting that looked eerily like
    his, the consequence of them both learning cursive under Miss Dane’s sharp
    eye. Had to run out. Back in a bit.



    Croft had called to warn her. He must have. But what did she think she was
    accomplishing? What did it gain her to delay the reckoning an hour or two?



    He strode to his car, aggravation warring with anxiety, and maneuvered it
    down to an empty parking spot in front of Croft’s. He expected Miss Sederey
    would make him cool his heels for at least a half-hour, the better to help
    Beatrix, but she popped through the front door as he put the car in park.
    He had to jump out and run to do the expected courtesy of taking her bag
    and helping her into the passenger seat.



    “How’s the ankle?” he said, managing to conceal the sarcastic intent.



    She dimpled at him again. “Ever so much better. Thank you, Omnimancer.”



    The girl chattered away during the short drive to her farm, saying nothing
    of substance. And though it wasn’t fair to judge her for that—she was
    twenty, she was probably nervous and what did mere acquaintances say to
    each other if not pleasant nothings?—he couldn’t help but compare the ride
    to his first with Beatrix. In which she critiqued the government, argued
    with him over the need for an omnimancer in town and implied that he’d
    been grossly overpaid while employed by the Army. (He probably had,
    but he was making up for it now with a salary of zero.)



    Pleasant was not the word for Beatrix. Stimulating. Provoking.
    Disconcerting.



    The worst thing about the last two weeks was the anxiety of what she might
    do. But hardly speaking to her was a close second.



    He missed her.



    “Omnimancer?”



    He pulled up to the Sederey house and forced himself back into the
    conversation. “Yes, Miss Sederey?”



    She looked down at her hands. “I am very sorry for the bother.”



    She sounded sincere. Perhaps she regretted agreeing to detain him. So he
    said, “If you ever really need something”—with only the slightest emphasis
    on really—“you only need to ask.”



    Once she was safely inside the house, he turned the car around and drove
    off the farm, preparing what to say to Beatrix. With every delay, he
    dreaded the conversation more.



    He was so focused on that, he almost didn’t notice the arm-waving figure at
    the side of the road, trying to flag him down. He slowed, pulling over.
    Then he recognized the man under the heavy parka, and the urge to laugh was
    so powerful he gave in to it.



    Mr. Freelow. Well played, Beatrix.



    “Oh, Omnimancer,” the old man said, “I’m so relieved you happened by
    because, you see, almost as soon as I woke this morning I knew I would need
    your help, the way my bursitis is acting up again, and you did say you’d
    need to cast the spell for me sometime this month, and apparently that time
    is today because it hurt something terrible almost as soon as I woke this
    morning, and wouldn’t you know it but Miss Harper called not ten minutes
    ago to check on me, such a thoughtful young lady, and she said I
should look out for you because you would be driving by, and you    were, weren’t you, and if you could cast the spell for me now I
    would be in your debt, or at least not right now but once we’re in
my house—it’s just over there, you know—and oh, Omnimancer, bursitis is    such a cross to bear …”



    And because Mr. Freelow really did suffer from bursitis, and because there
    would be no getting a word in edgewise let alone bargaining with the man to
    wait for half an hour, he gave in to the inevitable and got out of the car.



    Together, Mr. Freelow never stopping for breath, they walked at the slowest
    possible pace to his tiny home.



    The spell was not quick. It called for the wizard to lay both hands on the
    affected area and let the magic seep out over the course of fifteen
    minutes. Because Mr. Freelow had bursitis in both elbows and knees, Peter
    got an exacting, hour-long account of the man’s history with the condition.
    It was one Mr. Freelow had related to him several times already.



    Only when the hour was up did Mr. Freelow pause, and that was to sigh
    appreciatively.



    “Happy to help, Mr. Freelow, and now I must run,” Peter said, backing out.
    “If I don’t take care of the sidewalks, someone might slip.”



    As he shut the door, he heard Mr. Freelow’s voice—muffled now: “Oh yes, go
    right ahead, and thank you so much, Omnimancer, I’m so very
    grateful, it’s funny how you don’t think of your knees and elbows at all
    until suddenly you can’t think of anything else …”



    He was, as Beatrix once said, a very sweet man. He was also an ideal
    distraction.



    Peter braced for another diversion on the road, but this time he was
    allowed to drive to his house. He tried parking on the road and creeping
    in, to no avail. Beatrix was once again not at her post. The same note lay
    on the table, now with two finished brews beside it and the ingredients for
    a third lying abandoned.



    How was she getting out in time? Did she have the mayor playing lookout?



    He thought of searching for her. She had to be someplace where she
    could either see or hear him leaving. But he’d promised the mayor to take
    care of the sidewalks, and it was now quarter to eleven. The mill workers,
    railroad employees and farmers who made enough to afford lunch at Reed’s
    Diner would soon be walking there.



    He went back down to Main Street to find the slush fully hardened to ice.
    He cleared the sidewalks on both sides, acutely aware of how very long they
    were and grateful for the warming spell in his coat.



    When he finished, the exertion of casting the melting spell multiple times
    overcame him and he crouched against the general store, trying to catch his
    breath in the searing cold. Snow fell lightly on the sidewalk he had just
    cleared. Would he have to take care of that in a few hours, too?



    “Omnimancer!”



    He bit back a groan and looked up.



    It was Mr. Reed, the one person in town—other than Beatrix—to whom he
    didn’t want to say no. The man was hanging out the front door of his diner
    across the street, gesturing come here.



    Peter sighed and crossed over.



    “Have lunch,” Mr. Reed said, reaching out to brush the snow off his coat.
    “On me. You must be starving.”



    Oh. He felt guilty for thinking Mr. Reed wanted something from him—Mr.
Reed, who of all people deserved his assistance. And the man was right, he    was starving. He glanced at his watch—nearly one o’clock.



    “Come on, Pete,” Mr. Reed said with his gap-tooth smile, bringing back
    powerful memories of sandwiches and kindness.



    Peter followed him in, warm air enveloping him. “Thank you. I appreciate
    it.”



    “The usual?”



    He nodded. And in two minutes, he had a hot roast beef sandwich, gravy
    running from the meat in rivulets.



    He closed his
    eyes and concentrated on the taste of it. For all that he felt thirteen
    again, empty stomach filling up only because of the Reeds, the diner held
    no unhappy memories. His too-tight muscles relaxed.



    “Good?”



    He opened his eyes and smiled at Mr. Reed. “Magnificent. And it’s a lucky
    thing you got me in when you did. I’d no idea how close to keeling over I’d
    been.”



    The man grinned. “Your Miss Harper called to tell me what the mayor had you
    doing.”



    Peter’s breath caught. So she’d pulled his strings into Reed’s, too.



    “She takes good care of you,” Mr. Reed said, patting his arm in a
    meaningful way.



    Oh, she took care of him, all right.



    Yet twined with the frustration and worry was pleasure, insistent and
    undeniable. That she’d cared enough to think of how exhausted and hungry he
    would be at this point in the day. That she knew what a comfort Reed’s
    would be to him.



    “So,” Mr. Reed added in a half-joking undertone, “when’s the wedding?”



    Peter’s face must have shown some sliver of the truth—that he desperately
    wanted to marry her, despite it all, and would never be able to—because Mr.
    Reed’s smile faded. “What is it? What’s wrong?”



    He wanted to unload the whole sorry tale on him. But telling anyone was out
    of the question.



    “Pete?” Mr. Reed said.



    The door banged open. “Is the omnimancer here?”



    What now?



    “Yes,” Mr. Reed said, straightening up. “Are you all right, Dan?”



    Peter turned in his booth to see Daniel Clark, eyes wide with alarm, hands
    clutching his hat. “My wife—please, Omnimancer …”



    Peter jumped to his feet, leaving the last of his sandwich on the table.
    Mrs. Clark was eight months pregnant. Whether Beatrix sent Mr. Clark or
    not, the problem he’d come about was real.



    “Let’s go,” Peter said, hustling the man out the door.



 

 



    Chapter Four



    His first trip to the Clarks’ apartment, nearly four months ago now, had
    been a shock. Not because it was a tiny, dank and utterly insufficient home
    for a family, but because years ago it had been his tiny, dank and
    utterly insufficient home, the only one Nan could afford to rent with a
    widow’s pension that—she once joked—was clearly intended for the many
    widows who enjoyed foraging for their food.



    He and Nan had been a household of two. The Clarks were five going on six.
    The children slept on mats in the living room he’d had all to himself at
    nights. He walked through it now, trying not to think about the walls
    closing in on him as they had the night before, and entered the only
    bedroom.



    Seven-year-old Anna and her younger brothers stared at him, eyes wide and
    mouths solemn, as he took a seat by their mother. Sue Clark lay in a bed
    with a sagging mattress, looking pale and small. Even her rounded belly
    wasn’t as large as by rights it should have been.



    “Was this the first time you’ve fainted?” he said.



    “Yes,” she said. Simply getting the word out seemed to be an effort. She
    closed her eyes.



    “I ran to get Daddy,” Anna said. “He was coming home for lunch, and I found
    him and I told him.”



    Peter wondered why Anna had been out of school, but now was not the time to
    ask.



    “That was very good,” he said, nodding at her. “If your mother is ever in
    trouble again, come straight to my house. You know where it is?”



    “Yes, sir. The gigantic one.”



Certainly compared to this apartment. He pulled out a leaf, murmured “hycgan gesyntu” and watched as his second diagnostic spell of the
    day turned a sickly yellow.



    “That means something is wrong, doesn’t it?” Mr. Clark sat on the other
    side of the bed, both hands wrapped around one of his wife’s, his voice
    shaking. “Yellow is bad, isn’t it?”



    “It does mean she’s not perfectly healthy, but it could be minor,” Peter
    said, trying to hit a soothing tone. “Unfortunately, the diagnostic test doesn’t tell
    us what’s amiss. A doctor will have to make that call.”



    Mrs. Clark turned her head away, but he caught a glimpse of tears.



    “We’ll make it work, tulip,” her husband murmured.



    “No,” she whispered. And the rest of it was too quiet to make out, but
    Peter caught “the rent” and knew she would not go to the hospital.



    Had his mother made the same decision? Would she have survived childbirth
    otherwise?



    He stood. “I’m taking you to the emergency room. Now.”



    Mr. Clark looked as if he was trying to find a response, but it was Mrs.
    Clark who got there first. “Thank you very much, Omnimancer, but we’ll
    manage.”



    He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’m not an idiot, and I’m not leaving
    you like this. I will cover the bill.”



    Her face flushed—still a too-pale shade. “That is very good of you, sir,
    but we cannot accept charity.”



    “I’m the town omnimancer, and I have a budget,” he said. “Charity has
    nothing to do with it.”



    “Oh,” she murmured, all her animating anger and color gone. “But I—I
    thought you weren’t getting any assistance from Washington.”



    He wasn’t. Which made everything he did in Ellicott Mills a sort of
    charity. But few people here saw it that way, and ultimately—given his
    ulterior motives—they were right.



    “I have a budget,” he repeated, and willed her not to ask where the money
    came from. “It’s not a large one, but keeping expectant mothers healthy is
    at the top of my priority list. I’m bringing my car around. Anna, can you
    watch at the window and tell your father when to carry your mother down?”



    She nodded.



    Mr. Clark swallowed a sob. “Thank you. Thank you.”



    And so Mr. Clark returned to work and Mrs. Clark and her three children rode in the Pierce-Arrow to the hospital, where, after a very long wait, a doctor declared her “unquestionably anemic.”



    Afterward, Peter dropped the Clarks off at their apartment, popped over to
    the general store to put in a rush order of ferrous gluconate for Mrs.
    Clark’s iron supplement brew and returned home ten minutes after Beatrix’s
    quitting time to find the house empty.



    She’d successfully avoided seeing him all day. She’d masterfully kept him
    from asking his usual question last night. He stood at the threshold of the brewing room,
    stomach churning, all but certain now that the whisper campaign was
    starting tonight.



    He jumped in his car and sped most of the way to her house, parking out of
    sight on a side road. A trio of leaves in his hands, a spellword on his
    lips, and he ran the rest of the way in blessed invisibility.



    Her car was in the garage—that was a relief. He stopped beside it,
    weighing what to do, when his decision was made for him by the sight of
    Beatrix and Miss Knight striding out of the house, their destination clear.



    He slipped into the rear seat and softly shut the door before they
    came into view. Peter caught the grim set of Beatrix’s mouth as she went
    by. Both women jumped into the front and as soon as the car flared to life,
    Beatrix backed out, turned around and accelerated down the long driveway as
    if she had no time to lose.



    He waited for conversation—what they were going to do, what his bizarre day
    had been about—but they didn’t say a word for the short ride. That, in
    fact, was most suggestive of all. Hadn’t he told them to avoid talking
    about anything dangerous in a place that could so easily be bugged?



    He couldn’t make out where they were when the car stopped, lying as he was
    on the floor, nothing but trees visible out his window. He waited until
    they both got out to sit up. The Beaux-Arts buildings of the women’s
    college rose above him, the sight squeezing at his lungs. What better place
    to start a women-only whisper campaign?



    He had to stop this now. He barreled out, slamming the door, not caring
    whether they heard. They didn’t—they’d just stepped into the nearest
    building. By running full-out he caught up before they disappeared, and he
    was at the point of grabbing Beatrix’s hand when he heard “the League” and
    pulled back to listen to what they were saying.



    “What did Rosemarie want us to talk to her about?” Beatrix asked.



    “She gave me a list. A long one.”



    “All march-related?”



   “Every word.”



    This was about the march Lydia Harper was organizing in Washington?



    Peter continued following them, up a stairwell, down a hallway full of
    closed doors, but the certainty that he should be here, doing this, receded
along with his anger and anxiety. He was crossing a line—spying on Beatrix    again. What if this was nothing but a misunderstanding?



    Beatrix stopped at the door marked 216 and knocked. He stood two yards from
    her and Miss Knight, dithering. Perhaps he should walk away. Wait until he
    could ask her for the truth.



    Go home.



    The door opened. The young Asian woman on the other side broke into a grin
    at the sight of her visitors—the ones she could see.



    “What a nice surprise! Come in,” she said.



    And in that second of opportunity—that moment of truth—he discovered just
    how far his trust in Beatrix had fallen. Or, looked at in a different way,
    just how willing he was to betray her trust in him. He slipped in after her and
    Miss Knight, stepping into a corner of the room, already regretting his
    decision.



    But the door was now closed. There would be no getting out until they left.



    He listened to them discuss the necessary minutiae of planning a big
event with simultaneous relief and misery. The two holes
    in Beatrix’s fraying scarf stared at him from the coat rack like accusing
    eyes.



    It wasn’t simply what he was doing at this very moment. No, he’d also
    badgered her every night, and for what? The answer to his question was
    always no. No, she hadn’t told women the secret. No, she wasn’t doing what
    he feared.



    She’d had an idea flame up in the midst of one stressful evening, and he
    hadn’t counted on her ability to think strategically about costs and
    benefits in the cold light of day. He’d left her no face-saving way to say
    she’d changed her mind.



    After what must have been thirty minutes of writhing, his deliverance
    arrived.



    “Where are your facilities, Dot?” Beatrix said.



    “Yes, please,” Miss Knight said. “Too much discussion about water
    stations, not enough about latrines.”



    Their host laughed. “Outside—down the hall. I’ll show you.”



    He counted out twenty seconds after they left, opened the door a
    crack—enough to see the hallway was clear—and escaped. The mile-long walk back to his car offered plenty of time to think in
    excruciating detail about what he’d done. 



    When he finally got home, he
    looked into the brewing room again to see what she’d made that day. Next to the bottles lay a note, but not the be-back-soon message of
    earlier.



    
        I’m sorry to keep you so busy—I needed you out of the house. Go to your
        bedroom and see why.
    



    The swirl of conflicting emotions clarified themselves into guilt that
    pressed on him like a weight. She’d been up to something for him? He
    clumped up the steps, legs aching from the walk, and opened the door.



    His breath caught.



    A Christmas tree, fully decorated, filled a previously bare corner. Strands
    of white lights twinkled at him where wall met floor. One of Mayor Croft’s
    handmade wreaths hung on the inner side of the door.



    Presents—at least three dozen—lay on the skirt under the tree. The names on
    the tags were a who’s who of townspeople. There was even a plate of
    gingerbread cookies from the Clarks, surely baked sometime in the last few
    days with what little strength Mrs. Clark had left.



    He didn’t know what to do with himself. Something fluttered in his chest,
    and he knelt amid the gaily wrapped boxes that seemed like symbols of more
    than just appreciation. For the first time since he’d come home, he felt as
    if he might actually belong here.



    Silver glinted from behind the tree, a present he hadn’t noticed. He
reached for it, brought it into the light and caught sight of the tag.    Peter, it said, in that handwriting that looked so much like his.



    He couldn’t help himself. He opened it. Inside was a diaphanous angel
    tree-topper and another note. You deserve a proper Christmas.



    He sank back against the foot of his bed, head in his hands. Then he pushed
    himself to his feet and walked out of the house.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix was on her hands and knees on the kitchen floor, trying to make the
    old tiles look less dingy, when the doorbell rang.



    “Omnimancer!” Rosemarie’s voice carried over with ease, but whatever she
    said after that was lost to the roar in Beatrix’s ears.



    She thought he would wait until that night’s dream to ask. There was only
    one reason to come in person.



    If he called on her Vow, she would have to tell him. The horror he would
    feel—and she would feel it too, like a flood. It wasn’t simply that he
    might order her to stop. What if she lost her nerve and ran back to all
    four women with a plea that they not even start?



    “Beatrix!” Rosemarie called.



    No. No. Lydia’s life was at stake. She simply wouldn’t do it. She
    put her forehead to the cool floor, trying to calm herself, and got to her
    feet.



    “Omnimancer,” she said as she walked into the foyer. Her voice quavered.
    She left it at that.



    “I’m sorry to bother you after hours, but I find I need to ask you about
    one of the ingredients you ordered for the headache brew,” he said.



    She led him to the dining room, knowing the conversation would have nothing
    to do with brews or ingredients. The moment they crossed over the invisible
    demarcation line—inside which anything they said would be obscured—he
    immediately cast a revealing spell. The room glowed red. The only traces of
    magic beyond the air around his hands were the twined threads from her
    chest to his, the insubstantial proof of the Vows that would bind them as
    long as they both lived.



    He dropped the spell and turned, wearing an expression that could only be
    anguish. “Beatrix … I have to—”



    “Do you distrust Rosemarie?” she said in a rush. Anything to delay this
    moment. “Do you know something I don’t?”



    He blinked. “No. No, I just wanted to have a plausible reason for being
    here in case the magiocracy has managed to sneak in any recording devices
    under our noses.”



    She stared at him, her veneer of calm further thinning. “Do you think they
    would do it without using magic?”



    “Not really.” He sighed. “I’m just being paranoid.”



    Which meant he surely had not missed how suspicious his day had been.



    “Beatrix—”



    “Wait, Mrs. Clark!” The words burst from her, heartfelt—if also a
    distraction. “What happened? Is she all right?”



    “Oh—yes, she’ll be OK. Anemia. Easily treated with a supplement brew. The
    mayor said he’d put in a rush order for the key ingredient we don’t have.”



    Beatrix let out a breath. Impossible to think of Mrs. Clark’s pregnancy
    difficulties without also thinking of her own mother dying after giving
    birth to Lydia.



    “Listen, I … I need to tell you something,” Peter said.



    Tell? Not ask? He wasn’t looking at her. He put his hands on the dining
    room table and stared down at it.



    “I followed you to your meeting tonight,” he murmured. “I spied on you.”



    Her heart gave an almighty jerk. She swayed on her feet.



    “I was so sure you were going to start your whisper campaign,” he said. “I
    had to know. I felt that I had to do something.”



    Into the widening silence, all she could manage was a brief, shaky
    question. “Invisibility spell?”



    “Yes. Beatrix—I’m so sorry. I could see right away that I’d been wrong.”



    She stared at him, hardly able to believe it. Wrong?



    “I was stuck in the room at that point and couldn’t leave until you went to
    the lavatory,” he said. “And then I got back home to find …”



    He pressed his hands to his eyes and said, “That was the most wonderful
    present I’ve ever had. And it couldn’t have been better timed to drive home
    what a terrible mistake I’d made.”



    “You …” Beatrix swallowed. “You were in the room as we discussed the
    march.”



    “Yes.”



    “And then you slipped out.”



    “Like a thief.”



    He’d missed it. He’d been there, could have overheard all their plans, but
    simply hadn’t followed them to the restroom. They’d avoided discovery by
    the barest of margins.



    “I know full well that I shouldn’t have done it. It was a breach of trust.
    Again,” he said, and his voice cracked.



    Oh, God, she couldn’t take it. She stumbled to a chair and sat.



    He took the seat next to her. “I don’t want to spy on you, or badger you
    dreamside when you have no ability to hold back, or force you to talk by
    calling on your Vow. I won’t. Just—please, tell me what you’ve decided to
    do. Tell me of your own volition.”



    Could she be sure that anything she did was of her own volition? Anything,
    at least, besides Plan B?



    She wanted to tell him, if “want” wasn’t such a woefully inadequate word
    for it. Her stomach churned at the thought of continuing to hide this from
    him. Her hands trembled. Her chest ached.



    Oh, her chest ached, all right—precisely where the twined threads that
    connected them dove, unseen and unasked-for, into the body he’d unwittingly
    taken over.



    And yet if he could undo it, he would. Of all the things she doubted, that
    was not one of them. Could she really sit here and lie to his face to
    protect her sister?



    This could be the day.



    “I …” she gasped out, blinking back tears. “I …” She grasped for the only
    true thing she was willing to say: “I don’t know what to do.”



    There were two ways to take that, and she watched him latch on to the one
    she hadn’t meant. He let out a breath, shoulders relaxing. His jolt of
    relief washed over to her, zipping to her belly in a strange counterpoint
    to the tension there. He said, “I’m not going to repeat the arguments I’ve
    made too many times already. But could you make me one promise? Will you
    tell me when you come to a decision?”



    There was no way to slide around this question. Truth or falsehood. The
    time had come.



    She thought of Lydia, swallowed hard and lifted her chin. “I promise.”



    And though she put her head in her hands and cried after he left, she
    walked out of the dining room knowing she’d done what was morally required
    of her. Lydia was her only living relative. She had to take the actions
    that offered her sister the best chance of surviving this nightmare. If the
    situation were reversed and Lydia were Peter’s sister, he would do the
    exact same thing.



 

 



    Chapter Five




    Ella stared at her from her perch on the edge of the tub, aghast. “What?”



    “He didn’t hear anything but the march discussion,” Beatrix repeated, “but
    he followed us and we had no idea. What if a wizard who isn’t on our side
    does that?”



    “I don’t think our omnimancer is on any side but his own,” Ella muttered,
    “but I take your point.”



    “We need to know whether we’ve got an invisible watcher on our heels
    without casting a spell.”



    “Would give that invisible watcher a bit of a clue that something
    was afoot if we did.” Ella’s lips turned up, but Beatrix was too upset for
    her friend’s good humor to work on her.



    “The new magic’s the only way,” Beatrix said. “But our knitting’s not
    working.”



    “Well, it is, just not …” Ella waved a hand, looking for the right
    word.



    “At all well,” Beatrix said, gazing at the broken tile near the toilet.



    “We managed to replicate the protection spell. That’s a big one.”



    Beatrix raised both eyebrows. In their dozens of attempts to put a
    protective sheen on crabapples by focusing and asking for what they wanted,
    they’d managed it perhaps a fifth of the time. Just as often, the
    crabapples turned into a squished and pulpy mess. Every other time, nothing
    happened at all.



    Ella made a face. “Fine, you’re right. I don’t understand why this method
    is so inconsistent. My grand plans of taking over the world by August may
    be a touch too optimistic.”



    This time, Beatrix did smile in spite of herself. “I don’t know. The way
    you can levitate yourself two-and-a-half inches off the floor is quite
    impressive.”



    “That might come in handy someday, and then won’t you be sorry for poking
    fun at my awesome talent.” Ella had assumed an officious voice—uncannily
    like Mrs. Price, the wealthiest woman in town—but ruined the effect by
    laughing. “And don’t forget the way I can make my blue dress appear to be
    purple. Mark my words, that is a skill the wizards will rue.”



    Beatrix gave in and laughed, too. “Why were you even trying to make your
    dress change color?”



    “I wanted to see if I could make myself look completely different. That was
    as far as I got.”



    Beatrix let her head sink into her hands, half-snorting, half-groaning.



    “I know you’re frustrated,” Ella said, patting her on the arm, “but it’s
    not important that knitting can’t do everything—it can do some
    things, and that’s amazing.”



    “I can’t see it that way, you know. Because just that once, everything I
    tried worked. Even something that’s supposedly impossible—something there’s
    no spell for.” Beatrix searched for the words to properly communicate the
    feeling. “Ella, it was like—like opening a door and discovering there’s an
    entire world outside. That was amazing.” She sighed. “I don’t know
    what we’re doing wrong. But the door’s closed, and I can’t figure out how
    to get it open again.”



    “We’ll get there. We just need practice.”



    Beatrix spent a moment trying to believe it. Then she said, “What if the
    door only opens when someone you love is in immediate danger of dying?”



    “But the second time you had a breakthrough, you were at the omnimancer’s.”
    Ella caught her expression and said, “Oh, no. What? What haven’t you told
    me?”



    So finally, belatedly, she explained. How she’d found Peter trapped against
    the wall of his basement, suffocating inside a spell gone wrong that he’d
    cast to protect himself against Garrett. How it was too late to save him by
    conventional means.



    “Good God!” Ella collected herself and lowered her voice. “You do realize
    that if he’d died, you’d be free?”



    Beatrix stared at her. “Please tell me you’re not suggesting I should have
    done nothing.”



    “Well—”



    “The only reason he was in that position is because Garrett was trying to
    scare him off from helping us!”



    Ella put up her hands. “I concede, I concede. I was just pointing out that
    you were, by most definitions, acting against your own interests.”



    “I wasn’t,” she said. “Even setting aside the moral considerations, we need
    him.”



    “No,” Ella murmured, “you think we do because the Vows want you to think
    that. But we can handle our own problems. Especially when
    we get better at knitting, which we will. I’m telling you,
    practice is the answer—when do we ever get an hour without interruption?”



    Hardly ever. But she was thinking more about the first part of what Ella
    said.



    “Not everything I say or do is influenced by the Vows,” she said. It
    sounded thin to her own ears, so she added, “Don’t forget Plan B. I’m not
    his automaton.”



    Ella took her hand. “No! No, you’re not. What you’re going through, never
    knowing which of your thoughts and feelings are wholly yours—ninety-nine
    percent of people in that situation would just submit. But you’re fighting,
    and I’m so proud of you for that. You never stop fighting.”



    Never, except every single night. What would Ella think of her if that ever
    came out?



    The tears slipped down her cheeks before she could stop them.



    “Oh,” Ella said, a bit deer-in-the-headlights at what must have been an
    entirely unanticipated response. “Beatrix, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to
    make it worse. I can—I can just imagine how hard this must be.”



    Beatrix nodded, taking the easy way out.



    “Whatever I can do to help,” Ella said, squeezing her hand, “I will.”



    “Thank you,” she whispered, not looking her in the eye.



    She lay in her bed later, too distressed by all that had happened that day
    to fall easily to sleep. But eventually she ended up dreamside. And it was
    all she could do to keep the truth in. It lodged like a rock in her throat,
    churned in her stomach, prickled her tongue.



    He didn’t ask her the question. He didn’t bring the subject up at all.



    Instead he recounted, with wry humor, what a morning he’d had dealing with
    her distractions—no longer suspecting they were anything but what she’d
    told him in her note. The Christmas tree and angel, gifts twisted to a
    different purpose, twinkled at them from the corner where his subconscious,
    or more likely hers, had conjured them.



    Her skin burned with guilt everywhere he touched her.



    . . . . .



    Peter had work outside the house to do that morning, so he let Beatrix
    in—she looked pale, despite the chill—and headed out. After checking on
    Mrs. Clark (even paler than Beatrix, but no further fainting since
    yesterday) and fixing the uneven sidewalk (though “somewhat improving” was
    more accurate), he purchased a present in Stevenson’s Handmade Goods that
    he hoped Beatrix would like and stopped into the general store to see the
    mayor.



    “Perfect timing!” Croft gave him a warm smile. “Your rush order came in
    five minutes ago.”



    “Oh, good,” he said, thinking of how Mrs. Clark looked in that old and
    surely uncomfortable bed.



    “How is she?” Croft asked, bustling over to the counter.



    Peter blinked. He hadn’t told the mayor what or who the ingredient was for.



    “I know this is going in a brew for Sue Clark, Omnimancer,” Croft said with
    a shake of the head. “Five people told me how you ran out of Reed’s with
    Daniel Clark yesterday, and two more mentioned that you were up to check on
    her this morning. Wizard-patient confidentiality doesn’t really work in a
    town this small.”



    He wondered if the town, and not just Mr. Reed, had sussed out that he was
    in love with Beatrix. He gave a rueful shrug. “This ingredient is the key
    part of a brew that should make her feel better.”



    “Well, that’s news to cheer the soul. No, no, put your money back in that
    coat of yours, this is on the house.”



    “No, really—” he began to say, knowing the price was north of $50.



    “I insist,” Croft said, clapping him on the shoulder.



    He was about to absolutely refuse—Croft’s habit of giving merchandise away
    to poor residents oughtn’t apply to him—when he realized that
    what had raised his hackles was the thought that he might need the
    charity. He’d left Ellicott Mills unwavering in his determination to never
    require any again. But the man simply wanted to help the Clarks.



    “Thank you, Mayor,” he said. “That’s kind of you.”



    Croft grinned at him. “So, how was your day yesterday?”



    Peter laughed. “Oh, delightful. I understand you’re partially to blame. Did
    you arrange that performance with Miss Sederey, by the way, or did Miss
    Harper?”



    “Must have been something Miss Harper cooked up too late to mention. Either
    that, or just a lucky coincidence. I called her once you ran off for your
    car, of course—was worried you might pop in and catch her with her arms
    full of presents.” Croft’s smile widened. “Did you like your surprise?”



    Peter swallowed over the lump in his throat. “Very much.”



    When he got back to the house, he stowed the package for Beatrix in his
    nightstand and took the other item to the brewing room. She looked up at
    him, eyes watchful and guarded. For a second, he bitterly regretted telling
    her what he’d done last night. But he had to, really. She would have told
    him, had their situations been reversed—though he doubted she would have
    followed him in the first place.



    He pulled the glass bottle full of light green powder from its paper
    wrappings. “This is the ferrous gluconate we needed for Mrs. Clark’s
    supplement. Can we get started on it right away?”



    “I can take care of it.”



    That stung. “I’d like to help.”



    “Peter—”



    “My mother died in childbirth, too,” he reminded her quietly.



    She looked at him then with such fellow feeling—the guardedness falling
    away—that he took a step toward her without meaning to. He turned
    awkwardly, set the bottle on the table and fetched the brewer’s guide.



    He couldn’t tell if the jumbled-up emotions roiling him were his or hers.
    But when he trusted himself to glance at her again, she was scrubbing the
    work area with cool efficiency.



    As they chopped ingredients in silence, the feelings mounted, sharp and insistent as a thousand pins to the flesh.
    Regret. Fear. Anger. Longing.



    Suffocation.



    “Beatrix,” he said, starting to breathe faster just to reassure himself
    that he could get the oxygen he needed, “what’s wrong? What is it?”



    She looked up, and this time her eyes were wide with panic. She scrabbled
    at the back of her dress. Trying to loosen it, trying and failing.



    He dashed around the table and got the buttons undone somehow, his fingers
    shaking as he did it. “The corset too?”



    “Yes,” she gasped.



    So he kept going, untying it enough to loosen it a good deal. She slumped
    against him, sucking air into her lungs in shaky gasps. He held her,
    catching his own breath, until his anxiety for her began to fade into the
    recognition that she was in his arms while partially unclothed.



    “Sit,” he urged, leading her to a chair. He escaped to the kitchen,
    filling a glass of water for her while grasping for composure.



    “How did you know I couldn’t catch my breath?” she asked, voice raw, when he
    returned. “Could you feel it?”



    “Yes.” He shuddered, the moment he nearly died rushing back at him.



    She put a hand on his arm, the touch there and gone. “I’m sorry. It must have
    been a terrible reminder.”



    “Beatrix—that was a panic attack, wasn’t it. Like the one in the dream.”



    “Yes.”



    “Is this your first one dayside?”



    She sighed. “No, they started about two weeks ago.”



    “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”



    “There’s nothing to be done about them.” She shook her head as he made a
    protesting noise. “No, it’s true. I checked your Brown’s Lexicon, and
    there’s no remedy.”



    “Nothing magical, perhaps, but what about a therapist?”



    She shot him a speaking look. “‘Why am I having panic attacks, doctor?
    Well, you see, the government tried to assassinate my sister, and I’m
    afraid they’re going to eventually succeed.’ I’d be institutionalized.”



    He frowned, but he couldn’t think of an argument to counter that.



    She got to her feet, holding the bodice of her dress to keep it from
    sagging. Blood zipped through his body, singing past his ears, as if he
    hadn’t seen every inch of her in their twined dreams. But that wasn’t real.
    This was.



    She bit her lip. “Could you … ?”



    He retied her corset, trying not to think about her skin, separated from
    him by just a thin slip. He worked on the buttons of her
    dress, swallowing the irrational urge to reverse course and pull her
    clothes off.



    Had he ever, dayside, been this close to her? He could feel the rise and
    fall of her chest under his hands. An electric jolt shot through him as he
    brushed strands of hair from her neck to keep them from getting caught in
    her buttons, followed by another jolt as he heard her breath catch.



    “Peter,” she said, a strangled quality to her voice, “you must let me
    finish this brew on my own.”



    “What?” He faltered, then slipped the final button into place. “I can’t
    leave you like this.”



    She turned. “I don’t …” She stopped, lips parted, eyes dilating. They
    looked at each other, his heart kicking up to a truly alarming rate. He had
    never wanted her more, and the one dizzying thought he could manage was
    that half this overpowering feeling was hers.



    “Oh, God,” he said, not sure he could pull himself back from the cliff edge
    he was on.



    “Please,” she whispered, exactly like that dreamside moment when
    he first took her to bed, and over the edge he went.



    For a few glorious seconds, he kissed her and she kissed him back, and
nothing crossed his mind besides yes and more and    now. Then he suddenly remembered that the lust spilling over to
    him from her wasn’t hers at all. And her “please”—to the extent that she
    hadn’t already lost her mind when she said it—was undoubtedly her attempt
    to get him to do what she’d just asked of him.



    Leave.



    He leapt back, gasping, dismay and thwarted desire making him shake.
    “Fuck,” he said, unable to keep the word from bursting out. “Beatrix,
    I—I’m—”



    “Quick, go!” she said, grabbing the chair behind her and hanging onto it as
    if for dear life.



    He didn’t stay to apologize. He just did as she said.



    . . . . .



She leaned on the table, trying to calm down. Could their Vows be getting    stronger? Asking him to leave was the hardest thing she’d ever
    done. Even now, her will to stay in this room was only slightly more
    powerful than her desire to rush after him and take him to bed.



    Perhaps she honestly wanted him. Perhaps the Vows had nothing to do with
    it.



    Perhaps the Vows were even now wrapped around her brainstem, whispering
    that idea. Submit. Submit.



    She picked up her knife, breathed in and out until her hands stopped
    shaking, and made herself finish the brew, exhaustion creeping up on her by
    degrees. She called through the closed lab door so the man
    who inspired every possible feeling in her knew where she was going, and
    fled his house.



    The cold air on the walk to Mrs. Clark’s apartment was a relief. By the
    time she knocked on the door, she’d pressed everything (lust,
    self-reproach, panic) into a tiny knot, and her lungs worked normally
    again.



    Anna Clark opened the door, looking impossibly small for seven. Her blond
    pigtails stuck out at odd angles, as if she’d put them in herself.



    “Hello.” Beatrix tried to smile. “I have a package for your mother.”



    Anna stood up straighter, her anxious little face brightening. “Is it the
    medicine?”



    “Yes. May I—”



    “Oh, please come in!” Anna grabbed her arm and dragged her to the bedroom,
    where Mrs. Clark lay with her two younger children cuddled up on either
    side of her. “Mommy, Mommy! It’s here! She brought it!”



    “Miss Harper,” Mrs. Clark said, the exhaustion in her voice putting
    Beatrix’s into proper perspective. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”



    Mrs. Clark was a sight to make the heart constrict. She looked washed out,
    except for the smudges under her eyes, and wispy curls stuck to her damp
    forehead. Beatrix found a spare pillow, propped her up and said, “Let’s get
    a dose into you this instant.”



    “It’s going to be OK now,” Anna said as her mother swallowed a spoonful of
    iron supplement. “This will make you much better.”



    She turned to Beatrix, face pinched with anxiety again. “Right?”



    “Right,” Beatrix said, voice cracking. The memory of herself in Anna’s
    place, her own mother dying, was almost too much to take. They had to get
    Mrs. Clark safely through this pregnancy.



    Mrs. Clark closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “Anna, could you play with
    your brothers in the living room for a few minutes? I’d like to talk to
    Miss Harper.”



    Anna wrangled her recalcitrant siblings—the toddler twisting and arguing in
    her arms—and closed the door behind them.



    “She must be such a help, your Anna,” Beatrix said.



    Mrs. Clark smiled, and she no longer looked quite so ill. “I don’t know
    what I’d do without her.”



    “Oh—I have instructions for you,” Beatrix said, taking the piece of paper
    from her pocket. “Four times a day, preferably on an empty stomach, but
    with food if it causes you any distress. Omnimancer Blackwell said you
    should notice improvement in a day or two.”



    Actually, he didn’t; the brewing guide did. But it sounded more
    authoritative this way.



    Mrs. Clark’s smile twisted into a wry quirk, slight but undeniable. “Did he
    say how long it would take until I feel human again?”



    That surprised Beatrix into a laugh. “Not specifically, no.”



    “This will be such a relief.” She shifted on her pillow. “I’ve been feeling
    worse and worse and just thinking, ‘Well, what did you expect, expecting?’”



    Beatrix winced. “Is it really that bad even when you don’t have anemia?”



    “You have no idea.”



    “Well, that’s true. Everyone says such vague things if they say
    anything at all.”



    “Like ‘beautiful’ and ‘miraculous.’” Mrs. Clark arched her eyebrows. “Funny
    how no one mentions ‘horribly uncomfortable’ and ‘exhausted.’ It must have
    slipped their minds.”



    Beatrix had suspected Mrs. Clark possessed a sense of humor, but they’d
never talked long enough for her to tell. She grinned. “Maybe they figure    they went through it, and they don’t see why the rest of us should
    get away scot free.”



    “You have.” Mrs. Clark reached out with a trembling hand and patted her on
    the arm. “Smart woman.”



    “Still—you have Anna, Tommy and Evan to show for it.”



    Their mother nodded but said nothing. Beatrix belatedly remembered that
    Mrs. Clark had told her once—in the only real conversation they’d had
    before today—that she’d planned on having just one child.



    Beatrix leaned in. “What can I do for you? Bring dinner? Clean? Arrange for
    help with the boys when Anna’s in school?”



    Mrs. Clark flushed. “No. But thank you, Miss Harper.”



    Too proud to accept help. If they’d been friends, it would have been
    different.



    But it wasn’t too late for that, was it?



    “Please call me Beatrix,” she said.



    “Oh.” Mrs. Clark’s smile returned. “All right. If you call me Sue.”



    As Beatrix rose to go, Mrs. Clark—Sue—caught her hand. “Please tell
    Omnimancer Blackwell how grateful I am. If he hadn’t insisted … Well,
    please tell him.”



    Beatrix swallowed, all her conflicting feelings for him swirling like a tornado.



    “I will,” she said.



 

 



    Chapter Six



    The knock on the door wasn’t Beatrix’s. Rap, rap, rap. Miss Knight
    stood on the porch, dark hair twined around her head in her usual braid.



    “Omnimancer,” she said, her steady gaze suggesting deep stores of
    animosity.



    “Miss Knight. I’m afraid Miss Harper isn’t here—”



    She ducked under his outstretched arm to get into the house. “Good. I’ve
    been looking for an opportunity to talk to you. Alone.”



    Not today. He couldn’t handle it today.



    “Well?” she said.



    Short of tossing her out, there really was no way around it. He walked into
    the receiving room, putting the massive desk between them.



    “Do you understand,” she said, carefully enunciating each word, “what you
    are doing to Beatrix?”



    He opened his mouth, trying to formulate an answer.



    “You’re making her ill,” Miss Knight said, and that was not one of the
    half-dozen choices he’d considered.



“What?” he said, the question harsh with urgency. Were the panic attacks    his fault somehow?



    She shot him an impatient look. “I know what you’ve done, Omnimancer. She’s
    trapped in a nightmare relationship with a man who’s twisting her feelings
    and driving her out of her mind.”



    He sighed. It was too much to hope that Beatrix hadn’t told her best friend
    about that. He desperately wanted to tell someone, and Miss Knight at least
    was under a Vow.



    “It’s a nightmare for me, too,” he murmured.



    Miss Knight put her hands on the desk between them. “Then what are you
    going to do about it?”



    “The Vows have fused, and we can’t—”



    “You can leave,” she said. “Go somewhere else, somewhere out of state.
    Distance will make a difference, Omnimancer—or don’t you want to fix the
    problem?”



    He stared at her. Apparently Beatrix hadn’t told her everything.



    “Miss Knight,” he said, trying to decide how to explain dreamside.



    “Don’t you dare tell me you’re doing her more good than harm by
    helping the League,” she said, not bothering to wait. “You know what I
    think? I think you planned this.”



    The accusation was outrageous and patently unfair. But it contained a
    kernel of truth. None of this would have happened had he not set out to
    rope Beatrix into omnimancing, and he’d given zero thought to what his plan
    would entail for her.



    “Get out,” he said.



    “No.”



    “You made her take that last Vow!” He slammed his fist on the
    desk. “This is as much your fault as mine!”



    She stepped forward, glaring at him. “That’s an awfully thin claim,
    considering that I told her she could make it to me but you insisted she
    make it to you. And now you’re tailing her to ensure her
    activities conform to your idea of a proper wizard’s assistant!”



    He sucked in a breath. Beatrix had told her. It was harder to take,
    somehow, than Beatrix telling her about the Vows’ awful side effect—perhaps
    because that was accidental, whereas he had spied on her quite
    intentionally.



    “Is the thought that Beatrix might occasionally be beyond your
    control so terrible for you to bear?” Miss Knight asked.



    “I’m not trying to control her,” he said, hating that he’d
    done just that with the first Vow, had controlled her so fully that she
    couldn’t have even blinked if he’d told her not to move. “Of the two
    of us, who has more influence with her—you or me? Have you thought about
    that?”



    “Just what are you—”



    He yelped, his charmed locket burning hot against his chest. A wizard had
    just cast a spell within the town limits. He looked up to see Miss Knight
    pulling her own charmed locket from under the collar of her dress, eyes
    wide.



    Oh God. “Did yours—”



   “Yes,” she said, the tension in that spare word echoing what he felt. The wizard was at the Harpers’. “Lydia—”



    Someone hammered on the front door with both fists. Beatrix, back from the
    Clarks’, no shave-and-a-haircut this time.



    “Quick,” he said, running for the car, both women hot on his heels, and
    shouted “you drive” to Beatrix, hoping that wasn’t asking too much.



    He leapt into the passenger seat and started the car from there. Beatrix
    threw the Pierce-Arrow into reverse, executed a rapid three-point turn and
    careened down the steep driveway, Miss Knight holding on in the back.



    He got his internal organs under control and cast the spell that would show
    who tripped the lockets’ charm. The oak leaf turned to ashes in his hand
    and lifted into the air, swirling around. Then it resolved itself. High
    forehead. Dark glasses. Square jaw. Grim mouth.



    He’d completely forgotten to tell Beatrix about seeing this man with
    Draden. Had that really happened only two days ago?



    Beatrix zoomed down Main Street, face pale. “Garrett?”



    “No,” he said, wishing it was, despite the nearly fatal run-in he’d had
    with the wizard. Garrett loved Beatrix, or thought he did. He at least
    might have some qualms about killing her sister. “It’s—”



    “Morse!” Miss Knight sounded appalled.



    He turned in his seat, staring at her. “You know him?”



    Miss Knight put a hand to her mouth—and then their lockets went hot again.
    Beatrix cried out, a heartrending sound. He cast the spell a second time;
    same result.



    “It’s the wizard who tapped your phone last month,” he said, trying to
    remain calm. “Miss Knight, who is he?”



    But before she could answer, their lockets flared a third time, immediately
    followed by a fourth and fifth, and they were in an uproar: curses spilling
    from his lips, Miss Knight urging Beatrix to go faster, Beatrix making the
    hairpin turn onto narrow College Avenue at forty miles an hour. Spells kept
    coming. She was whispering something he thought was a prayer until he
    caught the words as she neared her house: This could be the day.



    The day she lost her sister.



    He closed his eyes, overwhelmed by the horror of it, hardly able to think,
    and so it wasn’t until Beatrix brought them to a shuddering halt four feet
    from her front door that he realized their mistake. This was his car—his
    flashy, instantly identifiable car. Coincidence could explain why Miss
    Knight and Beatrix showed up at this moment, but his sudden appearance
    would make any intelligent operative wonder.



    Shit. He spelled himself invisible, hoping it would make a difference, and
    caught up with the women as they barged inside.



    “Lydia?” Beatrix’s voice shook. “Rosemarie? Miss Massey?”



    No one answered. But their lockets flared yet again—a response of a
    different sort. For a second he thought she would faint. But as he jumped
    toward her, she clattered into the kitchen.



    It was empty. The dining room, too. No one was in the basement or any of
    the rooms on the second floor, and as they ran up the stairs to the top
    level, he had visions of all three women laid out on the floor of the
    master bedroom he once swept, their eyes glassy, their hearts stopped.



    Except no one was there, either. It made sense, of course, because if the
    wizards did kill Lydia, they would make damn sure it looked like an
    accident. But it was hard to keep hold of that thought with Beatrix’s fear
    coursing through him, adding to his own.



    She wrapped her arms around herself. “Where are they?”



    “Let’s check outside,” Miss Knight said, looking out the window to the
    fallow garden.



    As they closed the front door behind them, the charms embedded in their
    lockets burned again—a few times in quick succession, a brief pause, then
    more spells.



    They looked around the expansive lawn in the fading light, braced for
    bodies, but finding none. Finally, perhaps ten minutes after the last time
    their charms went off, Peter leaned against the gazebo, trying to reason
    through the shared panic. The wizard had probably left. Whatever he’d been
    doing appeared to be done. And if this Morse wasn’t covering up a triple
    murder, mightn’t he have been hiding recording equipment in whatever area
    of the house he thought the League met?



    Best to go back in and figure out what they were dealing with.



    “I’m heading inside,” he whispered to Beatrix. “Stay out until we know what
    he’s stuck you with.”



    Beatrix reached out a hand and managed to grab his still-invisible arm.
    “You think he’s gone?”



    “Seems likely.”



    “Then I need to make a call,” she said, and dashed for the house.



    He caught up with her just as she reached the porch. “It’s tapped—”



    “I know,” she said.



    Then she was through the door and in the study, telephone in hand. Miss
    Knight followed, bumping into him as she crossed into the room.



    “Mayor Croft, I’m so glad you’re still there,” Beatrix said into the
    receiver, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Have you seen Lydia this
    afternoon?”



    Her face cleared at his answer. She let out a great whooshing breath and he
    sagged against the doorway, weak with their combined relief.



    “Oh—oh, good,” she said, and Peter knew she was holding back so the people
    who might listen to the conversation later wouldn’t realize how worried she
    had been.



    She sat in the chair by the phone. “When were they there?”



    Then she said “oh,” but it was a markedly different “oh.” She said, “I
    see,” and, “Thank you very much, Mayor,” and put the phone in its cradle,
    tensed up all over again.



    “What is it?” Miss Knight said.



    “They were all at his store—Lydia, Rosemarie and Miss Massey—but they left
    an hour ago,” she said, keeping her voice down.



    “They might be running other errands,” Miss Knight said.



    She shook her head, taking sharp, shallow breaths, her panic bleeding over
    to him again. “They told him they were going home. Even if you don’t cut
    through the woods, the walk from the store takes no more than thirty-five
    minutes. They should have been here before us.”



    He forced his own breathing back to a normal pace. This was not the way the
    wizards would eliminate a threat—surely not? He wanted to tell Beatrix so,
    but he couldn’t tip his hand that he was here. And he wanted to hold her,
    but he couldn’t do that, either. After what had happened today, he couldn’t
    trust himself to get within a yard of her.



    Instead, it was Miss Knight who put her arms around Beatrix, Miss Knight
    who said, “It’s OK.”



    She whispered something that made Beatrix nod. He watched Beatrix stand up
    and put herself back to some semblance of rights. And though he was glad,
    intellectually, that she had such a friend, how he envied Miss
    Knight.



    He stepped out of the doorway, took invisible demarcation stones from his
    invisible pockets and laid them along the hallway. Then he stepped into a
corner and, so quietly even he could barely hear the words, said, “Lang rēad lēoht.”



    The knob of the front door and the wall just above the entrance to the
    kitchen lit up starburst bright.



    The former was obviously the unlocking spell the wizard used to get in. But
    what had the man cast on the wall? Peter tried the revealing spell that
    countered invisibility.



    Voilà.



    A camera. Not a compact one like his, either. It was twice as wide, with an
    antenna that strongly suggested it was recording continuously and sending
    the feed to Washington. Bad, very bad. But also, in a certain light, good.
    Why would the wizards bother to monitor the house if they’d killed the
    occupant they were worried about?



    Miss Knight, stepping from the study with Beatrix, drew in a sharp breath
as she saw what the wizard had hidden there. Beatrix’s eyes widened.    Don’t look at it, he wanted to call out, and couldn’t.



    On her own, Beatrix angled her head, turned her friend away and marched her
    toward the front door, saying nothing—handling it. The instant after she
    opened the door, though, she gave a raw cry. He rushed toward her, heart
    outpacing his feet. What she’d seen came into view over her shoulder: Her
    sister, alive, stepping onto the porch just behind an especially grim Miss
    Dane. Their only tenant who wasn’t in the League trailed them both.



    Beatrix threw her arms around her sister. “Oh, Lydia!”



    Then she must have recollected that the tenant would be confused because
    she pulled back and added with admirable calmness, “I was worried something
    happened to you all when I got home and found the house empty. You might
    have …”



    She stopped, clearly drawing a blank about what, besides wizards with ill
    intent, could befall someone in Ellicott Mills.



    “Twisted an ankle,” he murmured into her ear, thinking of Miss Sederey’s
    faked injury.



    “Twisted an ankle,” she repeated. “I’m—I’m so glad you’re all right.”



    “May I go in?” The timid little tenant—Miss Massey—wrung her hands. “I
    don’t mean to interrupt, but I’m awfully cold.”



    He spun around, cast an invisibility spell on the camera and got out of the
    way just in time for young Miss Harper to press Miss Massey inside.



    “You were so kind to backtrack with us,” Miss Harper said. “Thank
    you for your company.”



    “Yes,” Miss Dane said with something like her usual dryness. “Foolish of me
    to think I’d dropped my gloves.”



    He had a mental image of the three women nearing the property, the lockets
    Miss Dane and Miss Harper wore flaring hot, and Miss Dane coming up with
    the first excuse she could think of to get Miss Massey to leave with them.



    “We’ll have dinner ready in about half an hour,” Miss Harper called as the
    tenant disappeared up the stairs to her room.



    He stepped up to Beatrix again and whispered, “Get everyone else outside.”



    A minute later, they huddled together in the near-dark, the air around them
    enspelled to keep any outdoor recording devices—or invisible wizards
    besides him—from listening in.



    “What kind of camera?” Miss Knight said after he explained what he found.



    “Tele-vision,” he repeated. “I’ve seen one at the Pentagram. They won’t
    have to come back to collect the recordings. Everything will go directly to
    them via radio waves.”



    “You know, I can’t begin to understand these people,” Miss Dane said. “They
    try to kill Lydia, and when that doesn’t work the first time, their
    fallback is filming us?”



    A good point.



    “We’ll puzzle over that later,” Miss Harper said, remarkably calm. She gave
    speeches as fiery as her hair, but he couldn’t remember seeing her outraged
    by anything in private.



    Of course, being targeted for assassination would tend to put anything else
    that happened to her in perspective.



    Then he suddenly remembered.



    “Miss Knight,” he said, “tell us about the wizard. What do you know of this
    man—Morse?”



    She sighed. “Nothing good. Former dirty-tricks squad, now the vice
    president’s right-hand wizard.”



    The circle buzzed with the women’s shock. He, at least, was less surprised
    to hear it.



    “What does he do?” Beatrix murmured. “Character assassination or … actual
    assassination?”



    Miss Knight bit her lip.



    “Ella—”



    “Draden was one of four men President Abbott was considering to be his
    running mate. I don’t know if you remember what happened? Two bowed out to
    ‘spend more time with family.’ The other—” Miss Knight took a deep breath.
    “The other died.”



    “How?” he asked.



    “Car crash.”



    “Witnesses?”



    “No.”



    “Oh my God,” Beatrix whispered. “Oh no. Oh, God.”



    “I don’t know that he had anything to do with it,” Miss Knight said
    quickly, shaking her head. “It’s just … awfully suspicious.”



    No one said anything for a moment.



    “How do you know what you do know?” he asked.



    Miss Knight gave a shaky, bitter laugh. “I spent most of my life on the
    same street as Draden. I—heard things.”



    He wasn’t entirely satisfied with this answer. But he couldn’t tell how
    influenced he was by his general dissatisfaction with Miss Knight, so he
    merely said, “Anything else we should know?”



    She looked at Beatrix standing next to her, then back at what from her
    perspective was the gap in their circle, where he invisibly stood. She
    shook her head. “No.”



    “Omnimancer …” Beatrix’s sister touched his invisible sleeve. “I hate to
    ask for more help when we’re already in your debt. But he cast a lot of
    spells.”



    “I know,” Peter said. “I’ll check the entire house. Let me do the kitchen
    first and then you can all wait there. You don’t want to be in the rooms
    I’m searching because any other cameras he might have installed will catch
    your reaction.”



    “Won’t the cameras pick up your spells?” Beatrix asked.



    “I don’t think so. In black and white, you shouldn’t be able to see the
    spell detector.”



    “Check the car first, if you would,” Miss Dane said, and there were a few
    seconds of bleak silence at that.



    “Yes,” he said, and went to do it. But the car, and the entire yard, was
    spell-free, so he circled back to the house.



    Beatrix opened the front door for him. She dawdled in the hallway as he set
    his demarcation stones in the kitchen. This time there were three mystery
    spells glowing white.



    He revealed and then re-concealed what each spell was hiding, one at a time. Another camera hung over the back door; audio-recording devices on the ceiling listened above the table and sink.



    He tiptoed back to the hall. “Three recording devices,” he whispered in
    Beatrix’s ear.



    She closed her eyes, every muscle in her face taut. Then she nodded and
    went out to bring the others inside.



    He worked his way around the rest of the first floor, finding audio
    recorders in every room. The dining area they’d so carefully protected was
    fatally compromised. Downstairs, recorders had been hung all around the
    spacious basement.



    He padded up to the second floor, feeling the weight of so many devices. A
    few could be avoided. But these were everywhere. Then it occurred
    to him to wonder what the wizard had done to the bedroom Beatrix shared
    with her sister, and he ran there, stomach twisting in awful anticipation.
    And indeed, it lit up brightest of all.



    There were spells on the papers tucked in boxes inside the closet—copied,
    most likely. There were spells on the bedsheets, their purpose unclear but
    concerning; the bedding would have to go. The typewriter lit up white. So
    did three spots on the walls, under which were hidden audio-recorders. And
    last of all, his spells revealed two cameras—one pointed directly at Lydia
    Harper’s bed, the other at Beatrix’s.



    He sat on the floor, eyes squeezed shut. So the magiocracy hoped to catch
    one or both of the Harpers at an activity inappropriate for unmarried
    ladies. It could be worse, it could be worse—and that was true, it
    could be far worse, but here was proof that Draden and his ilk weren’t so
    very different from him.



    The last time someone had aimed a hidden camera at Beatrix in order to
    force her hand, after all, he’d done it.
    




 

 



    Chapter Seven



    Bare tree branches rose darkly above her, a more comforting sight than the
    house with its warmly lit windows behind. Beatrix stepped into the gazebo
    and collapsed on the bench, looking at the forest instead of the home the
    magiocracy had turned against her.



    Peter, still invisible, cleared his throat. “Will you be all right?”



    She nodded.



    “You stripped the bespelled sheets off the beds?”



    “Yes. I wore rubber gloves,” she added, anticipating his question.



    “Good. Get rid of them—sheets and gloves. There’s no way to know what those
    spells were about.”



    She nodded again, exhaustion gaining on her. She was very, very tired of
    all this.



    “I’m so sorry,” he said, almost as if he were apologizing for something
    he’d done, and her throat closed up as she tried to tell him what his help
    meant.



    More than anything now, it meant added guilt.



    “Thank you,” she choked out at last, and he left. Necessary, she reminded
    herself. For Lydia. Any day could be the day, as this afternoon had so
    clearly shown.



    She ought to go to bed. But now it had a tele-vision camera pointed at it.
    Free conversations in the house, let alone any female spellcasting, would
    be impossible. Even the bathrooms had audio recorders, for God’s sake.
    Magic experiments with Ella were over.



    The back door creaked open and clicked shut. She turned to see Ella walking
    toward her, braid no longer coiled around her head but instead hanging down
    her back.



    “Can we talk here?” Ella whispered.



    Beatrix nodded. No bugs, and Peter had cast a sound-dampening spell on the
    gazebo before he’d left.



    Ella looked at her. “Are you all right?”



    She stopped trying to hold her head up and let it droop into her hands.
    “Ella, this is … this is just …”



    “I know. I know.” In exactly the same tone, she added: “On the
    upside, all this recording equipment will be great for our future
    biographers.”



    The laughter caught Beatrix sideways, forcing its way out.



    “Or perhaps we’ll just confuse them.” Ella pitched her voice lower and
    mimed taking notes. “‘Subjects said nothing of substance. Unclear how they
    had wherewithal to run major organization.’”



    Beatrix tried to get control of what threatened to become
    hysterical giggles.



    “I propose a contest,” Ella said. “The person who manages to say the blandest thing each day wins.”



    “Not”—Beatrix bent over, chest twitching with the effort to stop laughing
    like a crazy person—“not including Miss Massey, of course.”



    “Of course.”



    She sat up to find Ella wearing that grin, the one suggesting that life was
    a series of jokes, if you simply looked hard enough.



    “Because that wouldn’t be a fair competition for the rest of us,” Ella said, and they both lost it.



    It felt so good to laugh like this, helplessly and completely. How
    long had it been? Before the attempt on Lydia’s life? Before the Vows?



    Beatrix sighed, the seriousness of the situation dampening the humor.
    “We’ll have to say some supposedly substantive things, you know,
    or they’ll realize something’s up.” Much like she was on the hook to sleep
    in her camera-monitored bed.



    But Ella grinned, and her grin made the situation more bearable. “I fully intend to have fun making those things up.”



    Ella was right—they would manage this. They knew where all the recording
    devices were, thanks to Peter. And nothing had happened to Lydia.



    Yet.



    “Thank you for everything,” she said quickly, trying to get her mind off
    that ominous yet. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Ella.”



    Ella hugged her. “That’s what friends are for—to make jokes about being
    surveilled by wizards.”



    Eventually, though, they could put off going to bed no longer. Beatrix trudged back to the
    house with Ella, feet heavier with each step. She passed through the
    kitchen, with its camera and audio recorders, walked under the device in the
    hallway and changed into nightclothes in the bathroom, where at least the
    magiocracy would not be able to see.



    Their bedroom was dark and silent. Lydia faced the wall, taking the deep,
    even breaths of the sound asleep. Beatrix crept to her own bed and lay
    there, unable to get her mind off the invisible cameras pointing at them
    both. At her.



Then it struck her—the essential irony of the situation. When she    did fall asleep, however long it took, she would have sex
    with a man to whom she was not married. Exactly what the wizards wanted to
    record—and would never get.



    Hah.



    . . . . .



    “Hah!” Peter grinned down at her, running his fingers along her warm skin.
    “Now I’ve another good reason to have you in every conceivable way we can
    think of: Sticking it to the magiocracy.”



    She stretched, pressing against him, making his pulse leap. “Do you ever
    miss it? Being part of the magiocracy you’re now sticking it to?”



    That didn’t require a second’s thought. “No.”



    “What do you miss? You had a life in D.C., and you gave it all up.”



    He lay down beside her, slipping a hand in hers. “I miss my home. A few of
    the people—Tim Martinelli, my deputy. The café around the corner and the
    candy shop a few blocks away.”



    It wasn’t a lot, now that he thought of it. He didn’t miss the work or the
    social scene or the entertainment.



    She shifted, cupping his face with her free hand. “You weren’t happy.”



    He wouldn’t have said that at the time. But he hadn’t been, not really.



    “And now you’re stuck in the town you were glad to see the back of twenty
    years ago,” she said, “trying to find a defense to Project 96 and running
    interference for us against the most powerful people in the country. Hardly
    an improvement.”



    He snorted. “Don’t forget ‘possibly under investigation for stealing
    military secrets.’”



   “But I thought Garrett hasn’t—”



    “No,” he said, pulling her closer. “He hasn’t been back. Not since that
    night.”



    The one good thing about the evening a few weeks earlier when Garrett nearly killed him by accident—besides not dying, anyway—was
    the certainty that the man had nothing on him. Not even something
    circumstantial. Otherwise, he would surely have made a threat of it.



    Instead, Garrett treated him like a rival. Which was both true and utterly
    false.



    “One other item for your list,” he said, moving their entwined
    hands to lay them on his chest. “In love with a woman who will never love
    me back.”



    She said nothing at first, and he thought he’d gone too far. But then she
    murmured, “It feels as if I do, and I won’t know for certain
    unless you stop loving me, or …”



    He waited before supplying the words himself, the possibility that loomed
    before him like the outstretched finger of the Ghost of Christmas Future.
    “Or I die.”



    She laid her head on his shoulder. “In here, it’s enough, that feeling.
    Outside—in the harsh light of reality—”



    “—you remember your principles.”



    “Awkward things, principles.”



    They lay silently for a while, Beatrix pressed so close that his senses
    were full of her—the hint of orange from her hair, the swell of her hip
    against his hand, her flushed cheeks, her deep sigh.



    “You’ll hate me eventually,” she said, so quietly he almost missed it.



    “No,” he said. “Never.”



    She kissed him. He slid his hand from her hip to her bottom, lust jolting
    through him as she moaned, and—



He sat up in his dark bedroom, the real bedroom, breathing hard.    What?



    A split second later, his senses followed him out of the dream and he felt
    his charmed locket burning against his chest.



    Well, fuck.



    He grabbed a leaf from his coat, adrenaline making his movements jerky, and
    cast the identification spell.



    High cheekbones, slightly aquiline nose.



    Garrett.



    Beatrix—he dove for his car keys on the nightstand as he zipped up his pants. The
    wizard might already be in her house, and she would be asleep, everyone
    there was asleep. He cast an invisibility spell on himself as an
    afterthought.



    Five seconds later, his bedroom door opened.



    Garrett. In his room. Just as invisible as he was.



    Peter stood next to his nightstand, heart in his throat, trying not to move
    or breathe too loudly or think about the purpose for which Garrett had
    shown up in the middle of the night. Garrett, who was almost certainly
    assigned to the Army’s spies-and-assassins wizard unit.



    He couldn’t tell where in the room the man was. Garrett moved with
    magically silenced feet. Peter had no idea how to replicate the effect,
    though even if he did, casting it now would give himself away.



    He scanned the room, a bead of sweat trickling down his neck. With his back
    against the wall and the need to take shallow breaths, it was like their
    last encounter all over again.



    Where was Garrett, where?



    Something brushed against his shin. Fabric. A wizard’s coat.



    The urge to run was overwhelming. He had never pegged himself as a coward
    before, but until he came back to Ellicott Mills, there had never been a
    wizard looking to do him physical harm, let alone one trained for combat.



    He had two red leaves, the fuel powerful enough for teleportation spells,
    in a breast pocket of his coat. He could cast the spell and be gone.



    But then he’d be down to a single red, with no way to acquire more. Two was
    already too few, given the types of emergencies Beatrix and her sister were
    likely to face. He’d promised her he would protect Lydia. He made himself
    stay where he was.



    Then a voice—Garrett’s, angry—called out, “Gefaran!” Peter’s
    locket flared hot once again as Garrett teleported out.



    He pushed off the wall, shaky, wary, and went through the entire house,
    demarcating each room and hallway to reassure himself that Garrett hadn’t
    simply teleported somewhere else in the building. Then he went outside,
    buried spare demarcation stones in a generous circle around the house and
    rigged up a second warning system with his grandmother’s locket, tucked
    away for years in a keepsake box. The locket already around his neck picked
    up on spells anywhere in town, other than those cast by him, Beatrix, Miss
    Knight and Miss Dane. The new one would flare hot only if the spellcasting
    happened in the house or immediately outside it.



    After that he went to bed, but not to sleep. He stared at the now-closed
    door, heart thumping too fast in his chest, wondering what in the hell that
    visit had been about.



    . . . . .



    Ella disappeared down the towpath that led to Ellicott Mills’ schoolhouse,
    and Beatrix stepped into the clearing beyond, the one where she’d danced
    with Garrett during their brief courtship. That had been in the fall, the
    leaves in a riot of color overhead and underfoot. Now the trees circling
    this space were snow-covered and dark.



    “Beatrix …”



    She spun about. Garrett was standing in the clearing. Here and now.



    As she fell back a step in shock, he strode toward her, deep green coat
    swirling behind him.



    “Stop,” she said, unaccountably afraid. “Don’t come any closer.”



    He did stop, a wounded expression ghosting across his face, and she took a
    calming breath. Showing up in the middle of the forest after she’d told him
    never to come again was unnerving, but she wasn’t in any physical danger
    from him.



    Then she recollected what he’d done to Peter and took another step
    backward.



    “I asked you to stay away,” she said.



    “Beatrix—this is important.”



    For a split second she thought he’d come to warn her about her bugged
    house. Then he said, “What is Blackwell doing?”



    Her breath caught. “What?”



    “Why is he here?”



    Back when she’d desperately wanted Garrett to figure that out, he’d done
all but nothing. Now that she desperately wanted him to remain in the dark—    now, he cared?



    “He needed a break from the stress,” she said, handing over the answer
    Peter had once given her.



    Garrett shook his head. “I don’t believe that. You don’t believe
    that.”



    “Haven’t you ever wanted to stop?”



    Her jab hit. He winced.



    “Sometimes,” she said, “people just want to come home.”



    He crossed his arms, face hardening. “And sometimes, people want to take
    advantage of a helpless woman.”



    “That’s enough,” she said, and stalked from the clearing.



    He ran after her. “Why are you defending him? You hated him.”



    “I’m not defending him, I’m defending myself,” she said, not breaking her
    stride. “A helpless woman? You really don’t know me at all.”



    “Beatrix,” he said, and he sounded so distraught that she slowed
    to glance at him. “What sort of deal has he struck with you?”



Her rapidly beating heart stuttered. Had he found the contracts? Did he    know?



    Her voice sounded odd to her own ears as she said, “What do you mean?”



    “He wasn’t in his bed last night,” Garrett said. “Don’t make me say what I
    mean.”



    Oh, for the—



    “Wizard Garrett,” she said, stopping.



    “Theo.”



    “Wizard Garrett, I share a bedroom with my sister. I
    don’t do anything at night except sleep. And I am not having relations with
    my employer.”



    Except in dreams. Though … not last night. What had happened?



    Garrett did not look appeased, and she forced her attention back to him.



    “Of course you would say that,” he said. “You don’t trust me.”



    No, she didn’t.



    “You’ll be found out,” he said.



    “I’m telling you, I’m not having—”



    “Is he making you meet him somewhere at night after everyone’s asleep?”



    She glared at him. “No. Be sensible! We’d be exhausted all day
    while making highly technical brews.”



    He frowned—a thoughtful frown, not a mulish one.



    “I’m going to be late for work,” she said. “And so are you, assuming I’m
    not your assignment.”



    “You’re not.” His voice was low. “Beatrix, I swear I’m on your side.”



    And yet he didn’t say a word about the recording equipment. She crossed her
    arms.



    “Once I’m determined to do something, I never, ever quit,” he
    said, pinning her with his gaze.



    Her stomach clenched. Did he mean Peter or her?



    She caught a glimpse of red as he pulled a leaf from his coat. He was gone
    with a pop. She braced herself against a tree, waiting for the adrenaline
    to clear. Then she strode on to work, the conversation replaying in her
    head. Helpless woman. Don’t make me say what I mean. Honestly!
    Garrett all but accused her of prostituting herself and then had the gall
    to say—



    She stopped at the edge of the forest. If he had known about the recording
    equipment, he could have seen for himself that she didn’t leave her bed all
    night. Did he not know? Did he not have access to the recordings?
    Or perhaps he did but thought someone was listening, and that was his
    roundabout way of warning her?



    He wasn’t in his bed last night.
    Wait—did Garrett break into Peter’s house? She remembered with a jolt why she hadn’t slept with him overnight: Dreamside had abruptly cut off.

She ran the rest of the way to work.



    As she lifted her fist to hammer on the door, it opened, revealing a
    white-faced Peter. She leapt inside and shut the door behind her.



    “Are you—” she started to say, but he put a finger to his lips.



    “He’s gone,” she murmured.



    His eyes widened. “You saw him?”



    “Talked to him and watched him dematerialize.”



    He pressed the heels of his palms to his eyes. “Let me check the house.
    Just in case.”



    The trembling wasn’t obvious at first, but by the time he got to the attic,
    he had to hold his casting arm still to get the magic to take.



    “Peter—what did he do to you?”



    “Nothing,” he said. “He didn’t see me. But I couldn’t get any sleep after
    he left.”



    She took his arm. “Come on. Bed.”



    “No, the R&D—”



    “You’ll be good for nothing until you sleep,” she said, leading him out of
    the attic.



    “All right.” He sounded so exhausted that she wondered how he’d
    stayed awake as long as he had. “What did Garrett say to you?”



    She recounted the conversation—he winced at Garrett’s accusation—and
    finished as he crawled into bed.



    “It was too much to hope that he’d never come back,” Peter said. “But why
    now?”



    She shook her head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem likely that it was pure
    coincidence he showed up so soon after the equipment was installed,
    but he didn’t say anything about it.”



    “Well—we did learn something useful.”



    “What?”



    He sighed. “I saw him dematerialize hours ago, and my locket charm went off
    only once since then. So when wizards teleport in—”



    “It doesn’t set off the charm,” she said, stomach sinking. They’d suspected
    as much, but she’d hoped all along that it wasn’t true.



    “Without fail, we must keep the protection spell around this house,” he
    said.



    If a wizard got in unobserved … She shuddered. She didn’t want to think
    about the consequences.



    “Wait,” Peter said as she turned to go.



    He reached into his nightstand drawer and pulled out a package wrapped
    in silver paper. A present. Her heart twisted.



    “Merry Christmas, Beatrix.”



    “Thank you,” she whispered, hardly able to get the words out.



    She opened it downstairs, self-reproach making her fingers clumsy. Inside
    was a red-and-brown scarf—warm, soft to the touch, beautiful. Something she
    needed but would not have bought. A perfect gift.


She blinked back tears, thought of her sister—this could be the day—and got to work.



 

 



    Chapter Eight




    The rest of December, what little was left of it, went by without further
    visits from Garrett or other unexpected tension—simply being constantly
    watched. Except there was nothing simple about that. It upended
    Beatrix’s life.



    Conversations in the house, ones not staged for the minders, were all but
    limited to the weather and housekeeping. They ate meals in near silence,
    Christmas dinner included.



    No more black-humor chats with Ella on the walk to work, either. They
    couldn’t rule out the possibility that a wizard might be following them:
    Garrett, Morse, anyone.



    Even the omnimancer’s mansion wasn’t immune. Peter pounced the moment she
    set foot in the place, casting the revealing spell on every inch of the
    house before he let her get to work. Any time they opened the door, he
    repeated the procedure all over again. He began scheduling his outside
    omnimancy work so it didn’t coincide with her shifts. On the occasions he
    couldn’t avoid it, he dropped the spell on the house, squeezed out the door
    in a way that made it impossible for anyone else to squeeze in, then recast
    it from the outside.



    Inside his house, though, she could go about her day without fear that
    someone was watching or listening. Amazing that this place she dreaded to
    enter just a few months ago was now her sole oasis in a desert created by
    the magiocracy. And though she couldn’t see Peter without a jolt of guilt,
    it was dulling with repetition. She owed him the truth, but not at the
    expense of her sister’s life.



    By the first weekend in January, her feelings of guilt had diminished to
    the point that she was tempted to go to his house that morning, without any
    work requiring it. She ate breakfast, trying half-heartedly to talk herself
    out of it. But the pull was undeniable. She wanted to see him, and now that
    Vow-created emotion was joined by an equally strong but real desire to get
    the hell out of her house.



    Halfway through washing the dishes, she made up her mind to go.



    “What? What is it?” Lydia, a towel in one hand and a plate in the other,
    stared at her.



    Beatrix blinked. “Sorry?”



    “You looked so happy all of a sudden, I …” Lydia’s eyes flicked up to where
    they knew the audio recorder above the sink was, then down to the dish in
    her hands. “I just wondered what you were thinking of, that’s all.”



Did she smile so infrequently? More to the point: When was the last time    Lydia smiled?



    She ought to bring her sister along. She ought to have thought of that in
    the first place.



    “I’m just happy that it’s not quite so cold today,” she said, trying to
    sound casual. “Come on a walk with me.”



“Oh …” Her sister’s voice was heavy with regret. “I’d like to, Bee, I’d    really like to, but I have so much to do.”



    Beatrix didn’t know exactly what work her sister had planned that day
    because they couldn’t effectively talk about it. But nothing was stopping
    her from writing a note to Lydia in a room without a camera and asking how
    she could help. She hadn’t thought until that moment about what it cost her
    sister to be stuck in the house during winter break while she and Ella
    escaped to the relative freedom of their jobs.



    Lydia put the last plate away and walked to the sitting room, where she now
    wrote her speeches, letters and other materials because there were no
    unblinking tele-vision cameras there. Beatrix dried her hands in the
    kitchen, glancing at the door that led to the sitting room, then at the one
    that opened onto the back yard—the first step to Peter’s house. Ought vs. want.



    Ella bustled in, coat on, holding her stuffed-full school bag in one hand
    and Beatrix’s own work coat—the one Peter bespelled to be like the sort
    worn by wizards—in the other. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.”



    What Ella had in mind other than getting out, she didn’t know. Of course,
    that was reason enough. She shot another look toward the sitting room,
    torn.



    “Well, come on,” Ella said, grinning.



    Rosemarie walked into the kitchen at just that moment. “Going somewhere?”



    “Yes, as a matter of fact,” Ella said. “If you’ll be here?”



    One of them had to stay with Lydia at all times to protect her. She’d never
    learned to spellcast—Rosemarie had put her foot down; Lydia was
    president of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic, after all.



    Rosemarie looked as if she wanted to put her foot down now, too. She shot
    Beatrix, and only Beatrix, her patented look. (Where was the fairness in
    that?) But then she merely crossed her arms and said, “Naturally I’ll be
    here.”



    Beatrix promised herself she would spend time with Lydia later. For now—oh
    joyous deliverance—she was outside, crunching over frozen leaves and into
    the forest with Ella. Snowflakes fell lazily around them, decorating the
    underbrush.



    “I’m sorry you have to work today,” Ella said.



    Her tone was bright, the one she used when faking it for the bugs, which
    saved Beatrix from blowing the charade with a puzzled, “What?”



    “Me too,” she said instead, glancing at Ella. What was she up to? Ella’s
    eyes danced, her lips curled in a smile that promised mischief.



    “I’ll keep you company,” Ella said. “It’s a Saturday—Omnimancer
    Blackwell has to at least allow you that.”



    Beatrix faltered, looking at Ella with a wild surmise. Did she mean—was she
    really planning to do magic experiments right under Peter’s nose?



    When they reached his house, Beatrix rapped on the door in her usual way. A muffled sound of rapid footsteps followed, and Peter flung it open, pulling them in and slamming it shut. “What is it? What’s wrong?”



    “Nothing that wasn’t wrong yesterday,” Ella said. “We—”



    “Wait,” he said, and went around the house, lighting it up eerie red,
    checking for trespassers.



    After he’d revealed the last room, he slid the demarcation stones into the
    pockets of his coat. “All right, now tell me.”



    He looked at her, but Ella answered. “We need to practice.”



    “Practice what?”



    “Magic, of course. If we don’t keep our protection spells up to snuff, then
    Lydia—”



    “Yes, I’ll set up a room for you,” Peter said, and Beatrix had no trouble
    catching the meaning of the anxious look he gave her. He was afraid she
    might have a panic attack. She breathed as deeply as she could, afraid
    herself, feeling the beginnings of tightness in her chest.



    He led them to an empty bedroom on the second floor, at the far end of the
    hall from his, and cast a series of spells, one to light up the space and
    the others to protect the walls, ceiling and floor.



    “Leaves are in the basement—take what you need,” he said. “Do you want my
    help?”



    “No, we just need the repetition.” Beatrix managed a smile. “Thank you.”



    He peered at her. Did he suspect? Could he feel the guilt rippling over?
    But all he said was, “And you’re all right—you’re really all right?”



    She nodded, not trusting her voice, the now-familiar breathless feeling
    getting worse and worse. Go. Please go.



    “Carry on, Omnimancer,” Ella said, making shooing motions, and he left with
    one glance back.



    Beatrix caught her breath, panic receding. Ella tossed her bag in a corner
    and murmured, “That went well.”



    “You’d like him, if you gave him a chance,” Beatrix whispered back.



    “Says the woman under a compulsion to like him.” Ella winced. “Sorry, that
    was tactless.”



    But true—unfortunately true. Still, in fairness to him, she felt it
    necessary to say, “We owe him a lot.”



    Ella raised a challenging eyebrow. “He owes you more.” She pulled a leaf
    from an interior pocket of her coat and cast the spell that would keep
    sound from escaping the room. “Anyway, he’s a wizard, Beatrix. They’re all
    the same in essentials. They’re used to getting exactly what they want, and
    it’s a problem for you if you’re standing in the way.”



Hard to argue, considering that    a man who always gets what he wants was her initial impression of Peter when he came back to town. It was only once she knew him better that she changed her mind.
    Since that largely happened after the Vows, she had no way to tell how much
    of that reevaluation was her true opinion.



    Then she noticed Ella’s pinched, faraway expression—the face of someone
stuck in their own unhappy thoughts. Instinct made her ask, “Ella … have    you stood in the way of what a wizard wanted?”



    Ella gave a start. The jaunty grin that touched her lips a second later
    looked forced. “Every day since I joined up with you Harpers.”



    “That’s not—” Beatrix shook her head. “You know what I mean.”



    The grin turned into a grimace. Ella looked up at the ceiling, giving
    Beatrix the impression that she was trying not to cry.



    “Ella,” she said, seriously concerned.



    “It’s just … embarrassing. That’s all.” She pulled a face,
    looking more like her normal self. “The summer I turned eighteen, a wizard
    asked me to marry him—and I accepted.”



    Beatrix knew she was gaping. She tried to get her expression under control.



    “He was handsome and a few years older than I was, and I thought, because
    I’d spent a couple years in school with him and our paths intersected
    occasionally afterward, that I knew him.” Ella shook her head. “But I
    didn’t.”



    “What happened?”



“I actually got to know him and called off the engagement. Oh, how    astonished he was. No one had ever spoken to him that
    way. His father was an important man! I would be sorry, oh yes, I would
    come begging him to take me back.”



    Ella said this in her usual puckish way, and Beatrix laughed.



    “Then my father threatened to disown me if I didn’t,” Ella said. “And
    that’s when I left home.”



    It wasn’t funny anymore. Beatrix caught her hand and squeezed it. “I’m so
    sorry.”



    Ella shrugged, looking away. “It was a relief to go. Anyway, you had your
    own problems at eighteen.”



    That was true. But losing both parents as a teenager and having the family
    finances handed to her in tatters had to be balanced against years of love
    and support before that.



    “Well, less talking, more magicking,” Ella said, never one to wallow. “Let’s not waste this amazing opportunity.”



    “Yes, but wouldn’t it help to talk about—”



    “Nope. Water under the bridge. Good riddance to bad rubbish. I say we pick
    a spell and stick with it as long as we’re here. Really focus.
    What should it be?”



    That wasn’t a hard choice. “Spell detection. If we can sense spells without
    casting one …”



    Ella nodded because the appeal was obvious. For Plan B. For protecting
    Lydia from a wizard under an invisibility spell. For simply coping with
    life in their house.



    Ella pulled a gnarled crabapple out of her pocket, used a leaf to turn it
    invisible and tossed it across the room. “First one to figure out where it
    is wins.”



    An hour in, Beatrix decided to call it. “I have no idea where the thing is,
    and I’m a minute away from seeing crabapples everywhere I look.”



    Ella, sitting on the floor a few feet away, flopped onto her back with a
    groan. “I suppose we’d have to stop soon anyway, or our oh-so-kind host
    would get suspicious.”



    Beatrix handled the twinge this brought on by dipping into an interior
    pocket where her leaves were hidden, one that magically didn’t bulge
    despite its contents, and aiming protection spells at the ceiling, each
    wall and an expired beetle in a corner. At least now they hadn’t told Peter
    an absolute lie.



    “I still say we just need more practice.” Ella scrambled to her feet. “You
    know, I could try in my room. Only an audio recorder in there,
    after all.”



    “That we know of!”



    “Well, in the forest, then. We could practice in the clearing, as long as
    it’s not visually obvious magic. No leaves, no spellwords—who’s to know?”



    Beatrix shook her head. “Any wizard who wonders why we’re standing there
    silently for long stretches and thinks to cast the spell-detector after we
    leave, that’s who.”



    “Yeah, yeah.” Ella sighed. “You know, the magiocracy’s really putting a
    crimp in our efforts to get rid of them. I’m beginning to think they don’t
    want us to succeed.”



    Her expression of wounded indignation was so funny, Beatrix couldn’t help but laugh.



    “We’ll think of something,” Ella said, lips upturned but eyes dark and
    serious. “We always do. Speaking of which …”



    She picked up her school bag, opened it and pulled out one cleaning rag
    after another, like a comic magician, which just set Beatrix off again.



    “Well? What do you think?” Ella said, showing off her now-empty bag.



    “Planning to dust in here?”



    “I wanted the bag to look full when we came in. Here,” she said, holding
    out the rags, “put these in your oodles of pockets, and we
    can use the bag—”



    “—for leaves,” Beatrix said, no longer laughing.



    “Which our omnimancer so generously offered us.”



    Beatrix, filling the bag in the basement a few minutes later while Ella
    acted as lookout on the ground floor, considered that Peter hadn’t, after
    all, put a limit on that offer. But he surely hadn’t expected they would
    take two hundred leaves, let alone the use each would be put to.



    She cast a mournful glance at his remaining stock, piled in its magically
    preserved state in a corner of the basement. It already looked far smaller
    than it had at the end of summer. And she would need to steal many more
    before spring brought new life to the bare trees. She would have to take
    six hundred additional leaves just in the next week alone, in time for
    their check-in visits with Joan and the other two first-wave recruits—Dot
    was still out of town.



    It would have been better—far, far better—if they could have waited until late March to launch Plan B. Or until they’d worked through their problems with knitting, at which point no leaves would be necessary at all. 



    But they couldn’t afford to wait. And she couldn’t afford the second
    thoughts she was having, which were almost certainly not really hers
    anyway. She would just have to think about something else.



 

 



    Chapter Nine




    Shave-and-a-haircut.



    Peter snapped out of his extended meditation on the defensive potential of
    runes, heart kicking up instinctively at the knock—but of course it wasn’t
    Beatrix. Beatrix was one floor down with Miss Knight, spellcasting.



    Martinelli?



    Whoever it was, Beatrix and Miss Knight would have to stop. They couldn’t
    risk a wizard slipping invisibly in. He ran to the stairwell and found them
    already at the bottom of it, clearly thinking along the same lines.



    “Expecting someone?” Miss Knight said.



    “No,” he said, reaching the landing. “But that doesn’t stop people from
    coming.”



    He glanced through the peephole. Sure enough: Martinelli. He couldn’t help
    but smile as he opened the door. “We must stop meeting like this.”



    “I was planning to drive to Baltimore, but
    then I thought, ‘Why visit a middling city when I can go to a completely
    insignificant town?’”



    “Actually,” Beatrix said, “Ellicott Mills is the most significant small
    town in the country.”



    “Oh?” Martinelli looked at her, cocking his head. “Why? You have the
    world’s largest ball of wax?”



    “No.” Her lips quirked. “We have an omnimancer.”



    Martinelli grinned back at her. “A very good point.”



    “Miss Harper, this is Wizard Martinelli.” Peter gestured his direction,
    recollecting as he did that she probably recognized the man. Martinelli
    featured prominently in the memories he’d shared with her during a linked
    dream. But just to do the expected thing, he added, “Wizard Martinelli used
    to work for me.”



    “With,” Martinelli said with mock outrage. “With him.”



    “And Miss Harper picked up where you left off,” Peter said to him.



    “Deputy director of omnimancing?” Martinelli suggested.



    “I’m the omnimancer’s assistant.” Beatrix glanced at Peter with that
    wonderful crooked smile of hers, the one that made him feel as if they were
    both in on the same joke, before turning her attention back to their
    visitor. “Women aren’t allowed to be deputy directors, you know.
    Pandemonium would ensue.”



    Martinelli chuckled at her wit, but Peter had to suppress a wince.
“Assistant” was a grossly unfair title for her. If anything, he was    her assistant. Measured by requests filled, she was more the
    town’s omnimancer than he was. And no one—no one not under a Vow—could ever
    know.



    “Well, it’s very nice to meet you,” Martinelli said to Beatrix, adding,
    “And you, Miss …?”



    Peter, recollecting that Beatrix and Martinelli were not the only ones in
    the room, hastened to say, “Miss Knight, Miss Harper’s friend.”



    He expected a biting remark, perhaps something about how Ellicott Mills
    couldn’t survive the excitement of two wizards in its borders at
    once, but Miss Knight simply nodded at Martinelli.



    Then she turned to Beatrix and said, “We’d better get going, don’t you
    think?”



    When the door closed behind them and Peter surreptitiously restored the
    shielding on the house, he turned back to see Martinelli wearing his insane
    grin.



    “I see how it is now,” Martinelli said.



    “Uh—”



    “No wonder you’re not interested in Miss Sederey.”



    Oh no.



    Martinelli poked him in the arm. “How long have you been besotted with
    her?”



    “I’m not—”



    “Beautiful girl, Miss Knight.”



    “Miss Knight?”



    Martinelli’s grin went even wider somehow. Peter groaned. He’d walked right into that.



“No, of course not Miss Knight,” the impossible man said. “Miss    Knight could have done the tarantella in the altogether while
    singing a rude song, and you wouldn’t have looked away from Miss Harper.”



    “There’s nothing between me and Miss Harper,” he said, trying to make it a
    calm statement rather than a heartbroken declaration. “She’s an excellent
    employee, and I do not prey on employees.”



    Except in dreams. He walked to the receiving room, wanting a few seconds to
    compose himself.



    “So lay her off and marry her,” Martinelli called to his back.



    Peter swung around. “How would you have felt if
    you’d been a woman and I tried that on you?”



    “If I were a woman, I wouldn’t have been working on weapons development for
    the Army,” Martinelli said—and that was true, but it made Peter even
    angrier.



    “Not because they wouldn’t be capable.” He glared at Martinelli. “Because
    we don’t let them. We restrict them at every turn and say, ‘Just get
    married and have kids, there’s a good girl.’”



    Martinelli flinched.



    Peter slumped in his chair. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to rant at you.”



    “I was joking, I swear.”



    “I know.”



Martinelli sat in the other chair, grimacing. “But you’re right, it was an idiotic thing to say. I don’t think your Miss Harper is the
    sort to …” His eyes widened. “Wait—Lydia Harper?”



    “Her sister.”



    Martinelli leaned forward, staring at him incredulously. “Were you perhaps
    unaware of that fact when you hired her?”



    “No.”



    “You asked the sister of the woman running the Women’s League for the
Prohibition of Magic, the crucking Women’s League for the    Prohibition of Magic, to assist your omnimancy operation.”



    No, because he hadn’t asked, had he.



    Martinelli squinted at him. “Were you already in love with her?”



    Peter shook his head, knowing that was as good as an admission that he now
    was. “I’m telling you, she’s an excellent employee. I had to guilt-trip the
    mayor to let her go. And no, Miss Harper has not forgiven me for that.”



    Martinelli’s expression was a tug-of-war between pity and exasperation.



    “Enough about me,” Peter said. “What brings you here again? Caught the
    omnimancing bug?”



    Martinelli snorted, then shrugged, looking around the room. “Had the
    weekend to myself, thought I might as well deliver a few calves.”



    “What about Mae?” Peter said, pulling Mrs. Martinelli’s name from the
    recesses of his memory.



    “Still visiting her mother. Put me to work, boss.”



    Peter nodded. “All right. I’ve got another farmer to help out, but first I
    want to check on Mrs. Clark.”



    He sketched out her situation on the way, relieved to have a distraction
    from the thoroughly ruined love life he couldn’t fully explain. But when he knocked on the battered apartment door, Beatrix
    opened it.



    He could handle himself when she came to work, when he saw her at church,
    even when she showed up on weekends, announcing herself with that knock.
    But on the rare occasion he saw her completely unexpectedly—with no time to
    brace himself—the swoop of his heart threatened to send him
    sprawling.



    “Oh,” she murmured, grasping the doorframe, looking into his eyes.



    She blinked and stepped back, letting them in.



    “Omnimancer!” Mrs. Clark got up from her chair. “So good of you
    to come by.”



    “Do you feel well enough to stand?” he asked, focusing on the immediate
    concern.



    “Well—I can stand, and that’s a decided improvement.” Mrs. Clark
    smiled at him as she sat. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”



    He nodded, relieved. “I’m going to cast a diagnostic spell and check your
    progress.”



    The spell wasn’t bright green, but it wasn’t a full yellow like before,
    more a mix of the two.



    “You’re definitely getting better,” he said. “Keep taking that brew until
    it’s finished.”



    “Absolutely.”



    He glanced around the room—trying to ignore the echoes from his past, the
    memories of where furniture had been and which pictures had hung on the
    walls.



    “Where’s your family?” he asked.



    Her smile widened. “Out making snowmen. Beatrix convinced my husband that I
    was in good hands.”



    Beatrix. It stung that he wasn’t allowed to call her that in public, would
    never be allowed to. But it was good for Mrs. Clark that she was on a
    first-name basis with someone who would watch out for her as zealously as
    he would, and without the barrier of gender and wizardry between them.



    “You are indeed in good hands,” he said. “You will tell us right away if
    you have any further problems? Promise?”



    Mrs. Clark promised. He and Martinelli left. The moment they reached the
    street, Martinelli gave him a meaningful glance.



    “Miss Harper never once looked away from you,” he said.



    Peter’s ridiculous heart jangled in response, as if that mattered a whit.



    Martinelli had paused, clearly expecting a response. Getting none, he said,
    “I really think you should—”



    “No,” Peter said, wishing he could explain. “Trust me.”



    Martinelli raised his eyebrows, but he said only, “OK. I always have.”



    The guilt Peter had staved off about telling Martinelli to go for his job
    rushed back.



    “So what’s the farmer’s problem?” Martinelli asked.



    Focus. “He’s adjacent to the Sedereys’ farm. Take a wild guess.”



    Martinelli grinned. “Aphids. Give me first crack at ’em—I’ll get it this
    time.”



    He did, too. He whooped, and Peter said, “I’ll make a half-decent
    omnimancer of you yet,” followed by several creative insults from
    Martinelli, and they finished up the rest of the fields, laughing as
    they went.



    “Thank you,” Mr. Kirkland said in his quiet way, shaking both their hands.
    “I sure do appreciate it, Omnimancer, Wizard Martinelli. I tried everything
    else, and nothing worked.”



    Aglow in the warmth of doing a good deed, the two of them retraced their
    steps back to the main road.



    “Ho there, Omnimancer!”



    Peter looked in the direction of the call and saw Mr. Sederey leaning over
    the property-line fence.



    “Could I impose upon you to give my calf a look?” the man said.



    Peter headed for him. “Anything wrong?”



    “I don’t think so, but—well, I’d feel better if you glanced at
    him.”



    “All right.”



    Peter scaled the fence, grinning as Martinelli followed, huffing and quietly cursing, having probably never done it before in his
    life. They tramped through the snow to the barn.



    The calf was the picture of health. Peter cast the diagnostic spell on it,
    just to humor Mr. Sederey, and the animal glowed green.



    “That’s a load off my mind,” the farmer said. “Now, let me give you some
    lunch.”



    “Oh, no, that’s not necessary—”



    “We so enjoyed your company last weekend, the both of you,” Mr. Sederey
    said. “Please stay.”



    How could they say no to that?



    So they walked to the farmhouse and stamped the snow off their boots, Peter
    inhaling the lovely smells of pot roast and potatoes.



    An instant later, Miss Sederey was at his side, beaming at him. “Hello,
    Omnimancer! I’m so awfully glad you’re here!”



    Before he could formulate a response to that excessive enthusiasm, she’d
    slipped her hand around his arm and led him to the table. From her seat
    right next to him, she proceeded to single-mindedly smile and dimple and
chatter at him. How very interesting it must be, wizardry. How exciting that he’d worked at the Pentagram. How    noble that he came home to help his town.



    Oh no.



    He hadn’t thought anything of the faked ankle injury because he was sure
    that had been arranged by Beatrix. And it had barely registered when Miss
    Sederey stopped by Thursday afternoon to tell him how much better she felt,
    thank you ever so much, Omnimancer, because his mind had been full
    of electronic bugs and Garrett.



    The girl was interested in him. Or, more likely, given that she hardly knew
    him, interested in his status as an unmarried wizard.



    He caught Martinelli’s eye, widening both his own. Help.
    Martinelli raised his eyebrows in a what-did-you-expect sort of way and
    said, “Miss Sederey, would you like to hear about the Wizardry Academies?”



    “Oh,” she said, her face showing her dilemma. Martinelli was the wrong
    wizard—already married and older to boot. But there was no polite way out
    of it. “Yes, please.”



    Martinelli went into great and amusing detail, from the crazy
    spell-enhanced football games to the instructor who marooned his
    fourteen-year-old charges on an island and made final grades dependent upon
    getting off.



    Miss Sederey nodded and giggled, but the first question she got in edgewise
    was aimed at Peter. “Did the two of you go to the same academy?”



    “Bless you, no,” Martinelli said. “I went to Los Angeles. He went
    to Arlington.”



    He then expounded on how the Los Angeles academy was in every way superior
    to Arlington, making Peter laugh, and followed that up with a treatise on
    the oddity of attending wizardry college and graduate school in the
    same place you studied basic spells and geometry. And in that way
    they got through lunch.



    “The things I do for you,” Martinelli said in a mock put-upon way as they walked home.



    Peter elbowed him. “You enjoyed that.”



    “OK, I did.” Martinelli grinned. “It was especially entertaining to watch
    your face as it dawned on you why the Sedereys invited us to eat with them
    two weekends in a row.”



    Peter sighed. “What am I to do? I can’t very well say, ‘So sorry, Miss
    Sederey, but I’m desperately in love with Miss Harper.’”



    “Henceforth you will be too busy to accept invitations to eat there, and
    you will do whatever you can to limit your time with Miss Sederey. In an
    unfailingly polite way.”



   “Sounds like you’ve had plenty of experience.”



 Martinelli glanced away. “I’ve only been married for seven years, whippersnapper. How have you not had wizard hunters after you before?”



    Peter shrugged. “Never went in for the sort of places they congregated in
    D.C. You know I only showed up at social events when the Army ordered me
    there.”



    They walked for a moment without saying anything, a pickup truck rumbling
    by the other direction.



    “If you see no future with Miss Harper, you really ought to try to fall in
    love with someone else,” Martinelli said quietly. “For sanity’s sake.”



    He really ought to for Beatrix’s sake. Free her from this disaster
    of a quasi-relationship. Let her have her true emotions back.



    But how on earth could he fall in love with someone else when he would keep seeing the woman he really wanted night after night?



    “Sorry if I’m overstepping, boss,” Martinelli said into the silence, eyes
    on the trees ahead of them. “I mean, what the hell do I know.”



    “No, it’s good advice,” Peter said. “I just don’t think I can do it.”



 

 



    Chapter Ten




    The first interruption of the day was Mrs. Greene, pleading for cold relief
    and getting it on the spot; Beatrix had shrewdly made extra. The second was
    Mrs. Beatty, issuing an invitation to Sunday dinner in thanks for earlier
    help; she had no daughters, so he accepted. The third was old Mr. Yager,
    who needed his tractor fixed and could not afford to pay anyone to do it;
    he went on Peter’s list. The fourth was Mr. Ambrose, who needed his roof
    patched and could afford to pay for it; he was shown the length of
    the to-do list and decided to find a non-magical solution.



    Now the fifth interruption stood on his porch. She was no supplicant.



    “Miss Knight,” Peter said, holding in a frown. He did not point out that it
    was more than an hour before Beatrix’s shift would end. He simply raised
    his eyebrows and waited.



    Miss Knight cocked her head and raised her eyebrows right back at him. What
    did he expect? If he was Hades to Beatrix’s Persephone, her friend was a
    Fury, intent on making him pay.



    He sighed. “Won’t you come in.”



    After he’d checked the house for wizards, he circled back to the hallway to
    find out why she’d come.



    “I’d like to do my grading here,” she said. “Beatrix’s house is—” She shook
    her head. “There’s nothing more exhausting than being monitored nonstop.”



    Sympathy overpowered his irritation. “I can only imagine.” He gestured to
    the receiving room. “You can use my desk, if you’d like.”



    “Thank you, but I’d just as soon go to one of the upstairs rooms. I don’t want to be tempted to watch Beatrix make brews.”



    Sensible. He set up the room where she and Beatrix had practiced protection
    spells, dragging over a chair from across the hall, bringing in a shelf
    from an empty bookcase and levitating it to a reasonable height for a desk.



    “Thank you,” she said, and if her smile was tight, it still had to be the
    first time she’d ever favored him with one.



    Was she changing her mind about him? Could this be a sign that Beatrix was
    beginning to see the situation differently?



    He grimaced as he trudged back to the attic. What other way could she see
    it? It wasn’t as if he wanted her to succumb to the insidious pressure the
    Vow applied to her every second of each day.



    But if Beatrix’s angel of vengeance now saw some redeeming value in him, he
    would count that as a not insignificant victory.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix rushed up the steps the moment she decanted the last brew of the
    day, knocked on the door and called out, “It’s me.” She received no
    answer—the room was soundproofed, after all—and opened the door without any
    expectation of what met her eyes. Ella grinned at her from the middle of
    the room, hovering at least a yard off the floor.



    “Ella, that’s—that’s—”



    “Amazing?”



    “Yes! But also hazardous. What if something went wrong? You
    shouldn’t practice by yourself—I wouldn’t even be able to hear you scream.”



    Ella shrugged. “I’m careful, I promise. Worst case, I’ll drop the
    soundproofing and then scream.” She grinned again, wider this time. “Now
    that our dear omnimancer thinks I want to mark homework here, I can
    practice every day and he’ll never suspect. You, too—just tell him you want
    to put off going home. Totally believable.”



    This seemed like the worst deception yet. They would be using Peter’s own
    house to practice the magic he saw as a dangerous amount of power, and had
urged her not to tell anyone about, for the express purpose of telling    and showing thousands of women—all the while pretending that they
    simply wanted to avoid the oppression of their bugged house.



    Ella’s boots clicked against the floor as she lowered herself back down.
    “What’s wrong? You can stay and practice, can’t you?”



    This could be the day.



    “Yes,” Beatrix said.



    . . . . .



    By Friday of that week, Ella’s appearances after school had become such a
    routine that Beatrix heard her following Peter up the stairs while he was
    still confirming that no wizards had slipped in. A few minutes later, the
attic door thunked shut behind him. Soon after that, a soft    shush-shush-shush on the stairs gave way to Ella, standing in the
    brewing-room doorway in stocking feet.



    “Beatrix,” she whispered, vibrating with some strong emotion. “The
    magic-detection spell—the spell—”



    “What? What’s wrong?”



    Ella ran around the table and grasped Beatrix’s arm. “He cast the
    spell in our room, and what showed up wasn’t bright enough, it was clearly
    just picking up the actual spells we cast last week, so then I
    cast another detector when he left and knitted to make a hairpin
    float and it wasn’t white, Beatrix, it wasn’t white, do
    you realize what this means?”



    Yes. Yes, she did. They could work magic without leaving telltale signs to
    give them away to the magiocracy. If their knitting was subtle enough, they
    could practice right in front of a wizard and he would never know. Peter
    included.



    “Now we just need to make this magic work properly,” Ella said, as if that
    were a minor issue, and darted back up the stairs.



    As Beatrix brewed, she couldn’t help but wonder if Ella would
    manage it. At the end of the afternoon, she ran up to the little room with an anticipation she couldn’t quell.



    “Behold,” Ella said, spreading her arms.



    Beatrix looked around. Nothing seemed different. “What?”



    “This time I turned a red dress purple.”



    The groan escaped before Beatrix could catch it. There was no scenario in
    which different-colored clothes would be a necessity. “Ella …”



    “No, bear with me, it’s actually more impressive than it sounds. Note the
    shocking ankle-revealing hemline?” Ella twirled, her stockings just visible
    above her prim schoolteacher lace-up heels. “Come over here and feel it.”



    “Your hemline or your ankles?”



    “Both.”



    Beatrix humored her. Kneeling, she reached for the top of Ella’s shoe—and
    touched fabric. Invisible fabric in front of her legs. “What—”



    “My dress! See, I’m making my shoes and a bit of my legs appear to show
    through.”



    “All right, that is impressive,” Beatrix said, staring at the
    illusion, the inch or two of Ella that wasn’t actually her. It was
    indistinguishable from the rest of her. Wizards could turn themselves
    invisible, but there was no spell, as far as she knew, with results like
    this. “How are you doing that?”



    “Practice, like I said. C’mon, I’ll show you.”



    Beatrix considered it a moment longer before scrambling to her feet. “As
    amazing as that is, we really have to focus on sensing magic.”



    “You can only try to find an invisible crabapple for so long before you
    start to go crazy. By the way,” Ella said with exaggerated nonchalance, “I
    accidentally squashed it.”



    Beatrix grinned at her. There was no way to accidently squash a crabapple,
    invisible or not. “Oh?”



    “Yes. While stomping around the room. Who could have predicted such a
    thing?”



    Beatrix held back a laugh. Her own level of enmity for the crabapple was
    equally high, but they needed to make this work.



    “Just try it for twenty minutes,” Ella said. “Then, new crabapple. I
    promise.”



    “All right.” Beatrix shucked off her wizard’s coat. “Can you do your trick
    in reverse—make the skirt look longer? I’ve been wanting to hem all my
    dresses so they don’t drag in the snow and mud, but Rosemarie won’t have
    it.”



    Ella frowned and shook a finger at her. “Beatrix!” she
    intoned, a pitch-perfect Rosemarie imitation. “Ankles! Think what
    people will say.”



    “We must adhere to all the reasonable expectations of society in the
    interest of abolishing the unreasonable ones,” Beatrix added, her own
    impersonation not nearly as good, but Ella laughed all the same.



    “OK,” Ella said, “first imagine your dress is alive and can be talked into
    a different shape …”



    . . . . .



    Joan gave them a wide smile as she let them into her apartment. That seemed
    a good sign. They talked of nothing for a few minutes, and then Beatrix
    asked for hairpins and they trooped off to her bathroom.



    The air in the middle of the room turned white when Ella cast the
    spell-detector. There was a tense second before Joan said, “Mine. I’ve been
    careful about where to cast, just as you said.”



    Beatrix let out a breath. “Everything OK?”



    Joan nodded. “Recruited two people, neither in the League. And they’ve each
    recruited their two already.”



    “All under Vows?”



    “Yes.”



    The tightness in Beatrix’s chest eased. But then Joan said, “You did bring
    more leaves? I’m just about out, and I promised I’d pass replacements down
    the line as soon as I got them.”



    Beatrix tensed up all over again. “How are you out already?”



    “You weren’t supposed to teach the recruits all the spells we showed you,
    remember—not until spring, anyway,” Ella said, shaking her head.



    “I know, I know,” Joan said in an appeasing tone. “And I didn’t. Just
    detection, soundproofing, levitation and the Vow, that’s all. But my
    recruits needed more tries to get the hang of it. Eleven leaves weren’t
    enough, they just weren’t. So I let them use more and gave them extra to
    hand down for the next two sets of recruits.”



   Beatrix sighed. She should have accounted for that, especially because she’d let the first four recruits cast so many more spells. But eleven leaves per person was already a stretch. Even if she had the money to buy them from Baltimore’s wizarding supply shop, she couldn’t—she wasn’t a wizard. And knitting remained a solution beyond their grasp, hard even for Ella to make work in place of normal spells, her bursts of innovation notwithstanding.



    “How many leaves did you hand out per person?” Beatrix asked.



    “Twenty.”



    Twenty. Ella gave Beatrix a now what look. They’d calculated that they
    might—might—be able to pilfer two thousand leaves over several months
    without Peter noticing, and they’d thought that could carry them to
    spring. Now they would need nearly twice as many.


It was hard to believe he wouldn’t notice that.



    . . . . .



    Lydia Harper stood on his doorstep. Alone.



    “Are you all right?” Peter asked. “Shouldn’t you have someone with you?”



    “Rosemarie’s just down the street. I convinced her that no harm would come
    to me if I popped up here for a few minutes.”



    The ironic humor Beatrix would have infused those words with was nowhere to
    be seen. This Miss Harper was serious, always serious. But then, it took an
    unusual sort of person to see anything funny in the Harpers’ lives.



    “Won’t you come in?” he said, and checked the house as quickly as possible,
    deeply curious why she was there.



    She got right to the point when he returned to the receiving room. “I have
    a favor to ask you.” She sighed. “I have nothing but favors to ask of you,
    I realize.”



    “Only because wizards have targeted you,” he said, settling in the chair
    behind his desk. “I doubt very much that you would be asking a wizard for
    help otherwise.”



    She leaned forward in her seat. “You shouldn’t feel you have to say yes.”



    “Ask and we’ll see.”



    For a few seconds, she said nothing. Then: “I’d like you to check on the
    League leaders I rely on most to make sure they haven’t been co-opted by
    the magiocracy.”



    Oh. He grimaced before he could stop himself.



    “Right,” Miss Harper said, getting to her feet. “I’ll say no more.”



    “No, sit down,” he said. “I haven’t decided yet, I’m just trying to think
    this through. You want me to spy on your key supporters?”



    He expected she would object to having it so baldly stated. But she took a
    deep breath and said, “Yes.”



    “You doubt you can trust these women?”



    “After what happened with our treasurer, it seems the height of foolishness
    to assume no one else has taken that kind of deal.”



    He nodded, seeing her logic. It was only thanks to the Vow the treasurer
    belatedly took that they found out what she’d done. Beatrix, Miss Dane and
    Miss Knight were similarly under Vows to protect Lydia,
    but none of the other League leaders were. Any one of them would be perfectly able to turn informant
    if they chose.



    “And, I suppose, it’s possible that some of them may have been bugged,” she
    said.



    “So you want me to see if there are any troubling signs. The remains of
    spells in their homes, for instance?”



    “Yes, that’s exactly it.”



    He pictured himself breaking and entering, creeping invisibly around
    strange houses—putting himself at risk, again, for the Harpers. Then
    he imagined the harm the magiocracy could inflict with just one well-placed
    turncoat.



    He’d promised Beatrix to do what he could to keep her sister safe.



    “All right,” he said.



    “You’ll—you’ll do it?”



    “Yes.”



    “Thank you.” Miss Harper clasped her hands together, and it was odd to see such a grateful expression on a face so much like her mother’s. “Thank you a hundred times over. I do understand what an uncomfortable task I’m asking you to take on.”



    A terrible thought occurred to him. “Please tell me no one from your house
    is on your list. You don’t expect me to tail Miss Knight or Miss Dane
    around?”



    Or Beatrix, dear God.



    “No, no, I trust them completely,” she said.



    He nodded, relieved.



    “They couldn’t inform on me if they wanted to, after all.” Her lips
    quirked. A joke. A joke from serious Lydia Harper. Perhaps she was more
    like her sister than he’d given her credit for. He grinned back at her.



    “Here’s the list,” she said, handing over a piece of paper with ten names
    and addresses.



    “Does the order matter?”



    She shook her head. “Whatever you prefer. The times of day I listed with
    each one refer to when they’re likely to be out.”



    Helpful. Also suggested a certain ruthless efficiency.



    “I can only go during the evening or on weekends,” he said. “I don’t like to leave
    your sister alone in this house.”



    “Oh, I didn’t think of that.” Miss Harper took back the list, produced a
    pencil from her handbag and added
    additional times beside the several names that only had work
    hours attached. “Joan Hamilton will be a challenge because I don’t know
    her schedule outside work. I think you’re best to go when we have a League
    meeting on the twenty-fourth.”



    He nodded.



    “One more thing.” She hesitated. “Please don’t tell anyone you’re doing
    this. No one.”



    “Not even—”



    “No,” she said.



    “You don’t trust your sister?” he murmured. Did she know something he
    didn’t?



    “It’s not that.” She looked troubled. “These
    women are our friends. It’s painful, asking you to spy on them. I don’t
    want this weighing on Beatrix—she would see it as an invasion of privacy, I
    think.”



    Yes. Especially considering that he’d put her through it already. He would
    have to do everything he could to keep this assignment to himself,
    dreamside.



    Miss Harper rose. He got up from his seat to see her out.



    “Omnimancer,” she said, pausing at the front door, “you must let me try to
    even the scales. Surely there’s something we could do?”



    
        Well, Miss Harper, perhaps you could talk your sister into loving me.
        Or figure out how to neutralize the weapon I
        made—how about that?
    



   No sooner had that bitter joke crossed his mind than a realization hit him like a thunderclap: There was another way to ensure Project 96 would never be used. Major political change. Exactly the sort of change the League had a chance, small but real, to get.



    Lydia Harper was his Plan B. He had never thought of it that way before.
    She might, in fact, be his only hope.



    “Succeed,” he told her. “Just succeed.”



 

 



    Chapter Eleven




    “Miss Harper!”



    Beatrix and Lydia, walking out of church with Rosemarie and Ella, turned in unison. State Sen. Mitchell Gray strode toward them, an unexpected sight given that
    his own church was five miles away. He wore a trilby hat and coat the color
    of his name, his expression grave.



    “I’m glad I caught you,” he said. “Can we talk?”



    “Yes,” Lydia said. “Here?”



    He shook his head. “Somewhere private.”



    Lydia glanced at Beatrix, her dilemma obvious. Where?



    “The omnimancer’s mansion,” Beatrix said.



    “What?” Gray fell back a step. “No.”



    This was a man who’d enthusiastically welcomed Peter to town. A chill went
    down Beatrix’s spine. She stepped closer to Gray and murmured, “Do you have
    a problem with Wizard Blackwell, Senator?”



    “Well …”



    “Or is it with wizards in general?”



    He hesitated, then nodded.



    “It would be the best place to go,” Lydia whispered. “I promise.”



    He looked as if he wanted to argue the point, but he stuffed his hands in
    his coat pockets and said, “Fine.”



    Soon after, they were sitting in Peter’s receiving room. He leaned against his desk. “What’s going on?”



    Gray turned to Lydia. “Why exactly should I trust him?”



    “Hey,” Peter said, voice sharp, “why should we trust you? You told
    me Miss Harper would undermine me at every opportunity because she’s in the
    League.”



    “I was just trying to—”



    “Gentlemen,” Lydia said, the fire and brimstone she usually
    reserved for speeches seeping in.



    Peter had heard one of those speeches before. Gray, apparently, had not. He
    looked like a man thrown off his train of thought headfirst. Beatrix, who
    was not especially fond of the man, bit her lip to hold back a grin.



    “You should trust Senator Gray because he’s leading the charge to repeal
    the Twenty-Fifth Amendment,” Lydia said to Peter, who raised his eyebrows.
    Turning to Gray, she added, “And you should trust Omnimancer Blackwell. If
    not for him, I’d be dead.”



    Gray’s mouth fell open. “What? What happened?”



    “Wait a minute,” Peter said, and Beatrix could see from his expression that
    he wasn’t convinced. “What happened to you that you suddenly don’t
    like wizards?”



    Gray leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “My office’s been
    bugged.”



    “Join the club,” Ella muttered, quietly enough that Gray didn’t catch it.



    “Bugged how?” Rosemarie said.



    “The phone’s tapped. I haven’t seen the tap, but it has to be, because they
    know things I’ve only said on that phone.” Gray glared at the floor. “I’ll
    talk to a legislator who seems supportive of the bill, and the next time I run into them—complete one-eighty. The third time that happened, I said, ‘What
    the—the heck,’” he said, in such a way that Beatrix knew “heck” was not the
    word he used, “and eventually the guy admitted he’d gotten a visit. From a
    Wizard Smith.”



    Beatrix looked at Peter, heart kicking up. “Wizard Smith” was the name two
    different wizards gave to the League’s treasurer when she was taking money
    from the magiocracy to inform on them.



    Peter cleared his throat. “High forehead, dark glasses, square jaw?”



    Gray made a disgusted sound. “No idea. I couldn’t get much out of him.”



    “‘Smith’ threatened him?”



    “I think it was more subtle than that. And I’m sure the fact that a wizard
    was onto him immediately didn’t help.”



    “OK,” Peter said. “This is what we’ll do. Drive me to your office while I’m
    under an invisibility spell, and I’ll see what’s there. We should check
    your home, too. And your car.”



    “Thank you,” Gray said, the words clipped. “But Miss Harper, first tell me
    why you needed your life saved.”



    Lydia explained—with more detail than Beatrix would have given, including the run-up to the conference and all the sabotage attempts, but without any hint of female magic use. She implied that Beatrix had been standing close enough to push her out of the way when Peter called out his warning.



    “And now our house is bugged,” she said.



    Gray, who’d looked increasingly horrified through this recitation, let out
    a long breath. “Why didn’t you tell me?”



    “Would you have believed it before last week?”



    He pressed his lips together, deflating. “Well—I don’t know.”



    “Exactly.”



    “But you’ve let me go blithely along without telling me the true risks
    involved,” he said. He sounded angry, not afraid, which was something.



    “Their specialty is sabotage,” Lydia said. “Their most recent action
    targeting us was to bug the house, and that speaks volumes about their
    intentions.”



    Beatrix almost objected, but she caught herself in time. Of course Lydia
    sounded nonchalant. She was trying to calm Gray.



    Gray, for his part, gave a bitter huff of a laugh. “Oh, so it’s just my
    career and reputation I have to worry about.”



    “High risk, high reward,” Rosemarie said. “If nothing changes, your career
    will never include a seat in Congress.”



    “We just need to keep pace with them, Senator,” Lydia said. “That’s all—not
    even a step ahead. We have numbers on our side. How many wizards sit on
    state legislatures?”



    “Not many,” he admitted.



    “And how many state legislators would rather sit in Congress?”



    “Miss Harper—”



    “If they’re trying to sabotage you, they’re worried you’ll succeed.”



    That silenced him.



    Lydia stood, looking him in the eye. “You can do this. I wouldn’t have
    asked you to take the lead if I had any doubts.”



    He held her gaze, jaw tight. Beatrix gripped her chair. If he gave up,
    would anyone in the legislature be willing to take up the cause? What if he
    switched sides and told the wizards the League knew about the bugging?



    “All right,” Gray said. “But from now on, don’t keep me in the dark. I’m
    serious.”



    “I won’t,” Lydia said, offering him her hand. “Anything you need to know, I
    will tell you.”



    He hesitated. But he shook on it. “Omnimancer?”



    Peter nodded, pushing away from his desk. He glanced at Beatrix, and her
    heart—that co-opted organ—sped up. “Are you coming back later, Miss
    Harper?”



    “Yes. If that’s all right.”



    His half-smile spoke volumes. But all he said was, “This might take a few
    hours.”



    So much of his life was now caught up in their problems. Even Garrett would
    likely no longer be an issue for him if not for her.



    “Thank you,” she murmured, and felt how very insufficient that was.



    . . . . .



    Gray’s office phone was indeed tapped. So was his home phone. He had an audio recorder hanging over each of his desks for good measure—one in Annapolis, the other on the outskirts of Ellicott Mills.



    “On the bright side, it could be worse,” Peter said on the drive back to
    his house in Gray’s unmolested pickup truck. “You could have
    recording devices all through your house.”



    Gray glowered at the road. “I am positively gleeful.”



    “You can go to the press about this, you know.”



    “You’d cast the revealing spell for the reporters?” Gray sounded highly
    skeptical. “You’d out yourself as a League supporter?”



    He was right—there would be no way around it. Peter hesitated.



    “Never mind.” Gray shook his head. “I don’t think it would help at this
    stage. How could I prove it was officially sanctioned? I mean, they could
    say you did it.”



    That was true. But it was also a convenient excuse for doing nothing.



    “Did you?” Gray added, and it took Peter a second to realize what he meant.



    “No, Senator, I did not install those bugs,” he snapped. “My phone
    is tapped, too.”



    Gray made a hrm sound that was not a satisfying stand-in for an
    apology.



    “For now, talk to your colleagues in hallways and meeting rooms,” Peter
    said. “That’s where most of the work gets done anyway, isn’t it?”



    Gray glanced at him, frowning. “So you’re really, honest-to-God helping those ladies.”



    “Yes.”



    “Why?” The way Gray asked, it sounded as if he couldn’t conceive of a
    reason anyone would.



    This 
    was the man they were counting on to get the Constitution changed and stop
    more attempts on Lydia Harper’s life? He stared at Gray. “You have doubts
    about whether the Twenty-Fifth Amendment is a bad idea, do you?”



    “Not even a shred of a doubt, but I’d have thought you’d have plenty.”



    “Wrong is wrong.”



    Gray was silent for a moment. Then he said, “You’re interested in Lydia
    Harper, aren’t you.”



    “No.” He wasn’t sure whether to laugh at this close-but-no-cigar guess or
    chew Gray out for implying that the only reason to work alongside the
    League was to get under a woman’s skirt. “Why would you think so?”



    Gray was glaring again. “Why shouldn’t I? Everyone makes such a fuss about
    what a beauty she is.”



    Lydia Harper looked like her mother. That would never be a recommendation.
    More importantly, she wasn’t Beatrix.



    “I heard her speak in Baltimore, and I was impressed,” Peter said. “Then I
    saw firsthand how much she frightens the magiocracy. This movement she’s
    organizing, it’s our best chance to get change.”



    Next to him, Gray was nodding. “All right. Just as long as you’re on board
    because you believe in this.”



    Well—that was the right thing to say. Peter kept his voice light as he
    replied, “And you? Any other interests you’d like to declare?”



    Gray, making the tricky turn up Peter’s driveway at just that moment, bit
    his lip. Then he gave a self-deprecating smile. “Isn’t Congress reason
    enough?”



    . . . . .



    Later—when Beatrix returned with Lydia, Ella and Rosemarie in tow—they sat
    in the receiving room again as Peter explained what he’d found. And
    importantly, what he hadn’t found: nothing in the truck, in the hearing
    rooms or in the hallways the senator normally traveled. Good news. If you
    trusted Gray.



    “I don’t trust Gray,” Beatrix said after Peter went back to his attic and
    R&D.



    Ella nodded. “He strikes me as the sort to switch sides if the going gets
    tough.”



    “I don’t like that the man’s one demand was for us to tell him everything,”
    said Rosemarie, who wasn’t frequently in agreement with them. “The whole
    thing could be a ruse. He might already be working with the magiocracy.”



    Beatrix could feel the tendrils of panic working on her muscles, reaching
    up her throat. Not because of her sister—they hadn’t told Gray anything
    that seemed likely to further endanger her. This time, the fear gripping her was
    for Peter.



    “What are we going to do?” she croaked.



    “I trust him,” Lydia said. No fire and brimstone this time. Her words were
    quiet. “I did a great deal of research on him, you know. I talked to people
    in town, I asked other legislators, I read up on his voting record. And
    I’ve met with him more than any of you have.”



    “And?” Rosemarie said, clearly not convinced.



    “He doesn’t play games. If he says something, he means it.”



    Beatrix glanced at Ella and Rosemarie. Both looked deeply skeptical.



    “Lydia …” Beatrix took her hands. “Remember how dismissive he was about
    ‘neo-suffragists’? And that he warned Omnimancer Blackwell about us? He’s
    not a good bet. Even if he isn’t on the wizards’ side right now, he won’t
    see us as partners he can rely on.”



    Her sister’s expression did not change. “He’s never sponsored any bills for
    women’s rights, but he’s never sponsored or voted for anything on the other
    side of the fence, either. He just needs a push in the right direction.
    Nobody’s ever challenged his preconceived notions before.”



    Beatrix had always found that preconceived notions were exceptionally hard
    to overturn. Especially when those notions were held by men about women.



    “I need you to trust me on this,” Lydia said. “Please.”



    Beatrix sighed. Lydia was the only one who’d trusted her judgment of Peter
    in the frantic moments after the assassination attempt.



    “All right,” she said, forcing the words out. “But before you tell him
    anything you wouldn’t reveal to the general public, run it past us first.
    Especially if it involves Omnimancer Blackwell.”



    Lydia nodded.



    “Let’s hope we don’t regret this,” Rosemarie muttered.



    After that, Lydia and Rosemarie stayed put to discuss strategy—no easy
    thing to do at their own house now—while Beatrix went to the second floor
    with Ella.



    “‘Especially if it involves Omnimancer Blackwell,’ eh?” Ella said as she
    closed the door.



    “If Gray is a spy, we’ve just announced to the magiocracy that the
    omnimancer’s in our camp. We’ve endangered him.”



    Ella waved a dismissive hand. “They know that already. Garrett saw him
    finding the tap on our phone, after all.”



    But Beatrix wasn’t at all sure that Garrett had told his squad about that.
    He’d run the risk that someone might warn Peter off in an official capacity
    and get an earful about the assault and false imprisonment Garrett had
    subjected him to—for personal rather than professional aims.



    “Really, he’ll be fine,” Ella said, sitting in the chair Peter had brought
    in because he’d believed her story about grading.



    Just as he’d believed her, Beatrix, when she lied about the status of her
    whisper-campaign plans. She leaned against the wall, feeling ill.



    “Beatrix,” Ella said gently, “you know it’s the Vow making you worry—”



    “He’s helping us and at least possibly putting himself at risk,
    and what am I doing? Exactly what he begged me not to do.” She wrapped her
    arms around herself. “And I’m stealing from him.”



    “Borrowing.” Ella’s voice was firm. “We’ll replace those leaves as soon as
    spring rolls around.”



Beatrix shook her head, gazing at the floor. “That doesn’t make up for it.”    



    “Listen: Did you want him to strong-arm the mayor into laying you off?”



    “No, of course not. You know that.”



    “Right. So he stole you. And after that, he hid his true purpose
    from you, tricked you into casting spells and forced you into the Vow.”
    Ella gave a wintery smile, all bitter angles. “What a nice fellow.”



    All the usual counterarguments came to mind. He didn’t do it because he was
    mean-spirited or power-hungry or warped. He was desperate. He’d thought the
    stakes were too high to—



    Beatrix put a hand to her mouth. He’d thought the stakes were too high to
    trust that she’d see things his way if he told her the truth and let her
    decide how to proceed. Well, now the situation was reversed.



    “I’m not doing anything to him that he hasn’t already done to me,” she
    murmured.



    “Exactly,” Ella said.



    The second-guessing voice in her head, the one she’d come to think of as
    the Vow, hissed that it wasn’t really the same and you couldn’t justify one
    wrong by comparing it to another.



    Shut up. She would not submit. She wouldn’t.



    “All right,” she said to Ella. “Let’s get to work.”



    . . . . .



    When his house was once again empty, Peter retrieved Lydia Harper’s list
    from where he’d hidden it. Several of the targets were often out on Sunday
    afternoons, so he decided to start with the closest one.



    That woman had a helpfully deserted alley across the street from her home,
    so he parked there, cast the invisibility spell on himself and spent a
    minute trying to determine whether she was in. He saw nothing to suggest
    so—no vehicle in the carport, no lights on in the rooms inside. He risked
    ringing the doorbell to be safe. Then, after no one appeared, he went to
    the back door, cast an unlocking spell and skulked in, hands shaking as he
    closed it behind him. Was this how it felt to be on the dirty tricks squad?
    Did Morse or Garrett ever have second thoughts while on an assignment?



    He took a calming breath and reminded himself that he was here to make sure
    no recording equipment had been installed under the occupant’s nose. That
    was the opposite of a dirty trick, surely? He tiptoed through the mercifully
    small rancher, found it indeed empty, and went around a second time,
    closing curtains and casting revealing spells.



    The house was entirely red, other than the white around his body. No other
    wizard had cast a spell here, at least not in the last few months. He put
    the curtains back to the position they’d been in before, turned the lock on
    the knob and slipped out. Nine minutes from start to finish.



    His heart slowing to a more normal rate, he retraced his steps to the front
    yard—just in time to see a sedan turning into the carport.



    He drove back to Ellicott Mills, shuddering at the close call. Ten minutes
    from home he remembered he’d promised to eat dinner with Mr. and Mrs.
    Beatty, and only by going straight there did he make it on time.



    “Omnimancer, so good of you to come,” Mrs. Beatty said, beaming at
    him. “Mr. Beatty is on the telephone and I have one more thing to do in the
    kitchen, but please have some appetizers—just through there in the sitting
    room.”



    Next to the table with the appetizers sat a woman who looked very much like
    the thirtysomething Mrs. Beatty, only younger.



    Oh dear.



    “My sister, Grace Shirley from Annapolis,” his host said, her beam now at
    blinding levels. “Miss Grace Shirley.”



    Miss
    Shirley stood, cheeks rosy with either embarrassment or rouge.
    “Omnimancer—I’ve heard so much about you.”



    Peter spent the dinner wishing Martinelli were there to act as a buffer and laugh about it afterward. Once he’d escaped into his car, he entertained himself by thinking about how to tell the story to Beatrix to wring maximum humor out of it.



    He was turning up his dark driveway when the blindingly obvious
    finally struck him: He couldn’t tell her. Few subjects were more
    calculated to feed the civil war between her hijacked emotions and her own
    inclinations than a tale about how he’d wriggled out of two matchmaking
    attempts. There was no way to make it funny. He just needed to make it
    stop.



 

 



    Chapter Twelve




    Sue opened the door herself this time. When Beatrix exclaimed at how much
    better she looked, Sue broke out her quirk of a smile, the one that always
    looked more ironic than genuine. “Nothing like being unable to get out of
    bed to make walking around seem like a major accomplishment.”



    Beatrix laughed, Sue’s smile widened into something less sharp and they sat
    in the tiny living room. The Clark boys wrestled on the frayed rug near
    their feet, giggling.



    Beatrix looked around. “Anna’s back in school?”



    “Yes.” Sue shook her head. “She missed eight days. Eight. I
    couldn’t persuade her to go back any earlier.”



    “She was worried about you.” If staying home from school could have kept
    her own mother alive, she never would have gone back, as much as she loved
    it.



    Sue closed her eyes, letting out a whooshing sigh. “I don’t want her to get
    behind. I want her to finish school and make something of herself. Like
    you.”



    “Oh,” Beatrix said quietly. She cleared her throat. “I never thought I’d
    made much of myself. Now, my sister—she’s a semester away from finishing
    college.”



    “But you sent her.”



    Beatrix smiled, the joy she’d felt when she handed Hazelhurst the last
    payment earlier in the day filling her up again. She’d made it by the skin
    of her teeth—just $110 left in the savings account. But she’d made it.



    “No, that’s mine!” Tommy yanked a wooden toy car out of his little
    brother’s hands and gave him a push.



    Beatrix started to rise, glancing at Sue for direction. “Should I …?”



    “Owwwwww!”



    Evan bit Tommy. Then Tommy hit Evan.



    “Boys!” Sue pushed to her feet and dragged them down the hall,
    depositing the toddler in her bedroom and the four-year-old in the
    bathroom. “No biting. No hitting. Do not come
    out until I get you.”



    Evan wailed from the bedroom.



    “No crying!” Sue called over her shoulder.



    She slumped into her chair, looking far less healthy than she had just a
    minute earlier.



    “Tough age,” Beatrix murmured.



    Sue stared at the floor. “I only wanted one.”



    What could you say to that?



    “It’s not that I don’t love them all.” Sue wrapped her arms around herself.
    “I do. I honestly do. But three is … I’m barely managing, Beatrix. Soon
    I’ll have four, and you know it won’t stop there. I wish there was
    something I could do.” Color crept into her still-pale cheeks.
    “Besides the obvious, which wouldn’t be fair to Daniel.”



    “There ought to be something,” Beatrix said, frowning. “It’s criminal that
    there isn’t.”



    They sat in silence for a moment, Beatrix’s outrage about the situation and
    zeal to tackle it rising by the second. There had to be a way.



    “Well,” Sue said heavily, “I’d better make the boys lunch.”



    Beatrix rose from the couch with her, grasping her hand and squeezing it.
    “Don’t lose hope,” she murmured.



    She chewed over the problem on the walk back, and the moment she finished
    her work for the day, she ran up to Ella on the second floor, ideas pouring
    out. A brew. Something to interrupt ovulation.



    Ella frowned.



“I don’t think we ought to go down that road, Beatrix. It’s a good idea, a    great idea,” she said, holding up her hands, “but it would take
    ages to work out. And we’d need—what, hundreds of lab animals to test on?
    Thousands? Not to mention that neither of us are medical researchers.”



    Beatrix sighed.



    “We have to focus on the plan for now,” Ella said.



    So they tried yet again to find the invisible crabapples, and yet again
    they couldn’t. Ella, dropping the spells once they’d given up, suggested
    they try protecting the fruit instead, knitting-style, something they’d
    managed to do before. But five minutes later, Beatrix stared at the mangled
    remains of her apples, all of them crushed by the force of her
    insufficiently focused—or perhaps too focused—mind. She would never be
    able to knit this spell on her sister. Ella’s apples, by contrast, glinted
    with the sheen of protection that had actually protected.



    “I’m hopeless,” Beatrix muttered.



    “You’re under a great deal of stress.” Ella gathered the apples, whole and
    in pieces, into her bag. “Anyway, look on the bright side: You’ve got
    plenty of power to draw on.”



    The telephone rang.



   “Be right back,” Beatrix said, dashing for the kitchen.



    “You’re off the clock, you know,” Ella called out.



    “He can’t hear the phone in the attic.” Beatrix picked up the receiver.
    “Omnimancer’s house!”



    “Beatrix?” The voice on the other end was tinny, but the strain in it came
    through nonetheless. “Is that you?”



    “Yes, it is. Can I help you?”



    “It’s—it’s Joan.”



    Beatrix grabbed hold of the counter, heart revving up, lungs tightening.
    She knew what had to come next, but it still felt as shocking as a dunking
    in ice-cold water when Joan said: “My sister—my sister isn’t well. Could
    you put her on the list?” Her voice cracked as she added, “Please?”



    Beatrix gulped air, trying to push the distress into a tiny ball, to
    contain it before it set off a panic attack. Or before Peter sensed
    something was wrong.



    “Yes,” she said. Steady. Artificial. “Right away.”



   As she hung up, Ella clattered into the kitchen and grabbed her arm. “C’mon, c’mon, we’ve got to head home in fifteen minutes.”



   “Ella …” The dread in her voice must have been clear because Ella stopped tugging and looked at her in concern. “That was Joan. Her—her sister …”



    “Oh my God.”



    “We have to go—”



    The attic door creaked. Peter’s footsteps echoed on the stairs like
    gunshots—he was coming down fast. Beatrix had just a moment to glance at
    Ella before he rounded the bend.



    “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”



    She could tell him. She could beg for his forgiveness and help.



    “Panic attack,” she said, the lie stealing her breath, nearly making the
    statement true. “I’m—I’m—”



    “Wait, don’t try to talk.” He fetched her a glass of water. “Can you drink
    that?”



    She sipped at it, trying to think, to be calm. They had to get to Baltimore
    as soon as possible. Therefore, they had to get home now. Her car was
    there, in the garage.



    “I need to go home,” she said.



    He nodded.



    “I don’t think I can walk it,” she said, eyes on the glass, on her hands,
    on anything but him. “Could you drive us?”



    Of course he said yes. She spent the short ride home with her eyes pressed
    shut, trying to hold back burning tears.



Ella ran into the house to give Rosemarie an excuse for why they were rushing off unexpectedly, leaving Beatrix on the porch with disjointed thoughts and inadequate lungs. When Ella burst back out the door, they ran to the car without a word. 



    The old sedan didn’t start on the first three tries—she had a
    horrible moment of thinking that now, now was when it would
    finally give up the ghost—but the fourth attempt worked, and she drove them
    in the gathering darkness to Baltimore.



    Joan met them at the door with red eyes and a grim look. They rushed to the bathroom, heels
    clicking in time like a particularly ominous clock.



    “One of my recruits told me that one of her recruits broke the
    rule—the rule about only two people,” Joan said, voice low and urgent.
    “This woman decided to recruit four.”



    She paused, and Ella let out a whooshing breath. “Is that all? That’s not
    too—”



    “No.” Joan swallowed. “The fourth prospective recruit thinks it’s her
    duty as a citizen to inform the government.”



    Beatrix stared at Joan, too horrified to speak. Ella broke the terrible silence with a question: “I don’t suppose she took a Vow?”



    Joan shook her head.



    “When did this happen?” Beatrix said, forcing the words out.



    “This morning. I called as soon as I found out.”



    Joan choked back a sob, and as she tried to compose herself, Ella muttered,
    “Thank God all the recruiting beyond the first wave happened outside the
    League.”



    “No, that’s just it! That’s the worst part of it all!” Joan grabbed Ella’s arm with one hand and Beatrix’s with the other. “The recruit who broke the rule is a League leader—and her so-called friend is convinced this is a League effort!”



    What happened, as far as Joan had been able to piece together, was
    something Beatrix saw in hindsight that she should have anticipated in a
    small state with an even smaller pool of highly educated women.



    Joan avoided tapping League members. But she couldn’t tell her recruits to
    do the same without mentioning the League, and they’d asked her not to do
    that, so she didn’t. As bad luck would have it, one of Joan’s recruits was
    best friends with the vice president of the Harford County chapter, a woman
    whose heart was in the right place but whose head was not. Whether the bad
    prospect she’d tried to recruit had already made good on her threat, the
    vice president had no idea.



    “What are we to do?” Joan said, wringing her hands.



    Beatrix nearly followed suit. “Ella?”



    “I don’t know!” Ella pressed her fingers to her temples. “We need to sit
    and think. There must be a way out of this.”



    Beatrix could see only one. “Joan—could you give us a few minutes?”



    Joan bit her lip but left the bathroom without protest. Beatrix turned to
    Ella. “We have to tell him.”



    “Who do we—” Ella’s eyes widened in realization. “Oh no—no, no,
    no.”



    “If she’s already made the call, she’s going to expect a wizard. Our only
    chance is to give her one.”



    Ella’s expression went from defiant to animated in the blink of an eye.
    “Yeah—yeah! But why stop at one when we can give her two? Wizard
    Smith”—she pointed to herself—“and Wizard”—she pointed to
    Beatrix—“Some-Other-Name.”



Beatrix stared at her. “Ella, you’ve managed illusions on your dress. Your    dress. You can’t make us look like wizards!”



    “The hell I can’t.” Ella tore the pins from her hair, letting her thick,
    dark braids fall down her back, and undid the plaits at a rapid clip. “Look
    for ponytail holders. Try the drawer there. Quick!”



    Beatrix searched the drawer, then the shelves, and finally found two tucked
    in a corner. “Here, but I don’t think—”



    At that point she turned and saw Ella—saw her hair. The color was changing,
    starting at the roots and flowing down from there, strand by strand, until
    there was no black left. Silver, glinting in the light in precisely the way
    a wizard’s did.



    “Oh,” she said, more gasp than word. “Oh, Ella. How did you …
    That’s …”



    “This is my real color now. For days you’ve been looking at an illusion and
    not knowing it, so”—Ella’s lips twisted into a spare smile—“I can do more
    than just my dress.”



    Ella took one of the ponytail holders, made a wizard-like queue of her
    hair, and frowned at her dress and coat. “But I haven’t tried to make
    a skirt into pants. See what you can do with your hair while I work on
    that.”



    Beatrix’s hair was also genuinely silver, but the color was covered up by
    the dye spell Peter had cast. If she had the Brown’s Lexicon with her, she
    could just undo the enchantment. As it was, she had no idea what spell to
    cast. There was nothing for it but to try it Ella’s way.



    Persuasion. All right. She closed her eyes. Oh hair,
    
        wouldn’t you like to be silver? You are, you know. Wouldn’t you like to
        show your true color?
    



    It felt slightly ridiculous. She peeked in the mirror. Brown all the way.



    You are silver. Be yourself. Be silver.



    Brown.



    She tried longer one-sided conversations to no avail. Minutes ticked by,
    wasted. How much time would they have? Finally, the dread of the situation
    overcoming her, she devolved into babbling:
    
        Please, I need you to be silver, I need to fix this mistake, I can’t
        let this disaster happen—oh God, what if they send Lydia to prison?
        Just give me what I had before, please, please, please—
    



    Then it happened, the click of something settling into place. Beatrix
    opened her eyes to hair the right color and gulped air to suppress the
    panic before it set off a full-blown attack. What it took to get magic to
    work this way, at least for her, was a powerful piece of evidence in favor
    of her blinding-fear theory.



    She turned around to find that Ella had made herself a credible shirt,
    pants and masculine boots, apparently without working herself into a shaky
    mess.



    “I don’t think I can manage anything more—could you do my clothes?” Beatrix
    pleaded.



    Ella nodded. “Let me work on this first, though,” she said, gesturing to
    her long winter coat. “Yours is already wizardy enough.”



    Beatrix watched her stare at it with the same determination she used when
    taking on any task—picking through an overgrown part of the forest, arguing
    with Rosemarie, zipping through grading. Nothing happened for a minute.
    Then it began to change. The color shifted from bright blue to dark gray,
    the fabric thinned, the two pockets multiplied to eight.



    “OK, hold as still as you can,” she said, and shortly Beatrix’s dress and
    shoes morphed into wizard-appropriate attire. She felt the spot where her
    new shirt met pants—it was completely smooth to the touch, still a dress
    even though it didn’t look like one.



    “What do you think, Cinderella?” Ella gave her a grim smile. “Are we ready
    for the ball?”



    They peered at themselves in the long mirror on the bathroom door. Beatrix
    frowned. They looked an awful lot like women masquerading as men. It was
    their faces—more than their figures, which Ella had obscured fairly
    well—that gave them away.



    “We need squarer jaws,” she said a bit desperately. “Can you fix that?”



    Ella hesitated. Beatrix tried not to panic, but it was getting harder by
    the second. They couldn’t go outside this way. “What are we going to do?”
    she said, more to herself than to Ella.



    But Ella, setting her too-feminine jaw, said, “Hang on, give me a
    chance—let me try you first so I have something besides the mirror to look
    at.”



    Nothing happened for what felt like a long time, for all that it was
    probably no more than a minute or two. Then Ella flinched. “It’s OK, it’s
    OK, I’ll fix it,” she said—not sounding entirely sure of that—as Beatrix
    turned reflexively to the mirror. Her face had puffed out like a balloon.
    Not for real, but you couldn’t tell that by looking at it.



    “All right,” Ella said after another quiet-as-death stretch. “Now you can
    look.”



    Beatrix did, warily, and stared at the face that gazed back at her. Ella
    had given her a square jaw, all right—aggressively so—along with thicker
    eyebrows and a broader nose. She swallowed and caught sight of an Adam’s
    apple pressing out from her throat.



    “I doubt even your sister would recognize you now,” Ella said.



    “That’s amazing,” Beatrix whispered. “Ella, you’re amazing. I take back all
    my teasing about your illusions.”



    Ella grinned. Then she glared at herself in the mirror and managed—more
    quickly this time—to repeat the process on her own face. She altered not
    only her jaw but also her nose, making it longer and sharper.



    “If only you could do something about our voices,” Beatrix said.



    Ella scoffed. “You don’t need magic for that. You just need to—”



    “Is everything OK?” Joan, from the other side of the bathroom door, was
    equal parts muffled and strained. “Can I come in?”



    Ella put a finger to her lips, then flung open the door. She grabbed Joan
    by the arm, pulled her into the bathroom and barked in a menacing voice a
    good octave lower than her own, “Yes, do come in and explain
    yourself, Miss Hamilton.”



    “Ella,” Beatrix snapped. “Are you trying to give her a heart attack?”



   “Beatrix?” Joan sagged against the door. “Good Lord, I was certain you both were wizards!”



    “Oh good,” Ella said, waving an insouciant hand. “That’s the look we were
    going for.”



    “I think you should do most of the talking.” Beatrix glanced in the mirror
    one last time. Now or never. “Joan, could you write down Eliza Sadler’s
    address for us?”



    Miss Sadler lived in a tidy neighborhood of small bungalows twenty minutes north. They parked in an alley where no one would see them
    exiting a car far older than any wizard would be caught driving, then
    walked to her house. Little boys dragging sleds paused to
    stare. Even in the dark, they stood out.



    So much hinged on this wild plan. Beatrix ruthlessly squashed the terror
    and the feeling that they’d taken the wrong option—that they should have
    come clean to Peter. She let her borrowed face settle into a forbidding
    expression as she knocked on the door.



    It opened with the loud complaint of the aged and badly oiled. Miss
    Sadler blinked at them in evident surprise. Beatrix was just about to
    launch into what they’d planned to say if the woman hadn’t called the
    authorities yet—we wizards have eyes and ears everywhere—when Miss
    Sadler said, “My goodness, I thought you weren’t coming for another twenty
    minutes.”



    Oh no.



    “Our last assignment took less time than expected,” Ella said in that
    put-on voice. Beatrix had heard her imitate many people before, usually
    with uncanny accuracy, but it was still unsettling how much she did not
    sound like herself. “I’m Wizard Smith and this is Wizard Brown. May we come
    in?”



    Miss Sadler, who was shorter than Ella and looked at least ten years older
    than Beatrix, had a handsome face marred by the prim set of her mouth. She
    absolutely insisted on giving them tea and cake before sitting down to
    answer questions. Their protestations that time was of the essence were of
    no use. This was a woman who, once determined on a course of action, could
    not be dissuaded.



    Worse and worse.



    Beatrix looked at the second hand ticking inexorably forward on the clock
    in the sitting room. Thirteen minutes left.



    “There now,” Miss Sadler said, setting down full tea cups next to the cake.
    “That’s proper. Well, Wizard Smith, Wizard Brown, I have information I feel
    I must share about illegal magic use.”



    She paused.



    “Go on,” Beatrix said, unable to hide her impatience.



    “I’ve discovered that members of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of
    Magic, of all people, are casting spells.”



    At least she got right to the point. Beatrix turned to Ella, who gave a
    theatrical sigh on cue. “Shall we—”



    “No,” Beatrix said, crossing her arms.



    “Come on, chief, let me explain.”



    “This is highly classified,” Beatrix hissed, trying to hit the right volume
    to allow Miss Sadler to hear but not think it was for her benefit.



    “The harm’s already been done, boss,” Ella said, sounding exactly like an
    exasperated underling.



    Beatrix twisted her borrowed face into a scowl and pretended to think while
    glancing at Miss Sadler out of the corner of her eye. The woman was
    watching with rapt attention.



    “I want her word as an American citizen that she won’t breathe a syllable
    of this,” Beatrix said, wagging a finger at Ella.



    Ella cleared her throat. “Miss Sadler—”



    “Yes, yes! Of course I give you my word.”



    “As a loyal American citizen,” Ella prompted.



    “As a loyal American citizen, I swear I won’t say a thing,” Miss
    Sadler said, hands clasped.



    Beatrix hoped to God that they weren’t about to make their biggest mistake
    yet.



    “I’m sure you understand that prohibiting magic,” Ella said, leaning toward
    Miss Sadler in a confidential sort of way, “would put our national security
    at risk.”



    “Well—yes, I suppose it would,” Miss Sadler said.



    “As the League has strengthened in number, we have become concerned about
    the possibility that it might actually succeed in its ill-thought-out
    goal.” Ella paused. “Therefore, we have, ah, placed certain operatives in
    the League to discourage such talk and to teach some of the more amenable
    women a few basic spells. One is less likely to fear the known than the
    unknown, you see. With luck, this nonsense about prohibition will peter out
    within a year or two.”



    Miss Sadler blinked. “But that’s not what the person who tried to recruit
    me said …”



    “No, we could hardly admit to it, could we?” Beatrix glared at Ella, as if
    she didn’t appreciate having it admitted to now.



    “Think of the uproar,” Ella said. “Hardly anyone knows that women are
    capable of magic at all, albeit in an extremely minor way.”



    Miss Sadler nodded slowly, brow creased. Not entirely sure she believed it?



    They should have thought of another tall tale. They should have insisted
    that the connection to the League was purely coincidental.



    “Who was it who tried to recruit you?” Beatrix asked, expecting her to
    demur.



    “Marianne Fowler,” Miss Sadler said, giving her friend up without a second
    thought. Either she didn’t care if Miss Fowler spent years in federal
    prison, or she’d decided to believe their story.



    Beatrix glanced at Ella. Ella shook her head. “She’s not ours. I’ll check,
    but I’m sure she was taught by an operative.”



    “And you are not to tell her about that,” Beatrix said, giving
    Miss Sadler a hard look.



    “No! No, of course I won’t. But—but I’m not a member of the League. I don’t
    understand why she would try to recruit me if the plan is—”



    “Unlike you, Miss Sadler, Miss—Fowler, was it?—doesn’t know the plan,” Ella
    said. “I imagine she took it upon herself to teach you because she saw you
    as a friend.”



    “She doesn’t appear to have good judgment,” Beatrix said, unable to help
    herself.



    “Well—no, I’m afraid she doesn’t, poor dear.” Miss Sadler shook her head.



    “We need you to impress upon your friend that she must not teach others,”
    Ella said. “It’s one thing to have a few League members learning a spell or
    two to ease their fears, but what she’s done is quite another. We don’t
    want to have to arrest her. Can you speak to her? Without mentioning
    anything we’ve told you, naturally.”



    “Oh, yes! Yes, I will.” Miss Sadler smiled in a self-satisfied way. Then
    her eyes lit up. “Oh! What about that Lydia Harper? Is she aware of
    this plan?”



    “No,” Beatrix said—perhaps a shade too quickly.



    “Miss Harper is the sort to go right to the newspapers,” Ella put in. “She
    has the most unreasonable dislike for wizards, that one.”



    Miss Sadler nodded, face clear this time. She was buying it. She really
    was.



    But now came the time to ask the question to which Beatrix dreaded hearing
    the answer.



    “When you called the FBI’s tip line”—she paused just long enough to note
    that Miss Sadler’s expression hadn’t changed, so clearly it had
    been the tip line she’d called—“what exactly did you say?”



    Now Miss Sadler’s expression did change. She frowned. “Didn’t they pass on
    the message?”



    “Yes,” Beatrix said, drawing the word out slightly to suggest that Miss
    Sadler was being dense. “‘Report of illegal magic use.’ But I want to know
    what you told them. This is of the utmost importance, Miss
Sadler,” she said, standing and glaring down at her. “What—did—you—say?”



    Miss Sadler’s eyes went wide. Beatrix knew exactly how alarming it was to
    face an angry wizard, and she took a step closer to drive the point home.



    “I—” Miss Sadler cringed into her chair. “I said I had information about
    illegal magic use I wanted to report to the authorities.”



    Beatrix’s heart leapt. “Nothing else?”



    “No! Nothing. But I don’t understand why it matters. You’re all with the
    FBI.” An outright suspicious look crossed her face for the first time.
    “Aren’t you?”



    “Miss Sadler,” Ella said in soothing tones, “this operation is top secret. Even most of the investigators don’t know about it, and the
    tip-line operators certainly don’t. They aren’t supposed to ask for details
    about illegal magic use, but if a caller starts divulging information willy-nilly …”



    “The director will have both our heads if this gets out,” Beatrix muttered.



    “It won’t,” Ella told her. “Isn’t that right, Miss Sadler?”



    Miss Sadler nodded, her head bobbing rapidly.



    “Now, I believe you will get a visit at the appointed time
    in”—Ella glanced at the clock—“six minutes,” she said, her voice amazingly
    calm. “You see, the director can’t just start assigning his top agents to
    check out lowly reports of magic use. People will talk. So for the last few
    weeks we’ve been going in advance, off the books, to make sure there’s no
    problem.”



    “And there hasn’t been, until now,” Beatrix said.



    “That puts you in a difficult position, Miss Sadler,” Ella murmured,
    leaning in. “When the assigned investigator asks you why you called …”



    Miss Sadler blinked. Then she seemed to collect herself. “I will tell him I
    was mistaken about what I saw. It wasn’t magic at all.”



    “That would do nicely.” Ella took her hand. “Thank you, Miss Sadler, for
    your service to our country.”



    Miss Sadler flushed. “It’s my duty, Wizard Smith.”



   “If only every citizen were as upstanding as you,” Beatrix said, getting to her feet. “Good day, Miss Sadler.”



    There was a knock on the door.



    “Oh, dear!” Miss Sadler put her hand to her mouth. “That must be the investigator now!”



    They couldn’t be seen. Even if their disguises did pass muster, surely the
    presence of unexpected, unknown wizards would prompt the man to make
    inquiries the moment he got back to the office?



    Beatrix opened her mouth to suggest they remain in the sitting room while
    Miss Sadler dispatched the investigator at the front door, but Miss Sadler
    got there first.



   “Oh, silly me! Of course you can just leave from here—what was I thinking?” She gave “Wizard Smith” a beatific smile. “Ever since I heard such travel was possible, I’ve always wanted to see it.”



    Another knock.



    “Quickly now,” Miss Sadler urged.



    Beatrix glanced at Ella, whose eyes communicated what she assumed: Ella had
    not somehow managed to master teleportation while neglecting to mention it.
    Neither of them could teleport the conventional way—that took an entirely
    different, highly specialized type of leaf—and Beatrix had managed it with
    knitting only once, when her sister’s life was in imminent danger.



    Just one thing to be done. Beatrix pulled a handful of leaves from her
    coat, grabbed Ella by the arm and hoped—prayed—that she could manage the
    invisibility spell on the both of them at once.



    “Heoloð,” she whispered—and mercifully, they disappeared.



    Miss Sadler looked delighted. She put out a hand as if she wanted to
    see whether they were still there—good God—but at that moment a
    third knock sounded, and she rushed out of the sitting room to answer it,
    the old door complaining as she flung it open.



    “My apologies,” she said. “Are you the investigator?”



    “Yes,” said an irritated male voice. “I believe we had an appointment.”



    “Yes, I know, and I am sorry,” Miss Sadler said. “You see, I’ve
    just discovered that I was completely mistaken. I—I’m afraid I mistook a
    bit of very clever stage magic for the real thing. It wasn’t on
    the stage, you see, and—well, even so, I feel very foolish …”



    As Miss Sadler went on in that manner, Beatrix found Ella’s ear by trial
    and error. “Is there a way out the back?”



    “I want to hear the end of this,” Ella whispered, and pulled her into the
    cramped space between a chair and the wall.



    “—and I’ve only just realized my error, or else I would have called,” Miss
    Sadler said, finally coming to a stop.



    The man—wizard?—sighed. “Fine. Next time, lady, be sure before you
    ring the tip line.”



    “Yes. I am very sorry.”



    “Yeah. I get that a lot. Good-bye.”



    They heard the pop of teleportation, the sound hitting Beatrix
    like a blow as the implications settled in. Wizards Smith and Brown hadn’t
    made a sound when “teleporting.” Now that Miss Sadler had seen and heard
    the real thing, they’d just given themselves away.



    What were they to do?



    Miss Sadler walked into the sitting room, her prim mouth grave. She picked
    up Beatrix’s plate of uneaten cake and cup of unsipped tea, close enough to
    where Beatrix and Ella were crouched that either of them could grab the hem
    of her dress if they were so inclined, and exited to the kitchen.



    Think. Think.



    The click-click of heels announced Miss Sadler’s return a few seconds
    before she arrived. As she picked up Ella’s nearly empty plate and cup—how
    had Ella managed to eat through the stress of it all?—she simply stood
    there, her back to them. Beatrix could read the future in Miss Sadler’s
    too-straight spine: She was coming to a decision. She would call the tip
    line again and tell the FBI everything.



    They needed to stop her. Now. No time for a complex plan, no time
    to consult with Ella—Beatrix knew she had less than a minute to react. She
    thrust her hand into her pocket, pulled out a fistful of leaves and—



    Miss Sadler turned. Beatrix saw with a start that the woman was smiling
    in a patently soppy fashion.



    “Thank you, Miss Sadler, for your service to our country,” their host
    murmured, gazing at the teacup in her hand. Then she put her lips to it, as
    if it were a person and not a piece of china.



    Beatrix stared at her in blank shock. She leaned her head against the
    chair, hands shaking. What on earth could she have cast to stop Miss Sadler
    from calling that wouldn’t have stopped Miss Sadler from doing anything
    ever again?



    What was wrong with her?



    They had to crouch behind the chair for a few more minutes, variations of
    these thoughts jigging through her head, before Miss Sadler stepped into
    the powder room near the front door.



    “Time to go,” Ella whispered, pressing at her back.



    Beatrix crawled out and tiptoed past the powder room, still shaky with the
    shock of how close she had come to—she didn’t want to even think the word.
    Then she remembered the trouble with the front door. She stopped with her
    hand on the handle.



    Ella poked her in the back with increasing vigor, but they were too close
    to the powder room for explanations.



    The toilet flushed. She wrenched open the loud door, pulled Ella out,
    pressed it closed behind them and—clinging to Ella’s arm so they wouldn’t
    lose each other—walked away as quickly as possible on the icy sidewalk
    while hysterical self-recriminations buzzed in her head.



    “Oh my God,” Ella whispered.



    That summed up the entire escapade.



    Ella made a sound like a swallowed laugh. “She kissed my cup.”



    Beatrix tried not to sob. She could have killed Miss Sadler. No, not
    killed, murdered. She was panicked and hadn’t specifically intended her any
    harm, but what good would that have done? Was it only a few weeks ago that
    she’d told Peter she knew where the line between good and evil lay, and he
    didn’t?



    Hell and damnation, what was wrong with her?



“I mean, I thought our disguises were good, but I didn’t think they were    that good,” Ella whispered. After a moment with no response, she
    added: “Beatrix—are you all right?”



    This wasn’t something she could explain. Not out in the open, certainly.
    Probably not even in their soundproofed R&D room. What would Ella think
    of her?



    “Shaken up,” Beatrix whispered as they climbed into the car. “I’ll—I’ll be
    OK.”



    “Hang on, you can’t drive while invisible. I’ve got it.” A pause. A rustling sound, like leaves coming out of a pocket. “Sweotolung!”



    Beatrix caught herself snapping into focus in the rearview mirror—though
    not exactly herself because she still wore the masculine face Ella had
    given her. “You can put us back to normal … right?”



    “Yes,” Ella said, but she sounded tired, and when she said “there you are”
    a while later, still invisible herself, exhaustion tinged her voice. “The
    hardest part was making your hair look like your shade of brown again. I
    think”—she gave a jaw-cracking yawn—“I think I’d better stop there for
    now.”



    “Rest while I drive.”



    “What I’d really like to do is—is”—Ella yawned again—“eat.”



    No wonder. It was after eight and they’d never had dinner. Just cake, in
    Ella’s case. Beatrix started the car. “We’ll get something on the way.”



    Shortly afterward, soft snoring sounds came from the passenger seat.



    Beatrix swung through the city, bought sandwiches at a corner store and
    stopped at Joan’s. She helped Ella, still invisible and half-asleep, into the
    apartment and left her on the couch while she and Joan
    closeted themselves in the bathroom.



    “Very close,” Joan said, shaking her head after hearing the summary version
    of what had happened. “How did you stay calm through all that?”



    “I didn’t. My heart still feels as if it might burst from the stress.”



    Joan sighed. “Should I pass down the word to stop?”



    Beatrix hesitated. It would be so much easier if they did. No longer would
    she have it hanging over her, this potential disaster in the making. This
    lie to Peter that felt like a physical presence between them.



    This could be the day.



    She took a deep breath. “No. Emergency averted. We’ll just need to be more
    careful. Pass down the word not to recruit League members—say it’s too
    risky, given … given the attention on the League and some of its members’
    feelings about magic.”



    She thought Joan might object. Most people would, given the scare they’d
    just had. But Joan nodded. “I’ll do that.”



 

 



    Chapter Thirteen




    The terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach that had washed over from
    Beatrix’s panic attack was not in a hurry to subside. An hour after he
    dropped her off, Peter was on the brink of going back to check on her when
    the mayor knocked on his door.



    “Everything all right?” he asked Croft, ushering him into the receiving
    room.



    “Oh yes! Perfectly all right. I was just coming to invite you to dinner on
    Saturday—I hope you can make it?”



    He liked Croft. And the man had no daughters, sisters or sisters-in-law, to
    the best of his knowledge, so he said, “Thank you, yes. That is,” he added,
    more as a joke than an actual inquiry, “as long as this isn’t a matchmaking
    attempt.”



    “Um,” Croft said.



    “It … isn’t, is it?”



    Croft’s face went from rosy to beet red. “Well, my wife’s niece …”



    Peter pressed his hands to his eyes. “Does every family in town have
    designs on me?”



    Croft gave a sheepish laugh. “Probably.”



    “Mayor—this is getting out of hand. Feelings will be hurt. What can I do?”



    “Pick someone.”



    Peter groaned. “Why is this just happening now? I’ve been in town for
    months.”



    “Early on, we sort of figured you had picked someone.”



    “What do you mean?” he said, knowing exactly what the man meant.



    “You insisted that no one but Miss Harper would do.”



    “Because she’s an excellent employee! You know that better than anyone. Did
    everybody think I was preying on her?”



    “No, no,” Croft said quickly, then amended it with, “Well, not anyone with
    sense. We just thought you were soft on her.”



    What did it matter? He was now. And as a matter of fact, he had
    been preying on her—just not in the way some in town were thinking.



    “Anyway,” Croft said, “we did eventually figure out that you’re not trying
    to marry her, and then you ate with the Sedereys twice … ”



    “Doesn’t everyone realize I have no source of income? Washington didn’t
    assign me here, you know.”



    Croft shot him a don’t-be-stupid look. “You’re a wizard. You’ll
    never have trouble.”



    Peter saw many, many dinner invitations in his future. His face must have
    betrayed his feelings because Croft said, “Isn’t there anyone in town
    you’d like?”



    “I hardly know anyone.”



    “That’s what dinners are for,” Croft said, in the patient manner of a
    parent talking to a small child. “To get to know people.”



    “Look—I …” He paused to pick his
    words with care. “I fell in love with someone. It didn’t work out. I’m not
    over her.”



    Croft’s face showed his sympathy. He clasped Peter’s arm. Then he said:
    “Best thing for that is to find someone else.”



    Peter tipped his head back and stared heavenward.



    “So—about dinner …” Croft said.



    “I’m not coming, Mayor.”



    “You’d really rather wallow here by yourself?”



    Of course this would be hard for Croft to understand. He didn’t have all
    the relevant information. He couldn’t have it. And asking him to pass on
    the word that the omnimancer didn’t want to woo anyone because he was
    brokenhearted would be guaranteed to increase the town’s collective
    efforts.



    “I appreciate the invitation, and please thank your wife very much for it,
    but tell her I’ve decided that I’d best not eat with anyone,” he said. “It
    would create the impression that I expect it—like my predecessor—and 
     too many people in town can’t afford dinner guests.”



    He thought Croft would argue. Instead, the mayor nodded, lips twisting in a
    sad smile. “All right, Omnimancer. If that’s what you want.”



    But as he walked to the door, he added: “People will find other ways of
    trying, though. Mark my words.”



    Peter shut the door, shaking his head. If he refused to accept invitations
    and mostly stayed in the house, he didn’t see what the town could do. He
    stood in the hallway, trying to decide whether to go check on Beatrix or
    get back to work, when someone else knocked at the door.



    A girl of perhaps nineteen or twenty stood on the porch, smiling brightly
    at him. Not an auspicious beginning.



    “Hello, Omnimancer! Could I please make a request?”



    “Yes,” he said cautiously. “What do you need, Miss …?”



    “Hennessey. My mother suffers from headaches, you see, so I thought I would
    ask for a remedy.”



    He didn’t relax—she looked entirely too happy about her mother’s headaches.
    “I may have some headache brew in stock.”



    “Splendid!” The girl hopped in without waiting for an invitation and closed
    the door behind her.



    He didn’t like this at all. He thought about tossing her out and making her
    wait on the porch, but on second thought that seemed over the top. He
    instead strode to the brewing room at a speed just shy of running for his
    life and rummaged through the bottles full of Beatrix’s work, nearly
    breaking one in his haste. There—headache brew. He turned, rushed
    from the room and promptly collided with Miss Hennessey.



    “Oh!” she said in what seemed like exaggerated surprise, her hands on his
    chest. She looked up at him through her eyelashes. “Oh, my.”



    She planned that. She must have been standing in just the right
    spot to be out of his line of sight so she could walk into him as he came
    out. He stepped back and held the brew out to her, trying not to scowl. “My
    apologies—here it is.”



    “Oh, thank you, Omnimancer!” She looked up at him through her
    eyelashes again. “My family would be honored if you would have dinner with
    us. Would tomorrow be convenient?”



    “I’m sorry, Miss Hennessey, but no,” he said.



    Her smile flickered but recovered. “Then simply name the day!”



    “No, but thank you.”



    Now the smile was gone. “You’ve eaten with the Sedereys. Twice. Are we—are
    we not good enough for you, Omnimancer?”



    He would have taken the wounded tone at face value if this entire visit
    hadn’t been a calculated performance.



    “As I was just telling the mayor,” he said, “I’ve decided not to accept any
    more invitations—from anyone in town—to avoid the perception that
    I will favor people in a position to give me a meal. Had that occurred to
    me earlier, I would never have accepted the Sedereys’ invitations, as
    kindly meant as they were.”



    She apparently had no ready plan for this. She merely said, “Ah.” He took
    the opportunity to slip past her and open the door.



    “Good-bye, Miss Hennessey,” he said firmly.



    She left—though not without smiling at him, and thanking him, and passing
    by too close to him. He shut the door a bit harder than necessary.



    For crying out loud, would he have to question the true intent of every
    request for help from here on out? There had to be a solution for this. But
    what?



    He was afraid the ridiculous problem would fall from his lips as soon as he
    got dreamside, but when he arrived there, it went right out of his head.
    Beatrix sat on the bed, face in her hands, chest shaking in noiseless sobs.



He put his arms around her, feeling helpless. What could he say?    Everything’s all right was a bald-faced lie. He finally settled
    on, “Do you think your panic attacks are getting worse?”



If anything, this made her more upset. “Oh,” she moaned. “Oh oh    oh.”



    “Has something happened? Can I help?”



    She made no answer for a moment. Then she said, “I’m not dayside Beatrix.”



    “What—”



    “I don’t want to talk about her or think about her or have anything to do
    with her!”



    He almost asked why, but the answer occurred to him in time. There was only
    one difference of opinion between daytime and nighttime Beatrix. One fought against the Vow’s effects. The other didn’t.



    Then she kissed him, which proved the point. What had Miss Knight said?
    That he was driving Beatrix insane?



    When he could manage it, he said, “What sets off your panic
    attacks?”



    She blinked at him, thrown by the interruption. Her lips, half-open and
    reddened from kissing him, were so tempting that he leaned in to kiss her
    again before catching himself.



    “Stress,” she said.



    “Over your sister, in all cases?”



    She hesitated.



    “Over me, too?” he suggested.



    She looked down at their intertwined hands. “Yes.”



    He closed his eyes, feeling sick. “What if the panic attacks are the Vow’s way of forcing the point?”



    She said nothing, and her silence seemed like an answer.



    “I hate that thrice-damned Vow,” he cried out, leaping off the bed and
    pacing the room. “I don’t want you to feel compelled to love me! I
    don’t want that at all!”



    “No, I—I don’t think the Vow is giving me panic attacks because I’m
    fighting that compulsion,” she said. “And I know how you feel. I don’t
    doubt that for a moment.”



    She held out a hand. He took it, sitting beside her.



    “What can I do?” he asked.



    She sighed and gave an expressive shrug.



    “Beatrix—should I try to fall in love with someone else?”



    He could hear the breath catch in her throat and knew he’d said the wrong
    thing. Perhaps it would have been all right to ask dayside. Dreamside,
    never. Dreamside, she wanted him without reservation.



    Her voice trembled as she said, “If you think it would free you from—”



    “No, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he murmured, putting his arms around her,
    pressing his face to her hair. “I don’t want anyone else. I can’t imagine
    wanting anyone else. I just wish there were a way we could both get out of
    this circle of hell.”



    “There’s no out,” she said. “Only deeper in.”



    She unbuttoned his shirt, pressing her lips to his skin as she uncovered
    it. For a little while, sensation overpowered all else. But when they lay
    amid the untucked sheets later, he could think of nothing but the harm he
    was unwittingly doing her, and the tears running down her cheeks were proof
    that she was contemplating the same thing. They needed a distraction.



    “Let’s go back to the beach,” he said, grasping the first one that came to
    him.



    “What?”



    “I know that experiment didn’t end well, but the beach was the good part of
    it,” he said. “Come on, show me how. Do you just picture what you want?”



    She exhaled. “Start with one part. Pick something in the room to turn into
    a single piece of the setting.”



    “Like the ocean?”



    “Right, or the sand, or the sky—one thing. Imagine your item transforming.
    If you imagine hard enough, it will. And once you’ve got it going, the rest
    is much easier.”



    He stared at the quilt, which had turned so obligingly into the Atlantic
    for her. It stared back at him. He tried to picture it moving, turning a
    greenish-blue, but the fabric remained still and exactly as Nan had
    stitched it—a patchwork riot that always made him think of the last gasp of
    fall, orange and brown and cold starry nights.



    After a long stretch of nothing, Beatrix cleared her throat. “What are you
    thinking about?”



    So he described the image in his mind, the waves and the color, and she
    shook her head. “I don’t think that’s specific enough. What time of day is
    it? Is the air warm or cold? Imagine the smell of the ocean, the
    sounds—”



    “I can’t,” he said. “I’ve never been in real life.”



    She looked at him as if he’d admitted a horrifying secret. “Never?”



    “There was always some reason not to go on a vacation after I graduated
    from the academy, and before that …”



    He didn’t have to put it into words. She knew how poor he’d been.



    She took his hand. “I wish I’d invited you. I wish we’d been friends.”



    “I think your mother would have vetoed that,” he said, the instant before
    considering that her mother was a dangerous topic of conversation.
    “Besides,” he said hastily, “we’re going now. I hope. What does the ocean
    sound like? Crashing waves?”



    “More of a whoosh, unless it’s stormy. Rhythmic. Calming.
    Hypnotizing, really.”



    He pulled her closer. “Tell me about the rest of it.”



    “Well—you can smell the salt, taste it in the back of your throat and feel
    it on your skin, sticky-tacky, after you run into the water. And you should
    run in because if you try to go in bit by bit, you’ll give up. That’s how
    cold the water is. But once you’re entirely wet, you won’t want to get out.
    Oh—and early morning is otherworldly. The sun sparkles on the water.
    Dolphins swim by. There’s no one else around.”



    He could picture all of that. His quilt lay over them, in its oranges and
    browns and blacks, and he imagined that he’d just jumped into it—not warm
    as it really was, but cold, so cold,
    breath-knocked-out-of-your-chest cold.



    He shivered. Did the temperature drop, or was that just the power of
    suggestion? The next instant, he felt perfectly warm again, like a man
    wrapped in a handmade quilt should—and the speed of the change proved what
    he was doing had worked for just a second until he’d stopped.



    He sat up, closed his eyes and took a deep breath, focusing, imagining he
    could smell the salt.



    Salt in his nose, salt in his throat, salt sticky on his skin. Chill water,
    shocking and invigorating. Mild waves cresting and falling, swelling around
them, deep blue-green. Birds flying overhead. He pictured this until he    could just barely taste the salt, feel the waves, hear the birds,
    like a faint echo of the real thing.



    The mattress under him sagged. His eyes flew open in time to see it falling
    away into a fathomless depth that swirled orange, brown and black, and he
    had to grab Beatrix’s hand and kick to avoid following it down, his feet
    pushing against something that was not quite water but also not quite
    fabric. Nan’s quilt roiled around them, rippling outward, growing until it
    reached the walls and then pushing through, the walls themselves folding
    into the quilt, everything giving way, until there was nothing but
    deep-rose sky above them and the quilt below—lapping at their necks. He
    trailed his fingers in it and this time the feeling was indistinguishable
    from water. Blues and greens rippled outward, the fall colors disappearing.
    A seagull flew by, sharing its opinion of their presence.



    They were in the ocean. So far into it, in fact, that he couldn’t see
    anything but.



    “Sand first next time, I think,” Beatrix said, kicking in place next to
    him.



    He laughed. The rest of it wasn’t as hard—he remembered the feeling of her
    sand under his bare feet, the painted-white lifeguard chair, the boardwalk.
    All of it settled into place a short swim from where they were.



    “This is … this is …” he said, struggling to describe it.



    “I know,” Beatrix said. And she smiled, which was beautiful to see.



    . . . . .



    They stayed in the water a long time. When they finally dragged themselves
    out, Peter collapsed on the sand, eyes closed, and she sat beside him,
    wondering if it was possible to fall asleep in a dream. Or if perhaps she
    could simply stay here and never go back out.



    What she’d said to him wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t, in the end, think
    she wasn’t her daytime self, just as she’d stopped believing the dayside
    fiction that what she got up to at night had nothing to do with her. But
    now, for the first time in this semi-split existence, it was dayside
    Beatrix she was ashamed of. And she suspected Peter was half-right about
    her Vow to him—it probably was contributing to her panic attacks
    because she wouldn’t give up on Plan B.



    She didn’t know what to do. She wrapped her arms around her legs,
    shivering.



    “Come here,” Peter said, taking her hand, rearranging her so she lay
    pressed against him on the sand. “Much warmer this way.” He waved his free
    hand to encompass everything in front of them. “How did you realize this
    was possible?”



    She appreciated the distraction. This question, at least, she could answer.
    “Because we were already doing it.”



    “Really?” He gave a thoughtful frown. “Without realizing it?”



    “Yes, exactly. I’d taken for granted that we had no power over the setting.
    That the Vows were dictating it, or something like that. And yet we could
    manipulate things within it, like our clothes.”



    She levered herself up on one arm, the better to look at him. “What if, in
    that first truly shared dream we had—when I ran from the house and you
    chased me—what if we were able to make that happen because we just assumed
    it was possible? I opened the front door and had no doubt I’d see the lawn,
    so I did—we both did. And when you took me upstairs two nights later—”



    “I was convinced I’d open the door and my bedroom would be there as
    always,” he murmured, nodding his head.



    “And so you made it and I could see it, too. Even though I’d never been
    there in real life.”



    He smiled at her, eyes crinkling. “So you thought you’d put your
    hypothesis to the test by trying to gin up a completely different place?”



    She nodded, not trusting her voice. She’d tested her hypothesis for the
    purpose of keeping him from asking his nightly question, not in the
    interest of science.



    If he asked her here, now, she would have to tell him. There was no way to
    dance around it anymore. This could be the day rang in her
    ears—but if he asked her, the choice would be out of her hands.



    If he asked her, it wouldn’t be her fault for telling him.



    “Well, now we’ve replicated the results,” Peter said, and if he realized
    something was amiss, he didn’t show it. “What tipped you off? When did the
    idea occur to you?”



    So she told him. She opened her mouth, and out it rushed.



    “The night we appeared in the basement rather than the bedroom. The night I
    said I wanted to start a whisper campaign.”



    He went very quiet. After a moment, he said, “I suppose we were still
    mentally in that room even after we left it.”



    “Yes. So that’s where we showed up as soon as we started to dream.”



    Her heart thudded in her ears as she waited for what he would say to that.
    She’d opened the door. She’d all but invited him in.



    The silence stretched out. He wasn’t going to make this easy for her, was
    he? But she knew what she should do. Tell him. She licked dry
    lips.



    “Peter …”



    And then she opened her eyes with a start in her bedroom, woken by the
    alarm clock, and clutched at her covers in horror of what she’d almost
    done. Yesterday was unsettling, of course it was, but she and Ella
    had handled it. And that awful thought she’d had as she crouched in Miss
    Sadler’s house was just that: a thought, a passing thought. She
    wouldn’t have acted on it. And she absolutely couldn’t tell him.



    Never mind distracting him in their dreams. From now on, she would have to
    distract herself.



 

 



    Chapter Fourteen




    Peter was crouched over the remains of the latest failed experiment when
    his charmed lockets flashed hot. Both of them, the one keyed to the entire
    town and the newly made one that picked up spells only on the property.



    Had a wizard just dismantled the spell around the house?



    His pair of lockets flared again, then a third time. Blood roared in his
    ears, his thoughts skittering in horrible directions. The wizard could be
    inside even now—Beatrix had no warning—why hadn’t he made her a
    locket keyed to this house or the town, something beyond her own property?
    Too late to run down now, too late already! The intruder could beat him to
    the brewing room, see her breaking federal law—



    Peter thrust his hand into the pocket that held his two precious red
    leaves, grabbed one and materialized the next instant in the brewing room.
    Beatrix stood at the other end of the table, eyes wide, her astonishment
    crashing over him.



    “Miss Harper,” he hastened to get in before she could ask what on earth he
    thought he was doing. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Where were we?”



    Either the situation was odd enough to set off her internal alarm or his
    gut-clenching anxiety had splashed over to her, because she said, “Just
    about to start the migraine tincture, Omnimancer,” as if it were perfectly
    normal for him to teleport into the room to help her with medicine she
    required no assistance to make.



    “Of course, thank you,” he said, looking at the brew she’d just finished,
    still green from the spell she’d cast to check its efficacy. If she’d been
    seen or heard, the jig was already up.



    He tucked the vial behind ones filled with other medicines, hands
    trembling. Brewing would be interesting in this condition.



    “Omnimancer …” Beatrix bit her lip. “Do you expect any visitors today?”



    “Yes,” he said, perhaps a bit too emphatically. He took a deep breath to counteract the
    adrenaline and said, “You know we can’t go a day without the town adding to
    the request list.”



    Beatrix nodded, eyes watchful. It was a small relief, at least, that she’d
    grasped the seriousness of the situation.



    But then they had to actually make the tincture. He fumbled with his mortar
    and pestle, straining to
    catch some proof of an invisible third in the room. Should he cast the
    spell detector? No—better to make the wizard think they had no idea he was
    here, surely?



    Peter picked up his container of pomegranate juice, realized his hands were shaking, and turned it over to Beatrix rather than attempt to pour it into the beaker himself. 



    She’d had a panic attack in this very room a few weeks ago, and yet now,
    while in imminent danger, her hands were steady. Panic, it seemed, hit her
    in the terrible waiting period between crises. She was good under pressure.



    He’d thought he was, too, back in Washington. He was learning all sorts of
    unfortunate truths about himself these days. He pulled out a leaf to cast
    the tincture’s first spell and almost botched it.



   Fearful, disjointed thoughts kept intruding. He could almost see Wizard Morse in the doorway, staring at them through his dark glasses. Or Garrett. Would that be better or worse?



    Peter finished three brews with Beatrix’s help, hypersensitive about not
    touching her, not talking to her unless necessary, not doing anything to
    create the impression that he was or aspired to be anything but her
    employer. They ate lunch in the kitchen, silent as death. Afterward, they
    made four more brews, his spellcasting barely adequate.



    Through it all, he kept waiting for something to happen. More spells heating up his lockets. The whisper-quiet sound of a wizard’s
    coat brushing against the wall. An exhalation from another man’s lungs.



    But perhaps there was no other wizard here to do those things. Someone
    might have recast the phone-tap spell on the exterior of the house and
    teleported away.



    He doubted it. Phone-tap spells were of a class that easily lasted years,
so long as they were cast competently. Besides, the wizard cast    three spells. Three was just the right number to dismantle the
    protection around the house, teleport in and reset the magical shields, the
    better to avoid detection.



    His nerves were so taut that a knock on the door made him lose his grip on
    the bottle of cough suppressant he was taking to the shelf of finished
    products. He caught it right before it would have smashed on the floor.



    “That should be all for today,” he said, steadying himself. “Would you
    start cleaning up while I get the door?”



    It was probably Miss Knight. She’d been coming every day now, and this was
    past her normal time. He would have to apprise her of the situation as
    quickly and quietly as possible and ask her to walk Beatrix home.



    But it was Miss Sederey on the porch, not Miss Knight, when he opened the
    door. Oh, come on.



    “Yes?” he said, only barely managing not to snap.



    “Hello, Omnimancer.” She dimpled at him. “I’ve come to invite you to the
    church tea the Saturday after next. Mrs. Hattington—the pastor’s wife, you
    know—asked me to pass on the invitation personally. Everyone comes. Do say
    yes, Omnimancer!”



    He almost did, just to get her to go away—if everyone went, what did it
    matter—but then considered that she would see it as saying yes to her.



    “I’m—I’m afraid I’ll be out of town that day,” he said, unable to think up
    a better excuse. Well, he could always go out of town. Or put his
    car under an invisibility spell.



    “Oh,” she said, so disappointed that he felt sorry for her. But not sorry
    enough to change his mind.



    “Thank you for the invitation, Miss Sederey,” he said. “Now I’d best get
    back to work.”



    “Yes.” She managed a smile. “Well—good-bye, Omnimancer.”



    He rushed back to the brewing room. Beatrix was fine. The wizard, presumably, was still here—what was the man’s end game? Peter scrubbed the table, picturing Garrett just waiting to get him alone.



    Knock, knock, knock.



    “I’ll get it,” he told Beatrix, stomping out.



    Miss Hennessey.



    This time he did snap. “Yes?”



    She took a step back but quickly reset her smile. “Omnimancer, have you
    heard about the church tea a week from Saturday?”



    “I have, and I’m afraid I will be out of town.”



    “Ah. What a shame! Mrs. Hattington will be so disappointed. She
    asked me to ask you, you know.” She cocked her head and batted—actually batted—her lashes at him. “Couldn’t
    we persuade you to rearrange your calendar?”



    “No, Miss Hennessey.”



    Her lips thinned before smoothing back into a smile. “We’ll miss you.”



    He managed a civil, “Thank you for the invitation,” and shut the door. It
    was the least of their troubles, but he hoped Beatrix was too busy in the
    brewing room to catch on to what the girls had actually wanted.



     He turned to find Beatrix coming into the hallway.  “I know we just cleaned up, Omnimancer, but it occurred to me—I ought to take care of those requests that came in yesterday.”



    No requests came in yesterday. She was giving him a reason to keep her
    here.



    The thought of staying in this house alone made his stomach lurch, that was
    undeniable. But he wanted her safely out more than he feared what
    Garrett—if it was Garrett—would do when she was gone.



    “No, Miss Harper, but thank you,” he said.



    Still—what if it was Morse? What if the wizard realized how critical she was to her sister? What if he
    intended to follow her into the forest and …



    Peter almost blurted out, “I’ll drive you home,” but no, that would never
    do. If it was Garrett, the man would see that as some sort
    of declaration.



    “Wait,” he said. “I’d better give you your pay for the week now.”



    Hoping he could grab a few moments unobserved, he all but ran into the
    receiving room. He ducked behind the desk, unhooked from his neck the
    locket keyed to the town and hid it in a pocket, then fished his checkbook
    out of the desk drawer and stood to make a check out to Beatrix.



    She walked in, face grave.



    “I really think I ought to get that extra work done today, Omnimancer,” she
    said, an edge to the words.



    “No, Miss Harper.”



    “Omnimancer—”



    He reached over the desk and pressed the locket into her palm with one hand
    while using the other to cover it with the check. Her eyes widened.



    “I don’t want to risk the efficacy of the brews,” he murmured. “But I’d
    appreciate it if you would speak to the mayor about the ginger order on
    your way home. It was nice of him to offer to drive you.”



    “Very nice,” she said, frowning. She did not agree with his plan, that was
    obvious, but she was unable to gainsay him further without making clear to
    the intruder that she was not a normal employee.



    “Good-bye, Miss Harper,” he said.



    Her glare suggested all sorts of caustic things. But her voice trembled on
    her answering “good-bye.”



    She was worried about him. That gave him an extra zing of adrenaline.



    He took down the shielding around the house. She gave him a look that
seemed to be a combination of be careful and    how could you, and walked out.



    The instant he closed the door, the locket still around his neck—the one
    keyed to the house—flared to sudden life. Seconds later came a
    hammering on the door, and he opened it to find Beatrix, his other locket
    still clutched in her hand.



    “I’m not leaving,” she hissed.



    Just what he needed Garrett to see. But he had a strong suspicion, given
    the timing, that Garrett—if it had been him—was now gone.



    “Omnimancer—”



    “All right,” he said. “Come in.”



    He reset the protective spell and dropped demarcation stones in the four
corners of the receiving room. Time to risk it. “Lang rēad lēoht.”



    The remnants of a few old spells glowed around the desk, with a brighter
    white spot in the corner where he stood—the designated area for casting
    this spell.



    That was all. No telltale sign of dematerialization.



    Shit.



    He gathered up the stones, ran to the brewing room and repeated the
    procedure. There, near the doorway, was the body-like afterimage left over
    from the exit point of teleportation.



   Leaning against a wall for support, he cast the spell that would identify the man. The leaf ash swirled into a familiar face.



    “Garrett,” Beatrix said. “Fucking Garrett.”



    He’d never heard her say anything so foul-mouthed outside their linked
    dreams. He laughed without meaning to and was hard-pressed to stop. Finally
    he pulled himself together and checked the rest of the house, finding
    nothing.



    “Did you use a red leaf to teleport in like that?” she asked in the attic when he’d finished.



  He gave a grim nod. The irony of using up a valuable, irreplaceable red to go such a small distance was not lost on him. “I really didn’t have a choice. Stupid of me not to have made you your own warning charm for the house. Do you have a spare locket?”



    “Yes, I’ll bring it tomorrow. But perhaps you should key it to the town
    instead.”



    He thought about her walking—often alone—in the forest. “You’re right. Just
    assume if the charm goes off that the wizard is close by, wherever you
    are.”



    “Absolutely.”



    “I’ll make the same ones for your sister, Miss Dane and
    Miss Knight. What happened to Miss Knight, by the way?”



“Meeting with parents. Won’t be over tomorrow, either.” She frowned. “Peter—do you think Garrett was simply trying to see if his fevered imaginings were right? Or was he assigned to do this for some reason?”



    He didn’t know. It was a disquieting thought.


When he went to bed, though, his mind had circled back to the one certainty of the day: He was down to his last red. Soon he might have none left. The magiocracy manufactured them and controlled their use, supplying only federal employees and select wizards outside the government, and trying to get some on the black market seemed a very bad idea.



   “Beatrix,” he said the moment they appeared dreamside, “let me teach you how to teleport.”



    “What?”



    “We know you’re capable of it. You just need to figure out how so
    you can do it on demand. What better place to practice than here?”



    She stared at him. “You want me to—to do leafless magic?”



    “No, but we’re one red away from zero, and that fills me with dread.” He stood up and held out a hand to her. “Please?”



    She took it. But she still looked skeptical. “What we’re doing here isn’t
    magic. It’s manipulating the world. If I ‘teleport’ in here, I’m not
    moving, I’m changing our surroundings—or the way we perceive them, anyway.”



    He led her out of the room and down the stairs. “I’m not sure that’s so
    very different from magic. Especially the kind you can do.”



    “Except I can’t,” she murmured as they reached the ground floor. She saw
    his questioning look and added, “That night I figured out how—that was an
    aberration. I’ve managed very little since then.”



    That was a relief, mostly. He couldn’t kick the uneasy feeling that she’d
    tapped into something dangerous. He knew how his spells were powered—what
    was the power source for her magic? If it was something internal, some fuel
    she was drawing out of herself, what would that do to her?



    But teleportation was an exception. Their ability to rapidly go
    somewhere—or get out of somewhere—could be a matter of life or death.



    He opened the front door and stopped, staring. He’d expected Ellicott Mills as it really was, the pitch dark dead of
    winter. Instead, dawn light sparkled on his car and the town was a riot of
    color. He stepped onto the porch and drank in the flowers, the budding
    trees, the rabbit scurrying off nearby.



    “It’s beautiful,” he murmured. “You’re really good at this.”



    Her cheeks pinked. “I’ve never liked winter, but I’m especially eager to
    see the back of this one.”



    Persephone, yearning for spring and freedom. He sighed. No escape from
    Hades in this case.



    “All right,” he said, “try teleporting down the hill, just shy of the
    forest.”



    “What if I teleport into a tree?” Beatrix waved a hand. “I mean, I assume I
    wouldn’t be injured here, but what if I did something like that in
    real life?”



    “Remember, the key to magic is intent. You can’t teleport into something
    solid unless you wanted to do that for some inscrutable reason.”



    “Ah. Very convenient.”



    “I don’t think wizards would do nearly as much teleporting if it didn’t
    work like that,” he said, making her laugh.



“How on earth did you learn to do it the first time?” she asked. “How does    anyone learn?”



    “You start off with short jumps so you can see where you’re going—like
    this,” he said, gesturing down the hill. “It makes it easier to visualize.
    Next, you practice jumping to that place without looking at it. Then places you’ve been to before but aren’t close enough to see. Eventually you try places
    you’ve never been, though that’s hardest of all. Only some of the wizards
    who teleport can manage it, and many wizards don’t teleport ever.”



    “So I should stare at the spot where I’m going.”



    “Yes.”



    “And then …?”



    “That’s where our paths diverge because I don’t think my spellword is
    going to help you. But I assume you need to concentrate in the same way a
    wizard does. We have to truly commit to being there, wherever it
    is we’re going. Sometimes wizards take it at a run and cast the spell
    mid-jump.”



    She laughed again, eyes dancing. “Does that really help?”



    “You’d be surprised.”



    “OK. Focusing … focusing …”



    She looked at the grassy expanse for a while, her gaze slowly turning into
    a glare. Finally, she let out a long sigh. “I’m not getting anywhere. I
    mean—obviously.”



    “Don’t give up,” he urged. “It takes wizards ages to get the hang of it.”



    A smile ghosted across her lips. “What about you?”



    “Teleport, and I’ll tell you.”



    “Incentive indeed.”



    Time was a concept that didn’t entirely carry over to dreamside, but it
    certainly felt as if she stared into the distance for an hour before she
    threw up her hands. “This is absolutely infuriating.”



    “If you get yourself over there,” he murmured into her ear, “I’ll make it worth your while. Right there in the grass.”



    Her breath hitched.



    The next instant, she was no longer standing
    beside him. She was down at the edge of the forest.



    He gaped at her. Then he focused until he’d willed a red into his hand and followed her there.



    “I cheated,” she said sheepishly. “I rearranged the world instead of
    myself.”



    He started to laugh. “That was easier?”



    “In here, it is.” She looked at him, lips quirked. “But I haven’t earned my
    reward. I suppose I should get back to concentrating on the task at
    hand.”



  They both needed her to do that. But dayside and its worries seemed more distant now. There would be other nights to practice. He pulled her closer and gave real life no more thought until he woke in his bed the next morning, to dark, and cold, and winter. 



 

 



    Chapter Fifteen



    Peter frowned at the pile of leaves in the basement. It was looking awfully
    small. He ran up the stairs to consult his indispensable Brown’s for a
    leaf-counting spell, then returned to cast it—and grimaced.



    When Beatrix arrived and the house was sealed up again, he told her the bad
    news. “We’ve got only a bit more than seven thousand leaves left downstairs.”



    Her eyes went wide with alarm. He quickly added, “It’s not a disaster, but
    I’d really like to avoid buying more. This is the time of year when they’re
    the most expensive. We’ll just need to be mindful of what we’re using until
    spring. Assuming two more months before we can harvest more, that’s a
    maximum of a hundred-twenty leaves a day.”



    She cleared her throat. “What do you think we’re using now?”



    “Haven’t a clue. I’ll do a count
    every day so we’ll know how much we have to cut back, if that becomes
    necessary.”



    “Right,” she murmured. She held up four lockets. “Did you want to
    charm these now?”



    He gave a moment’s thought to waiting until the evening. Because the spell
    required temporarily demarcating the entire town, it took about an hour to
    set up and break down, an hour she would be left alone in the house. But
    then he remembered it might snow later. So he gave Beatrix his locket keyed
    to the property and left the house using his five-second procedure—drop the
    spell, squeeze out, recast. That took four leaves.
    Onward to burn up a dozen more.



   He was stepping out of his car later, task complete, when he got to see with his own eyes the limits of the warning charms. Two people materialized near the forest’s edge, and his locket didn’t react.



    He waited, trying to remain calm, as the men walked toward him. One was a
    typic; he wore a winter coat over a suit, and his hair was short and brown.
    The other was a wizard. A wizard, he realized as the distance between them
    narrowed, with a high forehead, a square jaw, a grim mouth and dark
    glasses. Morse.



    Good God, had Garrett seen something illegal yesterday?



    “Wizard Blackwell?” the typic said in a businesslike tone.



The words didn’t have the bite one would expect when    you are under arrest was due to follow, and on second thought,
    Washington would surely send more than one wizard to arrest another wizard.
    Peter took a deep breath. “Yes?”



    “I’m Mark Radcliffe from the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”



    His heart dropped.



    “May we come in,” Radcliffe said, and it wasn’t a question.



    The moment Peter opened the door for them, he called out a warning that
    wouldn’t appear like one: “Miss Harper! We have guests—could you please
    fetch drinks?”



    She rushed out, stopped dead at the sight of the “guests,” but quickly
    recovered. “Yes, Omnimancer.”



    “What will you have, Mr. Radcliffe?” Peter asked.



    “Coffee, two sugars.”



    Peter turned to Morse. “And you, Wizard ...?”



    Morse simply shook his head. That was more unnerving than if he’d spoken.



    Peter walked into the receiving room and turned to find that only Radcliffe
    had followed. The man shut the door behind him, leaving the wizard on the
    other side of it—with Beatrix.



    It would be OK. It would.



    “Please cast a soundproofing spell on this room,” Radcliffe said.



    Peter obliged, though the room already had one, and sat in the seat that
    put his massive desk between them. “What can I do for you?”



    “I have some questions about your omnimancing operation.”



    “Oh? Ask away.”



    “I understand that neither Washington nor the town is paying you. Is that
    right?”



    He’d expected that someone from the magiocracy would ask this eventually,
followed by more subtle variations on the theme of    Are you in the employ of Canada? He relaxed a notch. These sorts
    of questions posed no danger.



    “Yes,” he said, “nothing from Washington, Ellicott Mills or anyone else.
    Our state senator did offer to see if he could get a small stipend for me,
    but it didn’t feel right, so I declined.”



    “And I understand you are paying an assistant.”



    At that moment, the assistant—or lead omnimancer, more accurately—walked in
    with two cups of coffee. She gave him an inscrutable glance as she set them
    down. He managed a half-smile and waited until she left.



    “I am paying my employee, yes,” he said.



    “How are you supporting yourself and covering her salary, Omnimancer?”



    “From my savings account.” With effort, he grinned. “Are you here
    to offer me a stipend, Mr. Radcliffe?”



    Radcliffe’s smile was brief. “If the federal government decided to fund
    omnimancers outside of cities again, the money wouldn’t come from my
    agency, would it? Tell me, why is it that you have chosen to do this work
    not merely for free but at a financial loss?”



    “I desperately needed the change—something far less stressful,” Peter said,
    with complete honesty, and then tacked on a not-quite-truth: “I wanted to
    come home.”



    “You picked an unusual way to reduce stress, given that omnimancers often
    report high levels of it.”



    “I’m sure they do. They’re overwhelmed with requests. But I’m in a town
    with one traffic light,” he said, thinking of Martinelli and breaking into
    an unmanufactured smile, “and with my assistant’s help, I can keep up with
    the requests here nicely.”



    “How exactly is she helping you?”



    He stepped into this minefield on high alert.



    “We brew a lot of medicaments. She assists with chopping and other prep
    work. The poverty here means that people come to us because they can’t
    afford to take care of their problems some other way, so I’m asked to be a
    stand-in doctor, veterinarian and repairman—it’s rewarding,” he said
    quickly, to get past the what-Beatrix-was-doing part, and realized with a
    start that he’d just told the truth. He could do without the matchmaking,
    but otherwise, he did often enjoy the job.



    “Obviously I’m not going to do this long-term,” he added, “but for now, it
    makes me happy.”



    “Mm.” Radcliffe paused. “I understand that your assistant is the sister of
    Miss Lydia Harper, president of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of
    Magic.”



    “So I’ve learned,” he said cautiously. “I chose not to hold it against
    her.”



    “Do you want to prohibit magic?”



    Peter laughed. “No. It’s a ridiculous proposition.” And also not what Lydia
    Harper was trying to do, as the magiocracy well knew.



    Radcliffe sipped at his coffee. The silence stretched out.



    “Look,” Peter said, aiming for exasperated, which was what he would be if
    he were doing exactly what he said he was, “why don’t you tell me what this
    is about. Am I not allowed to work for free in my home town with the help
    of a relation of Lydia Harper’s?”



    Radcliffe set his cup down. “We want to ensure that the Army’s former top
    weapons researcher is not doing any weapons design on the side. For some
    other party.”



    There it was. He looked the man in the eye.



    “Then let me put your mind at ease: I’m not doing that, and I have
    absolutely zero desire to start. As Lt. Gen. Robert Mercer would no doubt
    explain if you asked him, I left the Army because the work depressed me.”



    “That is what he told me you said, yes.”



    “But you have concerns?”



    “I wouldn’t say that.” Radcliffe gave him a bland smile and got to his
    feet. “Just a routine check. If anyone approaches you to ask about weapons,
    please get in contact with me.”



    He held out a card. Peter took it, smiling blandly back. “If any foreign
    agents show up in Ellicott Mills, I’ll be shocked, but I’ll let you know
    right away.”



    “It’s not just foreign agents we’re worried about, Omnimancer,” Radcliffe
    said, walking to the receiving-room door. “Domestic extremists are a threat
    as well. Discontented individuals. Organized agitators.”



    Peter nodded, mind only half on what the FBI agent was saying. Morse never
    cast a spell. What was he doing out there?



    “Agitators such as the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic,”
    Radcliffe said.



    It took a second for this to sink in. Even then, he couldn’t believe what
    Radcliffe was implying. “What?” he said, staring at him.



    “That league is full of radicals who want change. It’s a short journey from
    there to acts of violence.”



    “Mr. Radcliffe, these are women—”



    “Never underestimate women,” Radcliffe said quietly.



   “Yes, but these are women who are working through the system. I seriously doubt they’d blow anything up! I’d be a lot more worried about antigovernment types than anti-magic ones.”



    “Anti-magic is antigovernment,” Radcliffe said. “Good day, Omnimancer.”



    Good God.



    Still, neither he nor Beatrix had been arrested—it could have been far
    worse. He followed Radcliffe into the hallway. There he realized why,
    perhaps, Morse hadn’t cast a single spell.



    At one end of the hall was the wizard, arms crossed. At the other was
    Beatrix, down on her hands and knees, scrubbing the floor as if it were
    part of her duties.



    Never underestimate women, indeed.



    He saw the men out—the snow was just starting, a few flakes falling
    lazily—and waited on the porch until they teleported away. Back inside, he quickly made sure
    the house really was empty of wizards save him. He could 
    feel Beatrix’s tension and the weight of the questions she was holding
    back.



    “It’s OK,” he said the second the final room checked out. “Just, ‘Where are
    you getting your money, and it better not be from terrorists.’”



    “Did he believe you?”



    “I’d be shocked if he didn’t already snoop into my bank account, so it
    should be patently obvious that I’m spending my own cash. But what about
    Morse? Did he do anything? Say anything?”



    “Not a word. Just stood there with no expression on his face. He never even
    took his sunglasses off.” She shivered. “He gives me the heebie-jeebies.”



    “You and me both.”



    Beatrix sighed. “I knew the deteriorating relations with Canada would be a
    problem. I just knew it.”



    “That’s the bizarre thing,” he said, shaking his head. “The FBI agent
    didn’t so much as mention Canada. He was concerned about the League getting
    its hands on a weapon.”



    Beatrix’s mouth fell open. Then she burst into helpless, infectious
    laughter. He started to laugh, too. There was something truly ridiculous
    about the idea.



    “Could the magiocracy really have so completely misunderstood what we’re
    trying to do?” she asked, shaking her head. “I can’t quite believe that.”



    “Maybe they understand perfectly,” he said, sobering. “Maybe they know I’m
    helping you.”



    “Do you think Garrett—”



    “No, probably not.” He grimaced. “I think Morse put two and two together when
    we all rushed over to your house after he started installing the listening
    devices. Which means the magiocracy probably suspects I’ve figured out some
    way to track spellcasting, too.”



    “Oh, Peter,” she whispered. “What can we do?”



    He shrugged. Nothing to be done about it, as far as he could see.



    “We could stage a falling out. You could—” She bit her lip. “You
    could fire me.”



    “No,” he said. “Absolutely not. I need you.”



    Her breath hitched. He suddenly noticed they were standing too close to each other. He backed up a step, blood
    zinging in his veins. Then he turned and made a beeline for the attic,
    lightheaded from the combined effect of their desire, hers manufactured and
    his all too real.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix finished the last brew of the day, set it with the others to be
    delivered later, and gave thought to practicing by herself in the
    second-floor room. She needed it more than Ella. And they still hadn’t
    figured out how to sense invisibility spells through knitting, an absolute
    necessity. But if she left now, there would be time to help Lydia with
    dinner, one of the few things they could do together that
    posed no danger in their bugged house.



    She needed to practice. For Lydia’s sake. She walked from the
    brewing room, mind made up—and stopped dead at the sight out the hall
    window.



    The languid snowflakes of the morning had at some point turned into a
    blizzard. Snow that looked well in excess of a foot piled on the ground,
    with more coming at a fast clip. In the windowless brewing room, she’d
    heard the whine of the wind and had thought nothing of it.



    “Peter!” she called as she rushed up the stairs. “Peter, there’s—”



    “What?” He burst out of the attic. “What’s wrong?”



    “Look out the window.”



    As soon as he did, he laughed. “Just snow! Thank goodness, I thought the
    FBI was back.”



    Just snow. Obviously the problem had not occurred to him yet.



    “Yes,” she said, “but how am I to get home in this?”



    His smile faded. “Oh.”



    “I can’t stay here overnight,” she said. “Everyone will know I did, and the
    wizards are looking for something, anything, to discredit Lydia …”
    She faltered because Plan B, if discovered, would do the job far more
    effectively.



    But Plan B was necessary. They were handling it. The bigger issue was
    keeping it going, finding a source of leaves to bridge the gap until the
    winter broke.



    Peter, wading into the snow, glanced down at Main Street and came back,
    shaking his head. “I can’t drive in this. I don’t think it’s safe to walk
    such a distance, either—bitterly cold,” he said, stamping his feet and
    shivering. Snowflakes clung to his coat, dusted his eyelashes and painted
    the top of his silver hair white.



    She ran to fetch her own coat. “I can get down to the general store. Maybe
    Mayor Croft hasn’t left—maybe I can stay there tonight—”



    “I’m sure he’s gone home. Beatrix,” he said as she stepped onto
    the porch, “who’s to know you’re stuck here? I’ll smuggle you out under an
    invisibility spell if I have to, once the roads are clear.”



    She hesitated, seeing the logic in what he said but feeling, deep in her
    stomach, that something bad would happen if she stayed. Garrett would
    decide to slip in again. Or Mrs. Price, who’d once told her that ruin would
    follow if she continued to work for an unmarried man, would ferret out
    where she’d been.



    Or she would finally lose her grip on the fine line—the fraying
    thread—between dayside and dreamside.



    “Come in,” he said, taking her arm. “I’ll figure out something for dinner.”



    She took a step to the door but cast one more desperate look over her
    shoulder toward Main Street. And then she saw it, a small figure struggling
    to cross the road. A child.



    “Peter—look!”



    He sucked in a breath. “I think that’s Anna Clark.”



    They pushed into the snow, both of them trying to run and failing, Beatrix
    gripped by the fear that something terrible had happened
    to Sue Clark. After a moment Peter turned back.



    “Keep going,” he yelled over the wind. “We don’t know what the problem
    is—I’d better have my Brown’s. And more fuel.”



   She nodded, eyes on the girl. It was definitely Anna, pigtails whipping behind her. When she reached Sue’s daughter, Beatrix grasped her hand.



    “Anna, what is it?”



    “The baby’s coming, Miss Beatrix! It’s coming now, and we can’t get any
    help!”



    Beatrix almost said “thank God,” given the alternatives. Sue hadn’t
    collapsed, she hadn’t died, she’d merely come to the moment of truth in
    every pregnancy. But that relief immediately faded. What was the maternal
    death rate during delivery, one in forty? And that was in maternity wards
    with doctors attending. How much worse would Sue’s odds be if they couldn’t
    get her to the hospital? And wasn’t this baby at least a week early?



    “Come on,” she said, setting off with Anna and trying to sound reassuring. “The
    omnimancer will meet us there. What else do you know?”



    Quite a lot, as it happened. Anna knew her mother wasn’t due for ten more days. The midwife her parents had planned to call was out of town. Her father, running to the neighbor’s to use the telephone, discovered that the hospital could not send an ambulance. And her mother was in pain, “even worse than with Evan.”



    “Oh, Miss Beatrix,” Anna whispered, glancing up at her with a look of pure
    misery. “I don’t want her to die. Please don’t let her die. Please.”



    Beatrix was twelve again, sitting by the hospital bed where her mother gave
    birth to Lydia. Please don’t leave me.



    But the hand in hers was small and gloved, and she came back to herself and
    the present crisis.



    “Your mother will be absolutely all right,” she said, hoping sheer will
    could make it true.



 

 



    Chapter Sixteen




    He had been optimistic at first. But the county hospital, the next-door
    county’s hospital and the three hospitals in Baltimore all insisted that
    the roads were impassable. None had a wizard on staff. And though Baltimore
    claimed a chief, deputy and assistant omnimancer, any one of whom could
    deliver a doctor to his door, no one picked up the line when he rang it.



    He tried the county police. The county fire department. Even the county
    public works department. No, sir. Sorry, sir. Can’t possibly, sir.



    He put down the useless phone, escaped the sweet old neighbor it belonged
    to—“such a terrible to-do! My aunt went through the same thing, never the
    same afterward, poor dear”—and ran downstairs to the Clarks’ apartment.



    Beatrix, a steaming tea kettle in hand and several towels under an arm,
    swiveled and hurried toward him as he came in. “Were you able—you weren’t,
    were you.”



    He shook his head. “Tell me there’s someone in town with medical training—a
    nurse, an emergency-medical technician, someone.”



    But he too knew the answer to his question before he got it. “No,” she
    said.



    Mrs. Clark cried out. Beatrix looked him in the eye. “Sue says she’s
    feeling intense pain in her back, and Brown’s says that often means the
    baby is turned the wrong way.”



    Reading the lexicon was a felony on her part—reading it in the open here
    where any of the family could have seen her do it was a dangerous risk. But
he couldn’t keep his mind on that while    the baby is turned the wrong way echoed in his head. He’d been
    turned the wrong way. His mother didn’t survive the procedure that got him
    out.



    He steadied himself on the wall. “I could teleport her to a hospital.
    Should I?”



    Beatrix stared at him, and he knew she understood what he was asking.
    Should he use their last red leaf to give Mrs. Clark a better shot, or
    should he save it for the very real possibility that they’d need it
    themselves?



    “Yes,” Beatrix said. “Just check the lexicon to make sure we can.”



    He swallowed convulsively to press down the dread as he flipped through
Brown’s. What if Beatrix’s sister died for want of a red? What if    Beatrix—but at that point he found a notation in the book that
    made the issue moot.



    Under “Contraindicated spells—pregnancy,” the book said:
    
        Teleportation while pregnant could contribute to birth defects and is
        not recommended. NOT TO BE ATTEMPTED DURING DELIVERY: As with
        patients who have severe wounds or internal injuries, teleportation for
        mothers in the midst of delivery carries a high risk of death.
    



    Beatrix, looking at the words over his shoulder, gave a deep sigh. Another scream came from the bedroom, and she scurried back with her supplies.



    Perhaps a spell could turn the baby in the womb? He flipped to the
    childbirth section and found it was three sentences in its entirety. The
    first two read:
    
       Certain spells can ease delivery or help with discomfort, but they endanger the child and mother if cast imperfectly or at the wrong time. Not to be attempted by wizards without obstetrics training.
    



    Be aware, Brown’s added unhelpfully,
    
        that spells cannot help with the infections that pregnant mothers
        frequently acquire during delivery.
    



    That was how Beatrix’s mother died.



   There was nothing for it but to lend an almost entirely useless pair of hands, which he would have to scrub within an inch of his life. It was one thing, by trial, error and good luck, to deliver a calf. It was an entirely different matter to—



    He sprang to his feet, eyes wide. Then he dashed up the steps to the
    neighbor with the working telephone, barged in without so much as a
    hello-I’m-back and dialed with trembling fingers.



    “Martinelli,” the man on the other end of the line said.



    “Oh, thank God, you’re still at work, I thought you might have left and I
    have no idea what your home number is—”



    “Blackwell?” Martinelli laughed. “Slow down. What is it?”



    “Sue Clark is in labor and we’re snowed in. I can’t get her to a hospital—”



    “Oh!”



    “Yes, and she needs a doctor immediately—something’s wrong. Can you hop a red to a hospital, get an obstetrician and bring him
    here?”



    There was a too-long pause.



    “Martinelli?”



    “You know I hate teleporting. It makes me queasy.”



    “I know, but this is important—”



    “And that’s four reds I’d need because I’d have to return
    the guy and get myself home. You’re not serious.”



    “Yes I am! I’m telling you, she’s in trouble—”



    “Call the police—or better yet, the fire department. They’ll get through.”



    “I’ve called the fucking police, and the fucking fire department,
    and every fucking hospital within twenty miles!”



    The sweet old neighbor put a hand over her mouth, eyes wide. He rubbed his
    temples and said in more modulated tones, “We think her baby’s turned the
    wrong way. She’s in a lot of pain, and—” He took a fortifying breath. “My
mother died delivering me. I can’t let that happen to Mrs. Clark.    Please.”



    Martinelli sighed. “All right. Damn it, I can’t say no to that. Where are
    you? Give me the address.”



    He showed up ten minutes later, a doctor in tow. Then he sat next to Peter
    on the living room couch, patting him on the back. “Don’t worry, I brought
    you the real deal.”



    “You know him?”



  “Yeah, he’s …” Martinelli trailed off as the Clark children clustered around them.



    “Is the doctor a wizard?” Anna asked, wincing as her mother gave another
    wrenching cry.



    “No,” Peter said. “You can tell because wizards’ hair is always long and
    silver.”



    “We’re very vain about our hair,” Martinelli said in a stage whisper,
    leaning in and tickling the youngest (Evan? Yes, Evan) with the end of his
    queue. The boy giggled. His older brother touched it with a single, careful
    finger, eyes wide with awe.



    Anna was not sidetracked. She took a shuddering breath, a sob barely
    checked. “But wouldn’t it be better if he was a wizard?”



    “Magic is nearly useless in certain situations,” Peter said. “This is one
    of them. A good doctor is worth ten omnimancers—wouldn’t you say so, Wizard
    Martinelli?”



    “Oh, at least. Maybe twenty.”



    “Definitely twenty Pentagram researchers.”



    Martinelli laughed and told Anna that the doctor lived in his neighborhood
    and was very, very good. Then he asked who wanted to hear a story,
    which naturally all the children did. Peter watched as Anna relaxed,
    trusting that they knew what they were talking about. Partway into a
    ridiculous tale about talking cats, Evan crawled onto Martinelli’s lap. By
    the end of the fourth story, the boy was asleep.



    “How many children do you have?” Peter murmured, realizing he had no idea
    about Martinelli’s life outside work besides the fact that he was married.
    And had a doctor as a neighbor.



    “None.”



    He sounded—Peter couldn’t entirely tell what. Wistful? Resigned?



    “Oh!” someone cried from the bedroom. Beatrix? A sudden, confused noise
    followed. Urgent voices. Then a baby’s wail.



    Peter realized suddenly that he hadn’t heard Mrs. Clark for—how long? Five
    minutes? Ten?



    He dashed to the room, heart in his throat.



    She lay in the bed, pale, unmoving, eyes shut. The horror of it—what would
    he tell her children? What would happen to them?—rendered him unable to
    look away.



    Then Beatrix said, “Sue, you did it,” and took her hand. And the
    woman he’d thought was dead turned and sobbed into Beatrix’s arms as her
    husband—also crying—held the infant who could have killed her, but did not.



    Yet.



    Peter followed the doctor out of the room as he went to wash up. “What can
    we do to avoid infection?”



    “Clean hands, of course,” the man said. “Keep the mother inside for at
    least the next week, and separate her as much as possible from the other
    children for a little while so they won’t introduce—”



    Anna streaked by, too fast for Peter to catch her. She slipped past Beatrix
    and threw her arms around her mother. “You’re all right!” she said, repeating it like a mantra: “You’re all right, you’re all right, you’re all right
    …”



    Peter groaned. The doctor shrugged. “The honest answer? Besides clean
    hands, there’s not much we can do. Life is a gamble, Omnimancer.
    Childbirth, doubly so. At least in this case, you don’t have to worry about
    the infections she might pick up from other patients.”



    Later, after the doctor was convinced that Mrs. Clark could be safely left
    to the care of her family, Peter extracted the sleeping Evan from
    Martinelli’s arms.



    “Thank you,” he said, unable to get anything more out over the lump in his
    throat.



    “You owe me,” Martinelli said, raising his eyebrows.



    More than he knew, unfortunately. Peter nodded.



    Martinelli poked him in the arm. “I’m going to start randomly showing up
    and demanding things.”



    This was equally alarming and funny. He grinned at the man. At his friend.



    “Delightful to meet you, Omnimancer,” the obstetrician said, holding out a
    hand.



    Peter rearranged Evan so he could shake it. “My deepest appreciation for
    your help. Please send me the bill.”



    “No, he told me about you,” the doctor said, nodding at Martinelli. “It’s
    on the house. I retired two weeks ago, anyway. Oh!” he added, as Martinelli
    took his arm. “That assistant of yours—she should have been a nurse!
    Wonderfully calm under pressure.”



    On that note, the two of them teleported away. He slid Evan onto the couch,
    tucking a blanket over him, thinking about Beatrix. Then something occurred
    to him: If she knew how to teleport dayside, they could have fetched a
    doctor themselves—no one would have been the wiser as long as he’d come
    along for verisimilitude.



    They were very lucky Mrs. Clark hadn’t died because they couldn’t do that.
    He had to help Beatrix figure out how.



    . . . . .



    By the time the older children were settled on their living-room mats and the baby boy had been carefully washed and swaddled, it was well after midnight. Mr. Clark sprawled halfway on the
    bed, halfway off, still in his work clothes and deeply asleep. Beatrix lay
    the drowsing newborn in Sue’s arms, heart constricting at how wrung out and
    sad she looked. Sue peered down at her child for a long, silent moment,
    this baby she had not planned for.



    “Well, my sweet,” she murmured, dropping a kiss on his forehead, “I suppose
    we’ll muddle through somehow.”



    Beatrix squeezed Sue’s free hand.



    “Thank you for everything you’ve done, you and Omnimancer Blackwell,” Sue
    said, choking up. “I’m so terribly sorry you both are stuck here, and with
    no beds—”



    “Don’t give it another thought. He can conjure something up, after all.”



    “If only I could fix my problems so easily,” Sue murmured.



    The words almost tumbled out.
    
        You can do magic, too.
    



    Beatrix bit her tongue, literally as well as figuratively. She needed to
    let Plan B get further removed from her.
    Recruiting people in Ellicott Mills would be lunacy.



    “Don’t leave just yet,” Sue pleaded, and that, at least, Beatrix could do
    for her. She moved the bassinet by the bed and helped shift the baby into
    it. She sat with her until Sue’s eyes fluttered closed, her breathing
    evening out. Then she tiptoed to the door, shut off the light and walked
    carefully down the pitch-black hall, stopping when her hand reached the end
    of the wall to let her eyes adjust, lest she step on a sleeping child in
    the living room.



    “How is she?” Peter’s quiet voice came from somewhere near her feet. She
    blinked, unable to make him out.



    “Managing,” she murmured back.



    “It just hit me—we never thought to call your sister to tell her where you
    are.”



    She groaned and sat on the floor. “I hope she’s not too worried.”



    “I think it would have occurred to one of us earlier, had this never
    happened and we were in the house as I’d suggested. And then what on earth
    would we have done?”



    Both his phone and hers were bugged. What indeed.



    “You were right,” he said.



    “And yet here we are, sleeping under the same roof after all,” she said,
    shaking her head.



    “In the same room, no less.”



    She could see him now, lying on a mattress,
    looking at her. Despite the chill in the room, she felt hot.



    “I made you a bed—over there,” he said, gesturing. She glanced away with effort and saw it on the other side of the sleeping children,
    circled by a curtain. Sensible. She turned back, which was not sensible.
    The top two buttons of his shirt were undone, revealing something she had
    never seen dayside before—the hollow of his throat. She wanted to kiss it.
    She wanted to undo the rest of his buttons. Any other night at this time,
    they would already be in bed together.



    Now they were about to slip dreamside while lying mere yards from each
    other. Nothing better underscored the absurdity of the lines she’d drawn
    than this. Who did she think she was fooling?



    Peter cleared his throat. “The doctor sang your praises. Said you should have been
    a nurse.”



    She tried to think of a reply that didn’t sound
    as bitter as “I should have been a medical researcher, actually,” and came
    up with, “Mrs. Clark thanks you from the bottom of her heart for what you
    did.”



    “All I did was badger Martinelli to get someone to help you. Easy work.”



    Oh, that self-deprecating smile—oh, oh, oh. If she reached out a hand,
    she could run her fingers down his jaw. If she leaned in, she could kiss
    him.



    She looked at him. He looked at her.



    “Beatrix,” he whispered, “go to bed.”



    She did, her mind full of what she would do with him once
    they were both asleep.



 

 



    Chapter Seventeen




    Mayor Croft drove Beatrix home the next afternoon once the roads were
    partially cleared. The long driveway was still snowbound, so she got out
    and was halfway up it on foot when her sister dashed from the house
    toward her. Only then did she remember that she never had called with an
    explanation of where she’d been.



    “Oh, Bee! Don’t ever do that again! We had no idea if
    you’d tried to walk home and were freezing to death somewhere, or where we
    should be looking for you—of course we called the omnimancer’s house, but
    no one picked up, and the police said they couldn’t send anyone—”



    “You called the police?” Beatrix said, edging into the discussion.



    “Of course! And Ella and I went looking for you along your normal path to
    work, but we could only get about a third of the way before it was too dark
    and cold and dangerous to go farther—”



    “I’m so terribly sorry,” Beatrix said, feeling wretched.



    “I realize now that you had your hands full with Mrs. Clark, but if
    anything like this happens again, you must call!”



    “I know, and I—wait, how did you know about Mrs. Clark?”



    “Omnimancer Blackwell told me.”



    “He called?”



    “First thing this morning. Oh, Bee! I thought you were dead.”



    Lydia threw her arms around her. Beatrix leaned in, touched and a bit
    surprised how upset her usually unemotional sister was. She told her
    that Sue was all right, the baby seemed well, and she’d spent the day
    alternating between helping the Clarks, checking on other people living on
    Main Street and assisting with the massive shoveling effort. She hoped that
    would seem like a good reason for not remembering to call. And yet Peter,
    who’d been every bit as busy, hadn’t forgotten.



    Rosemarie stepped through the doorway, shaking her head. “Very thoughtless
    of you.”



    “I know,” Beatrix murmured. “I’m sorry.”



Then Ella pushed by and danced a little jig around her. “See, I    told you she was all right.” She grabbed Beatrix’s hand and
    twirled under her arm. “Nothing to worry about.”



    Beatrix smiled, feeling a bit better.



    “Let’s go for a walk before we lose the sun—it’s beautiful out here,” Ella
    said.



    Rosemarie’s frown deepened. “No, Beatrix will be helping her sister shovel
    the driveway while you make dinner.”



    Ella rolled her eyes, expressing Beatrix’s feelings perfectly. She was the
    landlady here, but that often seemed to slip Rosemarie’s mind.



    Once the chores were finally done, Beatrix led Ella into the sitting room,
    where no tele-vision cameras observed them. She slipped her notepad from
    one of her many coat pockets and wrote a warning as Ella watched:
    
        OB’s fuel no longer available. OB now tracking number used per day.
    



Ella read it, sighed, and took the pen.    Can’t afford to wait for spring.



    Beatrix nodded. But what else can we do?



Ella leaned back in her chair, deep in thought. Then she smiled and wrote: Can we go to Joan’s tomorrow?



    Tomorrow—Saturday—she’d promised herself she would spend time with her
    sister, preferably out of this toxic house. But she hadn’t said anything to
    Lydia about it yet. OK. Plan?



    Ella’s smile widened. Smith and Brown.



    Oh dear God.



    . . . . .



    Joan saw them out with a quiet “good luck,” her face betraying a trace of
    the anxiety Beatrix felt. What if they were found out? What if, to avoid
    being found out, she actually killed somebody this time?



    I will not murder anyone. I will not.



    Joan’s apartment was six blocks from the shopping district. As they walked,
    people stared at them, some jumping off the sidewalk into snowdrifts to
    make way. A powerful, unnerving experience, being a wizard. Beatrix was
    reminded of when she’d followed Peter to the same destination, her first
    full day on the job. That had been a Saturday, too.



    And there it was—Edinger’s. She glanced at Ella, who had on the same false
    face she’d worn to Miss Sadler’s house. Ella gave her a thumbs up.



    “You’re excited,” Beatrix murmured.



    “Maybe just a bit.” Ella had dipped her voice back into the lower registers
    she’d used so effectively with Miss Sadler. She reached for
    the door. “After you, Brown.”



    The shop appeared to be empty. Beatrix took in the overwhelming mixed-spice
    smell of the place, which this time she was prepared for, and walked down
    the right-hand side of the shop to look for the clerk, dizzy with
    anticipation and nerves. The medicinals section rose up around her, and the
    memory of her trip here with Peter overlaid itself in ways that added to
    her sense of vertigo.



    “Let’s see … Palmetto berry, papaya, passion flower …” The muffled voice
    sounded like the clerk muttering to himself on the other side of the shop.
    “Oh dear. I’m afraid we’re all out of it.”



    “Fuck.”



    Beatrix froze. The man was helping another customer. A customer who had to
    be a wizard.



    “But I can special-order it for you, sir. That won’t take long.”



    They had to get out.



    “How long?” said the customer, irritation infused into both
    syllables.



    Beatrix poked Ella and pointed to the door. Ella held up a hand, listening
    intently.



    “By Tuesday at the latest, sir.”



    “Tuesday! That’s three days from now! I need to take care of this
    problem today, do you understand me? Today!”



    Ella’s eyes widened. She grabbed Beatrix’s arm and pulled her deeper into
    the medicinals as footsteps announced the men were headed to the front of
    the shop.



    “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, sir,” the clerk said.



    “It’s pure incompetence not to keep it in stock.”



    “We don’t get much call for that here, sir.” For the first time, the
    clerk’s voice held a faint whiff of disapproval. “Perhaps you would have
    more luck in Washington.”



    “No,” the wizard said sullenly. “I can’t do that. Get me the stuff as fast
    as you can.”



    “Yes, sir. I will, sir. Now, I’ll just ring up your other purchases …”



    Beatrix listened to the sounds of crinkling paper and rearranged packages,
    feeling calmer. He wasn’t going to stick around. He would take his
    purchases and go.



    “Here you are, Wizard Draden,” the clerk said.



    Draden. Good God, was this the vice president? It didn’t sound like him. Could it
    be?



    She walked softly toward the front of the shop and peeked around the aisle.
    A man in perhaps his late twenties—not the fiftysomething
    VP—snapped into view. Dark eyebrows. Sharp nose. He looked familiar, an
    echo of somebody she’d seen daily in newspaper photographs. It had to be
    Draden’s son.



    “Call me the moment it comes in,” this Draden demanded. He pivoted, caught
    sight of her and narrowed his eyes. Then he swept out.



   That was when Beatrix remembered that Ella grew up on his street and probably knew him. She turned around. Ella was staring at the door, arms wrapped around herself, the very picture of shock.



    “Are you OK?” Beatrix whispered.



    Ella blinked and nodded.



    “Hello—Rivera? It’s Bryant,” the clerk said, apparently into a telephone.
    “Do you have any pennyroyal in stock?”



    Ella’s eyes went even wider. Then she squeezed them shut. Beatrix cast her
    mind back to her brewing book and its detailed descriptions of
    ingredients—what was pennyroyal for? She didn’t recall any references to
    it.



    “Excellent, please send me a vial,” the clerk said. “Right. Yes.” He
    snorted. “No, it’s not for me, you joker. Send it express, though,
    because the wizard who wants it is in a real hurry.” He paused and gave
    a rather grim laugh. “You said it. Talk to you later.”



    Beatrix heard the telephone click back into place. Now or never, before
    some other wizard dropped in. She walked around the corner to the front
    desk.



    “Oh!” The sandy-haired clerk put a hand to his heart. “You startled me,
    sir. I didn’t realize you’d come in.”



    “Thought I’d browse while you were busy,” Beatrix said, trying to keep her
    voice pitched appropriately lower.



    “Of course,” he said. “Very sorry to keep you waiting, sir. What can I do
    for you?”



    “I’m in need of leaves,” Beatrix said.



    The man looked delighted by this easy request. “Yes, sir, right away! How
    many?”



    “What do you charge?”



    “Standard retail price. Fifty cents a leaf.”



    Beatrix gave silent thanks that Joan had insisted on adding five hundred
    dollars to the two-hundred-fifty she and Ella (mostly Ella) had scraped together.



    “All right, I’ll take fifteen hundred,” she said, bracing for his reaction.
    Would he think it a lot? Would he be suspicious that they needed so many?



    He nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll package them up now.”



    He went to a back room and Beatrix turned to find Ella standing silently
    behind her.



    “Draden’s son?” Beatrix asked, keeping her voice down.



    “Yes.”



    “How well did you know him?”



    Ella grimaced. “Too well.”



    Beatrix was dying to hear more about that—to learn what was behind that
    grimace. But this was not the time for that conversation.



    “I want to kill him,” Ella said suddenly, still in a whisper. “Do
    you know what pennyroyal does?”



    “No.”



    “It’s an abortifacient.”



    Beatrix stared at her. “That’s illegal.”



    “Abortions, yes. The sale of pennyroyal, no.” Ella shook her head. “Oh,
    technically, it can be used in some other, minor brews, but no one does
    because the stuff is dangerous. If you give it to your mistress to
    get rid of the baby, which I guarantee you Frederick Draden plans
    to do, you may end up getting rid of your mistress, too.”



    At this point the clerk returned, large bag in hand, and that ended the
    discussion. Beatrix handed over the money—half her emergency fund, plus
    what Ella could spare, plus the assist from Joan—and they left, feeling no
    elation about their success. Somewhere out there was a woman who’d trusted
    Frederick Draden and, by Tuesday, might pay a high price for it.



    “If only we knew where he went,” Ella murmured as the shoppers made way for
    them. “If only we could …”



    She trailed off, apparently as lost for ideas as Beatrix. They couldn’t
    exactly jump the man and demand he marry his unfortunate lover.



    “Wait,” Beatrix said as they neared Joan’s building, “what about an
    anonymous note to his father?”



    Ella gave a grim shake of the head. “That wouldn’t help.”



    They rode the elevator to the tenth floor in silence, walked out into an
    empty hallway and rushed into Joan’s apartment while the getting was good.
    Joan pressed them into the bathroom as soon as they’d crossed the
    threshold.



    “Problems?” she said, understandably misreading the cause of their grave
    expressions.



    “No—we got them,” Beatrix said. “The full fifteen hundred, thanks to your
    contribution. That should get us to spring.”



    Joan beamed, then frowned. “Then what’s wrong? Something’s obviously
    wrong.”



    Beatrix glanced at Ella, but Ella’s eyes were squeezed shut as she
    concentrated on undoing the illusions on them.



    “We saw the vice president’s son at the shop,” she said cautiously. “Was a
    bit of a shock …”



    Joan grimaced. “Freddie Draden is always a bit of a shock. Be glad you were
    disguised as men so he didn’t try to feel you up.”



    That was one surprise too many. Beatrix sat heavily on the edge of the tub.
    “Don’t tell me you know him, too?”



    “We go to some of the same parties,” Joan said, shrugging—as if to suggest
    it was nothing of consequence that she was invited to parties the vice
    president’s son deemed worthy of attending. “He’s lived in Baltimore for
    almost a year, you know.”



    Beatrix leaned forward, propelled by a surge of hope: “Do you have any idea whom he’s dating?”



   “Sure.” Joan rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask me why she’s dating him, though.”



   “He came to the shop to purchase an abortifacient that could endanger her life. Can you tell her not to drink a thing he gives her?”



    Joan frowned. “But Betty’s not pregnant.”



    “You’re—you’re sure of that?”



    “Certain. Maybe he was ‘entertaining’
    someone on the side, or—oh.” Joan groaned. “Oh, Betty.”



    Ella, without opening her eyes, said: “She’s taken wizard hunting to the
    extreme?”



    Beatrix gripped the tub. “Please tell me she’s not pretending to be
    pregnant in hopes of forcing an offer of marriage.”



“I think that’s exactly what she’s doing,” Joan said. “She    admitted it, all but—‘Oh, I can get him, don’t you worry about
that.’ I thought it was a joke. I was in the middle of ticking off the    many reasons she ought to stop seeing him, and I’d just said he
    was playing around with her.”



    “Wizard hunters aren’t quite as bad as wizards,” Ella said, opening her
    eyes and surveying her back-to-normal face in the mirror, “but I have
    nothing but contempt for those sorts of women.”



    “Betty isn’t that sort of woman,” Joan said. “No, really! She graduated top
of her class at Smith. She’s always struck me as someone who wanted to    do things.”



    “Ambitious?” Beatrix asked.



    “Yes, just like us.”



    “If you narrow someone’s options to nurse, schoolteacher, secretary or
    wife,” Beatrix said, “you’ll get Bettys who aim their ambition at powerful
    men, or in this case the son of one.”



    Ella looked decidedly unsympathetic. Joan sighed.



    “So what do we do?” Beatrix said, glancing between them.



    “Sounds like they deserve each other,” Ella muttered. “Let them sort
    themselves out.”



    “Maybe I can talk some sense into her,” Joan said.



    “Tell her that people who get in the Dradens’ way tend to regret it,” Ella
    said.



Beatrix swallowed, dread spreading its tendrils in her chest. What    did Draden—Vice President Draden—have in store for them? Even if
    the cameras were a sign that he preferred ruining their reputations to more
    drastic action, what would he do when months went by with no material?



    “Hold still,” Ella said to Beatrix, “and I’ll put your face back to
    normal.”



    As she waited, Beatrix listened to Joan count out a quarter of the leaves
    and tried to put the vice president out of her mind. What filled it instead
    was Betty, attempting to trick a man who didn’t love her into a marriage
    built on a lie, and Frederick Draden, attempting to solve his problem by
    endangering her life. It made her feel so tired and sad. No wonder Garrett had
    been charmed by her dislike of his profession.



    When all the illusions were gone, they drove slowly on still-slushy roads
    to deliver leaves to other Plan B lieutenants: first Marilyn Zuckerman,
    then Clara Daniels. They’d have to wait on Dot Yamaguchi, due back in town
    at the end of the week for spring semester.



    Neither Clara nor Marilyn had heard of problems from downstream recruits.
    But Ella’s somber expression as they walked back to the car to make the trip home worried
    Beatrix.



    “You don’t think it’s going well?” she asked.



    Ella managed a smile. “Sorry, just thinking about something else. Nothing
    to do with that.”



    And finally, Beatrix realized what she should have seen, the connection she
    should have immediately made. Frederick Draden—handsome,
    well-connected, objectionable Frederick Draden—was the ex-fiancé.



    “Ella,” she whispered, “what is Frederick to you?”



    Ella, in the middle of opening the passenger door, stopped dead. “What?”



    “He’s not just your old neighbor, is he.”



    Ella sank into the seat, looking so forlorn, so unlike herself, that
    Beatrix wished she could take the thoughtless question back.



    “I’m sorry,” she said, sitting in her own seat. “I shouldn’t have asked.”



    Ella put her face in her hands, her laugh all sharp edges. “I like to
pretend there’s no connection at all, more fool I. Oh, it was    awful to see him.”



    “You were just eighteen,” Beatrix murmured. “And you had the good sense to
    break the engagement.”



    Ella, still covering her face, gave another laugh, this one bordering on
    hysterical.



    “Listen, we don’t have to talk about it.” Beatrix shifted, patting her arm.
    “Just don’t feel you have to keep this bottled up. You’re my best friend.
    Let me help shoulder your troubles sometimes.”



    Ella leaned into her. “Thank you. And I will, just—not right now. Later. We
    can talk about it later.” She breathed in, breathed out and put herself
    back together—like an illusion, only faster. Lips quirked, eyes sardonic.
    “I have a daily limit on how much I can tolerate talking about wizards, you
    know. I get cranky.”



    And Beatrix finally understood that Ella’s indefatigable humor wasn’t armor
    so much as the scab over a wound, painful to take off.



    “Later,” she agreed.



    . . . . .



    Peter looked at the names on Lydia Harper’s list, determined to make more
    progress. Out of ten, he’d visited the homes of only two.



   Dot Yamaguchi was out of town until the following Saturday, but he decided to put her last. Her dorm room was where he’d spied on Beatrix. Going back would be painful.



    He could check on Marilyn Zuckerman—oh, wait, he’d missed the notation that
    she had family visiting through Monday. Next weekend, then. Clara Daniels?
No, that would be tricky, she ran a boarding house.    Try during Sunday services—10-11 a.m., Miss Harper wrote. Rev.
    Hattington had extracted a promise from him to provide the after-service
    pastries tomorrow, so—next weekend for her, too. And Joan Hamilton, she of the uncertain
    schedule, would have to wait until that Sunday as well, when the League
    meeting would keep her and all the other local leaders safely in Ellicott
    Mills for two to three hours.



    That left the less conveniently located people. He sighed and trekked off to Westminster on narrow country roads, discovered nothing of note and got back five minutes before Martinelli turned up on his doorstep.



    “I’ve come to collect,” the man said. “You’re taking me to dinner.”



    “You really think I never go anywhere, don’t you,” Peter said. “It didn’t
    once occur to you to call first?”



    “Nope. One-stoplight town.” Martinelli opened the door of his DeSoto.
    “Let’s go, Omnimancer.”



    Peter reset the spell around the house and got in. Martinelli drove them to
    a restaurant in Baltimore, a tiny Little Italy pasta house.



    “This is how you’re collecting?” Peter cast his eye over the prices on the
    menu. “Cheap date.”



    “Well, seeing as how the town isn’t paying you …”



    They had a good time. They always had a good time together. But the
    increasing worry that Martinelli was here as a spy, not his friend, tinged
    the proceedings, despite his deep-seated desire to acquit him.



    This was Martinelli’s third unannounced visit in less than a month. (Yes,
    but he had a reason this time. He was here to get repayment for a
    big favor.) He kept popping in on weekends—surely by now his wife was back
    from her mother’s? (Well, when else could he come? Wouldn’t it be more
    suspicious if he showed up in the middle of a work day?) He’d never visited
    even once before Peter left his job. (Because they saw each other sixty
    hours a week at work, damn it, wasn’t that sufficient?)



    Peter swallowed his last bite of food, wishing the paranoia would go down
    as easily.



    “I’ve been giving your predicament some thought,” Martinelli said.



    He blinked at the man, befuddled.



“Miss Harper,” Martinelli clarified, shooting him a    what-else-could-I-mean look.



    “Oh. Right.”



    “I don’t think it’s hopeless. And more importantly, you don’t
    think it’s hopeless.”



    Peter laughed despite himself. “Really? Do go on.”



    “If you like omnimancing, you could put in for an actual assignment. Or you
    could do any manner of job in or outside D.C. Why else would you stay in
    Ellicott Mills for no pay if not from the hope that Miss Harper will
    succumb?”



    The question hung there for an overly long moment. Was this a trap?



    “See, I knew it,” Martinelli said. “And I think you’re right.
    After all, I was determined to hate the young whippersnapper who took the
    job I wanted a few years ago, and that lasted all of, what, two months?”



    “Well, you’ve never stopped insulting me, so there wasn’t much of a
    detectable difference …”



    Martinelli flashed his wacky grin, but then his expression turned abruptly
    serious. “Don’t give up hope. I mean it. Hope is all we have in this
    patchwork life.”



    Peter could do nothing but nod. His tongue felt thick and his eyes
    prickled. How could he question Martinelli’s friendship? Of the two of
    them, who was by far the worse friend?



    After Martinelli dropped him off at home, however—after he’d brushed his teeth and
    laid in bed and allowed himself to hope just a tiny, infinitesimal bit—it
    struck him: He’d never mentioned to Martinelli that he wasn’t
    getting paid for his work here.



    But the magiocracy knew it.



    Try as he might, he couldn’t explain that one away.



 

 



    Chapter Eighteen




    Peter made the mistake of sitting in an empty pew the next morning and
    spent the service tucked next to Miss Sederey. Then he made the mistake of
    staying for after-service pastries, since he’d brought them, and had to
    disentangle himself from Miss Hennessey. And on the way out, he received
    not one but two additional dinner invitations he had to decline.



    On the bright side, it made skulking invisibly around empty houses seem a
    relief by comparison. And he had a lot of skulking to do. First Bel Air,
    then Severna Park, then Upper Marlboro. He returned home hours later, tired
    out and wondering about the advisability of attempting three more the
    following Sunday. He would have to play that by ear, he supposed, but at
    least everyone he’d visited so far had come up clean.



    He glanced at his to-do list for the week and realized that, for the first
    time, he didn’t have a single item on it. None of the town’s collective
    requests involved personal visits. All his repeat customers, such as Mr.
    Freelow and his bursitis, were scheduled for later. He’d finally caught up.



    The doorbell rang. He went to answer it, laughing under his breath because
    surely a new request was waiting for him outside, and reflexively glanced
    in the peephole.



   Miss Sederey. Damn it, something more than mere avoidance was clearly required to nip this in the bud. But what? As he hesitated, someone stepped onto the porch behind her. Miss Hennessey. Oh dear God.



    “Hello, Alice,” Miss Sederey said, her voice muffled but distinctly cool.



    “Lillian.” Miss Hennessey’s salutation held even less warmth.



    They looked expectantly at the door. No, there was no way he was
    answering it now.



    “Did you ring the bell?” Miss Hennessey eventually asked.



    Miss Sederey—simperingly sweet Miss Sederey—rolled her eyes and scoffed.
    “Of course I did, you little ninny.”



    It really was instructive what people said when they thought you weren’t
    listening.



    “He’s not in, so you can go home,” Miss Sederey added, making shooing
    motions.



    Miss Hennessey crossed her arms. “I’ll leave when you leave.”



    “Why are you even here? Expecting to tempt him with offers of cheap
    cuts of meat and second-rate produce for dinner?”



    “My family puts a respectable meal on the table,” Miss Hennessey said. Even
    with the distortion of the peephole glass, he could see from the grim set
    of her jaw that this was not the first time she’d defended herself from
    such insults. He began to think her reaction when he’d declined her
    invitation hadn’t been an act after all.



Miss Sederey gave an unpleasant laugh. “And yet he ate twice with    my family, and not at all with yours.”



    “He stopped eating with people! You know that!”



    “He never would have eaten with you anyway. You’ll never amount to
    anything, Alice Hennessey. You certainly won’t marry a wizard.”



    Peter undid the spell on the house and threw open the door. He glared
    at the girls, who drew back with identical expressions of shock.



    “Has anyone told you, Miss Sederey, what I was before I was a wizard?” he
    snapped.



    She didn’t answer.



    “An impoverished bastard child,” he said. “You might well imagine, then,
    what I think of people who criticize someone for being poor.”



    She opened her mouth as if to say something but quickly closed it.



    “Those who would have criticized me then but bat their eyelashes at me
    now,” he added, “are even worse.”



    She squeezed her eyes shut.



    “For the record,” he said, “I gladly would have eaten with the Hennesseys
    if I hadn’t been suddenly inundated with invitations from people who didn’t
    know me at all but were dying to have me court them.”



    Miss Hennessey’s cheeks went a mottled red.



    “Listen, both of you,” he said, “I’m thirty-three. If I marry someone, she
    will be my age, and her feelings for me will have nothing whatsoever to do
    with my profession or standing in society. Find young men you actually care
    about. Better yet, find interests you care about. But whatever you do, find
    something other than me because hunting season is over.”



    He slammed the door and enjoyed his righteous anger for all of thirty
    seconds before regret lapped away at the edges. He could have communicated
    the same message without yelling. He could have made Miss Sederey
    reconsider her behavior without strongly implying he despised her.



    A soft knock broke the silence. Miss Hennessey, alone this time, stood
    forlornly on the porch.



    “Yes?” he said, more kindly this time.



    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I wasn’t thinking about you at all. I was
    trying to prove something to—to her, and that was idiotic.”



    “You don’t need to prove anything to people like her,” he said. “Live your
    life on your terms.”



    She nodded, biting her lip. “Were you actually poor?”



    “Very.”



    “And … and were you …”



    “Yes, and orphaned at childbirth. I thought everyone in town knew that
    story.”



    “I suppose the older folks do, but that’s not what they’re gossiping
    about.” She blushed again. “Well, you know what they are gossiping
    about. But the point is, you were poor and you got out. You made something
    of yourself.”



    Something, all right.



    “I’m going to apply for a grant to go to nursing school,” she said, lifting
    her chin. “I’m scared, but I’m doing it. Thank you for yelling at me.”



   He smiled, feeling a little better. “Every worthwhile goal in life is at least a bit scary. You’ve got the determination to see this one through, judging by the last few weeks.”



    She laughed, looking pleased, and turned to go.
    “Oh!” she said, swinging back around. “I almost forgot the reason I came to
    see you. I mean, it was a pretext, and it’s probably not that
    interesting, but did you know that another wizard was outside town
    yesterday?”



    Her intelligence boiled down to this: She was at the edge of the forest
    beyond her family’s farm, a couple miles outside Ellicott Mills proper,
    when she noticed footprints in the snow nearby—footprints being freshly
    made as she watched. Before she could think of what to do, a wizard
    appeared above the newest prints, muttering to himself as he dug into his
    coat. Out came a flash of red. Pop went the wizard, teleporting
    away. Miss Hennessey had seen only the man’s back, not his face, but she’d
    known at a glance that it wasn’t her town’s omnimancer—too tall.



    “He had long silver hair,” she said eagerly. “Oh, wait—that’s not at all
    helpful, is it.”



    “What about his coat?” He tried to keep the question conversational instead
    of urgent. “Dark green?” Garrett. “Tan?” Morse. Then, swallowing hard,
    thinking of his friend who might not be his friend: “Yellow?”



    Miss Hennessey bit her lip again, frowning. After a moment, she shook her
    head. “I’m sorry, Omnimancer, I don’t remember. All the appearing and
    disappearing was a lot more attention-grabbing.”



    Peter could think of just one reason a wizard would trek in the snow
    outside Ellicott Mills, only to teleport away. The man knew or strongly
    suspected that any spells he cast in town would not go unnoticed—and this
    was the workaround.



    He saw Miss Hennessey off, ran to his bedroom, snipped bits of the hair in
    one of his lockets—his silver, Beatrix’s brown, Miss Knight’s black and
    Miss Dane’s gray—and put them in a cobbled-together makeshift locket that
    would be the third around his neck. He rushed to the cellar to collect
    leaves from his too-small pile. And then he drove a wide circuit around
    town, five miles outside it at least, to bury yet another set of
    demarcation stones.



    He came home gripped with the vise-tight feeling of time running out. He
    had to find a defense against Project 96. He had to. He worked in
    the attic, fueled by desperation and meeting with as much success as
    most desperate men do.



    At nine o’clock that night, the new locket—and only the new locket—burned
    hot. Garrett’s face stared back at him in the swirling-leaf pattern of the
    identification spell. Garrett, who surely knew that Beatrix did not work on
    Sundays. What, what was this about?



    . . . . .



    “We’ll have to be even more careful,” Beatrix said, face solemn. She lay
    next to him in bed, clothes on. Neither of them had any urge to stick it to
    the magiocracy this time.



    “I’m not sure what we can do that we’re not already doing.”



    “Other than not breaking the law, of course?”



    She was joking. Her eyes crinkled, her lips quirked. But he gripped her
    hand, feeling the full censure of the message she hadn’t meant to convey.
    “Should we stop?”



    She pulled back. “I didn’t mean—”



    “I know, but you’re not wrong. We could go back to making the brews
    together, all spells cast by me.”



    “For a few days?”



    “For good.”



    “Peter, you need that time for R&D.”



    He squeezed his eyes shut, unable to look back at her. “I’m getting
    nowhere.”



    So he told her what he’d held back for weeks—how he’d tried and tried to
    create a magically infused tool that could sense the payload stone and set
    off an alarm. But there seemed to be nothing about the stone to be sensed.
    Even if he could do it, a country would need many, many thousands of the
    sensors, each one with a small enough radius so the authorities could
    quickly narrow down where the payload stone was. And even then, it
    would take several minutes to destroy the stone, ringed with protection
    spells as it was. A stone could be smuggled in and set off faster than a
    city could deal with it.



    She sighed. “I shouldn’t have suggested it. I’ve sent you down a pointless rabbit
    hole.”



    “No, I still think it’s the best angle of attack. But I’m coming up short.”
    It was a moment before he could choke out the whole truth: “I don’t think I
    can do it. I don’t think I can figure out a defense.”



    She took his hand. “You can. I know you, Peter Blackwell.”



    Something about her vote of confidence made him feel better and worse in
    equal measure. Then she said, “Don’t make this decision based on what you
    think you can and cannot do,” and she was right, he knew it. They should
    make the decision based on the chance of discovery.



    He ran their security measures through his head, looking for weak spots, as
    she lay in his arms. He didn’t see how a wizard could pierce them without
    setting off his charm and Beatrix’s. They just needed to be consistently,
    absolutely careful.



    “Perhaps we should keep on going,” he said finally. “What do you think?”



    “Yes.” With a vehemence that surprised him, she added: “Some
    things are so vital they must be done.”



    “Speaking of which …” he said with a sigh.



    Out they went into the lovely, unreal spring morning. Beatrix stared
    intently at the grassy expanse onto which she wanted to teleport, like
    every other dreamside night for the past week and a half. And like every
    other dreamside night for the past week and a half, she couldn’t manage it.
    She finally let out a frustrated scream, disappeared from where
    she stood and reappeared on the grass, but when he followed her there, she
    shook her head.



    “Rearranged the world again,” she said. “I couldn’t take it any longer. I
    can’t do it and I hate not being
    able to!”



    “You’ll get there,” he said, slipping his hand into hers. “You can
    do it.”



    She nodded, but he could see in her eyes that she didn’t truly believe
    it. And he didn’t truly believe he could develop a defense
    against his weapon. They had more faith in each other than they did in
    themselves.



    . . . . .



    On Monday, he let Beatrix in, reset the spell, checked every square inch of
    the house with an even higher level of care than usual, and stayed in the
    attic all day and late into the night, trying to live up to her belief in
    him. Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday—each was a nearly
    carbon copy: He never left the house, he never let his guard down, he never
    allowed himself to think for more than a moment that he would fail.



    Early Sunday morning, slumped in the kitchen, he thought of nothing but.
    Explosions killing tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands. Death he
    designed. Death that could come anywhere, anytime.



    The doorbell rang. He dragged himself up to get it and found Lydia Harper
    on his porch.



    “You look ill, Omnimancer,” she said, peering at him with concern.



    “Just … tired,” he said, unable to come up with a better word for it.



    “I hate to bother you with a request for cold relief when you look
    worse than I do.”



    “No, no—come in and I’ll get you something.”



    He sat her in the kitchen with a cup of coffee while he checked the house, suspecting she was not in fact here for
    a brew.



    “No, I’m not,” she murmured when he put the question to her on his return.
    “Beatrix warned me to be especially careful where we could be overheard.”



    His stomach twisted. “How did she warn you?” Where could she
    speak candidly to her sister except in this house?



    “Wrote me a note in a room with no tele-vision cameras, then burned it.”



    He laughed, feeling a bit cheered by that. Unconquerable Beatrix, conspiring under
    the magiocracy’s nose.



    “I thought I’d stop by before church to see how it’s going,” she said, and
    she did not have to elaborate on what “it” was.



    “I’ve been to six,” he said. “No problems. I’m hoping to get three more
    done today and the last one next weekend.”



    “Oh, that’s such a relief.” Miss Harper smiled at him—not quite Beatrix’s
    charming, ironic smile, but reminiscent of it. “Thank you very much,
    Omnimancer.”



    “Are you holding today’s League meeting at your house?” he asked, wondering
    how she could plan anything that way.



  She leaned in. “Not exactly, no. We’ll go through the motions there without talking about anything important, just to keep up appearances. The actual meeting is at Senator Gray’s house.”



    “But Gray’s been bugged, too!”



    “Yes, but most of his house is clean. He
    agreed to let us use the kitchen and said he’d play records in his office
    to cover up stray noises.”



    That improved his opinion of the man. Still: “He’s outside of town. I can’t
    swear he doesn’t have more recording devices now than he did when I
    checked.”



    “I’m hoping for the best.” She shrugged. “In terms of unfortunate
    possibilities, we could have another informer in the ranks just as easily
    as he could have more bugs, in which case the magiocracy will know
    everything, recording device or no.”



    He nodded.



    She paused for a moment, looking at him. “How are you—really?”



    He opened his mouth to say “OK,” then shook his head. “Completely and
    utterly frazzled. You?”



    She nodded. “Yes. That.”



    They sat for a moment in silence, not drinking their coffee. Her next words were halting: “I feel
    guilty asking you this, Omnimancer …”



He realized with a start that he welcomed another request for help. He    wanted an assignment. For all the stress of the skulking and
    spying, he was accomplishing something, and the same could not be said for
    his months in the attic.



    “Go ahead,” he prompted. “Ask.”



    She shifted in her seat. She looked embarrassed and uncomfortable. “What do
    you and Beatrix want? That is, do you intend to keep your romance a secret
    for the foreseeable future?”



    He stared blankly at her, lost for words.



    “I know I should ask Beatrix, really I do, but it’s so hard to
    talk about anything now, and it’s not as if it were easy before, and I—I—”
    She stopped and put her face in her hands. “She doesn’t confide in me. I
    suppose I haven’t confided enough in her, either, but I don’t know how to
    fix this, and while it would be good to understand for strategy’s sake if
    you planned to marry soon, I mostly just want to know because … she’s my
    sister. And I love her.”



    He swallowed, feeling intensely sorry for Lydia Harper and Beatrix too, for
    surely Beatrix felt the same sense of loss and frustration. She loved her
    sister. She loved her so much that the thought of losing her brought on
    panic attacks. Why, before wizards bugged their house, was it so hard for
    them to talk to each other?



    “Omnimancer, please say something,” Miss Harper said, looking at him now,
    her voice cracking.



    “There is no romance,” he said slowly, trying to figure out how much to
    explain about a situation Beatrix had apparently said nothing whatsoever
    about.



    She gaped. “I … I’m so sorry, I completely misread—”



    “No, you didn’t,” he said, unwilling to let her twist in the wind. “It’s
    just a complicated mess.” He steeled himself and pressed on. “I fell in
    love with her, and we think the Vow she took to do me no harm is forcing
    her to feel the same way about me.”



    Miss Harper’s eyes widened. She frowned, then—thoughtful, not angry. “How
    do you know? How can you tell the difference between that and the real
    thing?”



    It was so hard to put into words. He tried. “The timing, for one. She
    didn’t detect any romantic feelings for me until I developed them for her,
    and it happened almost at the same time. Consider what a dramatic shift it
    was—she’d disliked and distrusted me, for good reason. And we’ve had enough
    experience with the Vows to understand how overpowering they can be.”



    “How so?” she said—quietly, nonconfrontationally.


And the dam broke. He
    told her almost everything.



    How terrible the first Vow had been for Beatrix, how he should have undone
    it immediately and hadn’t. How they tied themselves more tightly together
    with each successive Vow until they found they could not extract
    themselves. He told her about the wrenching difficulty of not succumbing
    and the synchronous dreams (though he didn’t tell her what happened
    there—that was simply too much) and the guilt he felt like an exoskeleton
    and his fear that Beatrix couldn’t take much more of it.



    “Oh God,” he said, head in his hands, palms wet. “And I shouldn’t have told
    you any of that—Beatrix must have needed more time.”



    “Who have you had to talk to about this?” she said. “Besides Beatrix, that
    is.”



    His laugh was hollow. “No one. I’ve been going insane, Miss Harper.”



    She took his hands and pulled them from his face, forcing him to look at
    her. “First off, I think it’s past time to drop the formalities and call me
Lydia. Secondly, it seems to me that if you both loved each other—if you    knew you loved each other—these unbreakable Vows would be
    manageable. Better than manageable, even, given the advantages of a
    nightly meeting where no one else can snoop. What has
    turned this into soul-crushing horror is the knowledge, or at least the
    very strong suspicion, that Beatrix does not love you and is continually
    forced to feel as if she did.”



    He nodded. “And if she ever stops fighting it …”



    “That would be worse?”



    “Yes. So it’s a trap with no way out.”



    She sighed. “I wish I could think of something helpful.”



    He wanted to explain what a relief it was just to tell this to someone, and
    what an undeserved gift it had been that she’d listened without judgment.



    But as he opened his mouth, she added, “I hate to think of Beatrix holding
this in all these months! She surely must need to—” She blinked. “She    has talked to someone about it, hasn’t she. She’s told Ella.”



    “Most of it,” he admitted. “Not all of it.”



    “I’m glad,” Miss Harper—Lydia—said softly. “But I wish, you don’t know how
    much I wish, that we had the sort of relationship she and Ella have. It’s
    like … like Ella’s her sister, and not me.”



    “She loves you,” he said. “Fiercely.”



    “I know,” she said. “But I don’t think she understands me, and I’m
    sure I don’t truly understand her.”



    He wondered if he could help them. He understood Beatrix. He’d been in her
    head, as she would say; he felt her emotions. He knew her on a deeper and
    more instinctual level than he knew anyone.



    “And I hardly see her anymore,” Lydia said. “When she’s not working, she
    and Ella keep haring off out of town—”



    Wait. What?



    “—though who could blame them,” she added, “with the house the way it is.”



    “Where are they—” he began, but just then, the doorbell rang.



    “Oh, goodness.” Lydia jumped to her feet. “It’s twenty-five after
    eight—that must be Rosemarie, come to get me for church.”



    “Hang on,” he said, and ran to the brewing room, grabbing the last bottle
    of cold medicine. He handed it to her before opening the door.



    Miss Dane, standing on the porch, frowned at him. Miss Dane frowned at
    everybody, so he didn’t take it personally.



    “Thank you, Omnimancer, I do appreciate this,” Lydia said, holding up the
    bottle as if to make it easier for an invisible watcher to see. Was Garrett
    lurking nearby, staring at them?



    He nodded to Lydia, rubbed his arms and tried to think of something else.



    . . . . .



    When church was done, Beatrix drove everyone home, waiting until she turned
    up the driveway to casually say, “Ella and I will go right back out to pick
    Dot up, OK?”



    She had hoped this would slide by. But there was no sliding anything by
    Rosemarie.



    “It’s just ten o’clock,” she objected. “Pick her up in an hour. First,
    clean the bathroom.”



    “I did that,” Beatrix said.



    “Then double-check the assignment charts for the march.”



    “I did that,” Ella said.



    Rosemarie snorted. “Then help me make the sandwiches for lunch.”



    “I’ll do that,” Lydia said. She sounded—Beatrix couldn’t quite identify the
    emotion. Almost sad. “Go ahead, Bee.”



    Beatrix drove herself and Ella to the women’s college in silence, promising
    herself—vowing, to use a word she did not take lightly—that she would spend
    more time with her sister. Once they’d given Dot the leaves and taught her
    the spell to magically preserve fresh fuel, they were done. Plan B wouldn’t
    need them.



    Unless, of course, it went off the rails.



    The doubt and dread she’d fought to keep at bay roiled her stomach. There
    had been no calls from Dot about a sick sister while she was gone for the
    Christmas break, but something still could have happened. With no way to
    safely communicate with her, they hadn’t been able to pass on the message
    about recruiting no League members. What if something was going awry in
    Philadelphia? How could they fix it from more than a hundred miles away?



    But Dot gave them a sunny smile as she opened the door. Inside the
    bathroom, she assured them that all was well. Because she’d insisted on
    getting details about each downstream recruit, she knew for a fact that
    none were League members. She explained the code she’d come up with so her
    lieutenants in Philadelphia could stay in touch, a bit of subversive
    substitution that used “cooking” for magic and played off the theme from
    there: “flour” for leaves, “recipes” for recruits, etc.



    Then a student banged on the door—“give someone else a turn, for Pete’s
    sake!”—and they had to make a hasty exit. The young woman waiting on the
    other side of the door stared at them as they came out, clearly not
    expecting more than one occupant.



    “Dress emergency,” Ella said, deadpan. “You don’t want to know what I
    looked like ten minutes ago.”



    Beatrix, smothering a laugh, brought up the rear. It wasn’t quite time to
    ferry Dot to the meeting, so they ducked into her dorm room and found two
    boxes of the right size to each hold half the leaves. Dot addressed them
    and tucked the boxes in a good spot—at the foot of the coat rack, hidden by
    a long cloak.



    Beatrix walked out of the building feeling astonishingly good. No more
    worrying about leaves. No more sneaking off. Plan B was
    now on automatic, and soon they would have the numbers they needed to
    descend on Washington and force the magiocracy to change.



    . . . . .



    Peter slumped onto the pink toilet seat in Clara Daniels’ boarding-house
    bathroom, the bright-white of magic use staring back at him. A wizard had
    cast here recently, and not to plant bugs—nothing was hidden under these
    spells. It seemed Lydia’s fears were not misplaced: The magiocracy had
    flipped another of her leaders.



    He rushed from the house, of a mind to return early to Ellicott Mills to
    warn her before the meeting. But he changed his mind and headed for
    Baltimore instead. Lydia already knew that any of the women there, minus
    Beatrix, Miss Knight and Miss Dane, could be a saboteur. This was his only
    near-term opportunity to check on Joan Hamilton, and he couldn’t afford to
    miss it.



    When her bathroom also lit up like a Christmas tree, similarly unbugged, he
    leaned against the wall, feeling sick as a new, ugly suspicion popped fully
born into his head. He left hoping—praying—that these spells really    had been cast by a wizard.



    Marilyn Zuckerman’s house had spells just as bright as the other two, and
    once again in the bathroom, nowhere else.



    He sped back to Ellicott Mills, headed for the women’s college, because he
    had to know. Was Dot Yamaguchi’s bathroom—the bathroom she took Beatrix and
    Miss Knight to before Christmas—similarly bespelled?



    He crept invisibly up the stairs of the dorm, avoiding a student clattering
    down them, and waited at the end of the second-floor hallway until it
    emptied out. Then he opened the bathroom door.



    It wasn’t the multi-stall affair he’d expected. The room was single-serve,
    which meant he could lock the door—and so too could Beatrix and Miss
    Knight, if they’d been leading Miss Yamaguchi here to tell her the secret
    about women and magic. He braced himself. He cast the spell.



    He stared dully at the results, not wanting to believe it. Then he grabbed
    his demarcation stones, slipped out and forced his way into Miss
    Yamaguchi’s dorm. How far had this gone? Had Beatrix taught these
    four women magic, not just demonstrated it?



    Would he find leaves hidden here?



    It was possible to go through every nook and cranny of a small dorm, and he
    intended to do it. No spells had previously been cast here, but he pulled
    the clothes from the hamper, looked under the mattresses, opened suitcases
    and checked for loose floorboards.



    Fifteen minutes into this, he found two boxes stacked behind the coat
    rack, obscured by a cloak and addressed to women in Philadelphia. He opened
    them. And he saw just how wrong he’d been to think he understood Beatrix Harper, let alone could trust her.



 

 



    Chapter Nineteen




    By the time they got back to the house after the real meeting to put on the fake one for the cameras’ benefit, Beatrix’s stomach was kinked in stressful knots.



   She should have felt better as the performance unfolded like a masterful bit of bureaucratic theater—a conversation about a possible march in a totally different location on the wrong day. She certainly admired how well Rosemarie, directing this, pulled it off. But she felt anxious all the same. And she could see from the strain on her sister’s face that Lydia—unlike Ella—was not having fun playacting.



   “Are you all right?” she said quietly to Lydia as the “meeting” broke up.



Lydia gave a wan smile that spoke volumes.



She needed to get her out of this house. What had come of all her good intentions on that score? At the very least, she ought to take Lydia on a walk the moment everyone cleared out. She put her arm around her sister. “Would you like to—”



“Oh, Beatrix!” Dot hobbled over, grimacing. “These shoes my mother gave me for Christmas don’t seem to have been designed by someone who has ever seen a human foot. Would you mind driving me back to campus? I can’t face the walk.”



    She dropped Dot off at her dorm and circled back. Inside the now-quiet house, Rosemarie was washing the dishes, the odd-woman-out tenant Miss Massey was in her room and Ella was in hers, bent over her students’ homework, but Lydia was nowhere to be seen.



    “Where’s my sister?” she asked Rosemarie, trying not to sound as worried as
    she felt. Lydia was not supposed to be alone. Those were the rules to
    protect her.



  Rosemarie turned off the water and dried her hands. “Oh, running an errand.” She punctuated that with a meaningful look and walked to the sitting room, which did not have a tele-vision camera.



   Once there, she extracted a note from her pocket that said, in Lydia’s handwriting: Going with OB to his house—be back later.



    Is something wrong? 
    Beatrix wrote below it, wondering what could have happened. Her charms were
    quiet. Nothing had disrupted either meeting.



    Not that I know of, Rosemarie wrote in her lovely, flowing cursive, then handed the note over
    and left.



   Beatrix sat down, unsettled. For months now, she’d been hooked into Peter’s life so fully, knowing most everything he was doing and thinking, that this unexpected meeting with Lydia felt … odd. Uncomfortable.



    Misguided jealousy? She didn’t think so. She rubbed her stomach,
    which had yet to unkink. What would they want to meet about without
    everyone else?



    She leapt to her feet in horror. Without thinking, without finding Ella
    first, she ran headlong out the back door and into the forest.



    . . . . .



    The knock on the door sounded like Beatrix’s, but rushed. Desperate. She’d
    felt trouble through their connection, then—he wondered if she already
    suspected what that trouble was.



    He didn’t want her here. He wasn’t ready for this. But he left Lydia in the
    kitchen with her head in her hands and opened the door.



    He looked at Beatrix,
    her face revealing nothing, and wondered if she’d given him so much as a
    passing thought while betraying his trust and endangering him.



    “May—” Her voice cracked and her shoulders sagged. “May I come in, Omnimancer?”



    He stepped back to make way, closed the door and pointed to the receiving
    room, not trusting himself to talk. He took far longer to check the
    house than he needed, knowing he had to get his emotions under control. But
    when he finally stepped into the receiving room with her sister trailing
    behind him, one look at her brought it all back like a maelstrom.



    Why?
    he wanted to scream. Why would you do this to me?



    He cast the spell to check this final room and saw the evidence of the Vows
    that bound them lighting up as bright as always. She reached out a hand and
    put her fingers right through it, wishing no doubt that she could sever
    their connection so easily. He finished his task and leaned against the
    desk, crossing his arms to keep them from trembling.



    Beatrix, sitting nearby, looked not at him
    but at the two boxes on the desk—boxes full of leaves she’d surely taken
    from him.



    “What have you done, Bee?” Her sister sounded so young—all her steely
    confidence gone. “Oh God, what have you done?”



    Beatrix turned to her sister and immediately glanced away. “I—”



    “No,” he said. “Beatrix Jane Harper—” He stopped, feeling sick, and tried
    again. “Beatrix Jane Harper …” Good God, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t
    bring himself to call on her Vow to make her tell the truth, even
    though that was clearly the only way they would get it.



    Now she looked at him, eyes dry but full of a despair that stabbed at him
    in a way tears wouldn’t have. “Go on. It’s the only way you’ll believe
    what I say, isn’t it?”



    “Beatrix Jane Harper,” he said, choking up, forcing himself to keep
    talking, “tell us what you have done involving magic and League leaders—and
    anyone else. Tell us truthfully—what, how and when, or it will harm Lydia
    Josephine Harper, her efforts with the League, the League itself and me.
    Assuming,” he added bitterly, “that it’s possible to harm us more than
    you’ve already done.”



    She winced and looked as if she wanted to say something about that, but
    then the story poured out of her like water from an opened hydrant—rapid,
overwhelming. How she and Miss Knight (of course Miss Knight, God    damn Miss Knight) had taught the four women spellcasting shortly
    before Christmas. How they in turn had each taught two other women, and
    those women had each taught two more, and so on to roughly two hundred
    fifty, where the number now stood, last she’d checked. How it would quickly
    grow to hundreds, then thousands, then tens of thousands—women who’d all
    agreed to come to Washington when she said so to expose the magiocracy in a
    massive lie and trigger a sea change. How careful they had tried to be to
    avoid problems with recruits. How they’d hit a snag nonetheless and had
    disguised themselves as wizards to convince the would-be informer that this
    was all a magiocracy plan to defuse League members’ “fear of magic” so they
    would stop pushing for political change. How they’d stolen leaves from him.
    How they’d bought leaves from the magical supply shop. How they’d just
    distributed the purchase to get recruits through winter.



    When the flow of information finally stopped, the silence that followed was
    broken only by Beatrix’s gasping breaths. How was he to undo this disaster?
    Two hundred fifty women! And she was right—her numbers could top
    100,000 in June, assuming each round of recruits took only two weeks to see
    their task through and he could still calculate accurately while in the
    middle of a breakdown. Oh, God. Oh, God.



    “You’ve risked everything we’ve worked for years to achieve,” Lydia said,
    the words quiet, the emotion in them not. “How could you do this to me?”



    Beatrix wrapped her arms around her stomach and turned to him. “Ask me,”
    she pleaded. “Not just what or how or when—ask me why.”



    “You told me why,” he objected. “In the cellar, when this terrible
    idea occurred to you. It’s about women’s rights—”



    “No,” she said, urgently. “I mean, tangentially, yes, but that’s
not why I did it. That’s not even why I thought of it.    Please ask me why!”



    Her sister’s expression hardened. “Do you know what? The reason doesn’t matter—there’s nothing that could make it better. You did this behind my back because you knew I’d never, ever agree. I don’t understand how your Vow to me even let you do something so clearly harmful to me and the League!”



    In that instant he realized what it had been about, really about. It was so
    obvious, he should have caught on weeks ago—and had he done so, he would
    have understood that only by calling on her Vow would he have had a chance
    to stop it.



    “Intent matters,” he told Lydia. A wave of sadness papered over his anger,
    and he sighed. “The Vow allowed it because she was doing this to try to
    protect you.”



    Lydia looked outraged. “What?”



    “Yes,” Beatrix whispered. Now—not before,
    when they’d both yelled at her and condemned her—her eyes welled with
    tears.



    Her sister paced in a tight oval near them. “Why, for the love of all that
    is good, did you think this would protect me?”



    Beatrix leaned toward her sister, hands clasped over her knees. “Because
    the magiocracy will cease to see you as a threat if they suddenly have to
    contend with thirty thousand or fifty thousand or seventy thousand women
    demanding equal magic-using rights.”



    “And then what?” Lydia glared at her. “Do you really think that will
    revolutionize the magiocracy? No, they’ll find some second-rate jobs
    to stick these women in—‘Assist the omnimancers, there’s a good girl’—”



    Beatrix winced. So did he.



    “—and nothing will really change,” her sister said, throwing
    up her hands.



    “Lydia, I—”



    “This is not what we wanted! Equal rights for women, and men,
    regardless of whether they use magic. Haven’t you listened to a single
    speech I’ve given?”



    “Lydia—”



    “And have you forgotten what I’ve gone through to win this
    position and how easily I could lose it? For God’s sake, the magiocracy put
    recording devices in every room of our house! They’re hoping to catch me—or
    someone close to me—doing something wrong. Something stupid. And
    what have you been doing the past month if not that?”



“It’s not wrong.” Beatrix lifted her chin. “It’s illegal, but it’s    not wrong. And I’ll break any law I have to if it keeps you
    alive.”



    Her sister pressed her fingers to her temples. “Listen to me: They’re not
    trying to kill me.”



    “What?” he said, thinking he’d misheard her.



    Beatrix’s eyes were wide with shock. “How can you say that?”



    “I’ve wanted to tell you this for a while, but you were never around, and
    anyway it’s so hard to talk anymore,” Lydia said. “I’ve given this a lot of
    thought—” She gave a bitter laugh. “A lot of thought. The only way
    their tactics make sense is if October wasn’t a real assassination attempt.”



    “Lydia,” Beatrix said, voice shaking, “the crane fell on my coattails.
    That’s how close it came. If I hadn’t pushed you out of the way—”



    “If you hadn’t pushed me out of the way, it would have barely missed me,
    just as it barely missed you.”



   Tears slid down Beatrix’s cheeks, and he was certain—not as a result of their connection but because he knew her, he did—that Lydia’s reinterpretation of what had happened hurt her more than anything else her sister had said. He could stand it no longer: He closed the gap between them and took her hand.



    “Oh,” she whispered, looking at him for a brief moment before turning back to her sister. “Garrett admitted they were trying
    to kill you—he admitted it. Don’t you remember?”



   “They were trying to rattle me into quitting. That’s why Garrett said it. If they couldn’t scare me into stepping down, they probably thought they’d cause us to do something foolish.”



    He could see the logic, but he wasn’t convinced. It sounded to him like
    hopeful thinking on the part of an assassination target.



    “And it worked, Bee,” Lydia added, grimacing. “It worked brilliantly. You
    don’t have control over this thing you’ve set in motion—no one does.”



    Beatrix leapt to her feet, her hand slipping from his. “These wizards are dangerous! They’re not going to stop with tele-vision
    cameras, and you know we can’t count on saving
    you again when—not if, when—those bastards make a second attempt!
    We have to get out in front of this! I—” She stepped closer to her sister.
    “I can’t lose you.” The words came out half-strangled. “I can’t.”



    “And yet you never spend any time with me!”



    Beatrix sagged, as if these words let all the air out of her. Lydia left the room, the door banging shut behind her.



    “Oh,” Beatrix said, tears flowing freely now, “oh, oh, oh.”



    “Sit,” he urged. “Wait here.”



    He found her sister in the kitchen again, head on her arms.



    “Lydia …” he said, then hit a wall—no idea what to add to that.



    “What I said to her was true,” she said, the words muffled. “I’m sorry I
    said it, but it’s the truth.”



    “What do you want to do?”



    “Turn the clock back and keep this from happening.” She looked up at him,
    eyes red. “I don’t see what I really can do except go to the four League
    leaders and ask them to do what they can to stop it. But even if they
    agree, they can’t make anyone else stop.”



    He nodded, the sick feeling in his stomach intensifying.



    “Please talk to her,” she murmured. “See if we missed anything that would
    allow us to undo this.”



    Very unlikely. But he returned to the receiving room. Beatrix looked up, unhappiness dulling her normally bright eyes, and so many conflicting emotions battered him that he could not hold her gaze.



    “I’m sorry,” she said, hoarseness edging her voice. “I didn’t want to lie
    to you. I didn’t want to keep this from you. I just … didn’t know what to
    do.”



    He sat at her feet, leaning his back against the chair. “Is there any way
    for me to think of this except as a betrayal?”



    Her breath hitched.



    “I understand now,” he said heavily. “I do. But if you’d told me …”



    “Then what? What’s the alternative? Or—or do you also think I’m crazy for
    believing that Lydia’s life is in danger?”



    He shook his head. “No, I agree with you.” He took a moment to collect his thoughts and added: “I will do
    all I can to protect her. I’ll invisibly bodyguard her any time you say the
    word. This is a top priority for me, Beatrix—she’s my Plan B.”



    “What?” she whispered.



   “I may never find a defense against Project 96,” he reminded her, choking the words out. “If so, she’s my only hope.”



   “Peter …” She slid off the chair and kneeled on the floor next to him. “What I’ve done is my Plan B. And it would help both of us, don’t you see? Women who use magic meet the constitutional qualifications for national office.”



   “But that assumes something doesn’t go terribly wrong first. When it does—when it inevitably does,” he said, raising his voice as she started to interrupt, “the wizards will swiftly trace it back to you. And then they’ll come for me. Did you not consider the consequences for me at all, or did you just not care?”



 “No, no, I didn’t put you at risk, I swear it.” She looked so earnest he could see she believed that. He squeezed his eyes shut in frustration. “There’s no way for the wizards to trace it back to me, or you.”



   “Beatrix,” he bit out, “you’ve no idea the pressure that will be put on your recruits to cough up names. None of them will be able to withstand that. None.”



    “Every one of them took a Vow.”



    His heart sped up. He exhaled, trying to tamp down wild
    hope. “To do … what, exactly?”



    “To not say they were recruited—in fact, to say nothing about what they
    know or suspect regarding their recruiter, any previous recruiter or how
    any of the women learned magic.”



   He tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. “And that’s it? You thought that sufficient?” 



   “Well, I—I also included a clause that they were to take no action that would knowingly put their recruiter in harm’s way.”



    That was it. The lever.



    “Beatrix Jane Harper,” he said, “you are not
    to recruit and train women in magic use again. You will call on the
    Vows of your recruits so they will stop participating in
    this scheme and call on their recruits’ Vows to get them to stop,
    and so on down the line, or else you will harm your sister, her efforts
    with the League and me—absolutely me, because no amount of sealed
    lips will keep the magiocracy from hauling me off if they discover
    spellcasting women near Ellicott Mills.”



    “No! Peter—!”



    “And do it now,” he said grimly.



    She lurched to her feet and went for the door with an awkward, unnatural
    stride. She was trying to stop walking and couldn’t. “No,
    no, you’re not in danger—take it back, take it back!”



    “No,” he said.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty




    It was done with remarkable efficiency. All four women were at home. In
    each case, Lydia said she had not known about Plan B, would not have
    authorized it, appreciated very much their concern for her safety but
    needed them to do all they could to end the campaign. Then Beatrix numbly called on their Vows with the words Lydia and Peter—the latter standing invisibly by—had demanded. Dot looked at her with sympathy, Marilyn with surprise, Clara with irritation. But it was Joan’s expression, the tight press of her lips and the weariness in her eyes, that truly haunted her.



    When it was finally over, she endured an awful, silent dinner alone with her sister, everyone else having eaten already. Then she escaped upstairs to the one place in her house that might offer a bit of solace.



  Her parents’ room looked just as it had when they were both still alive. She lay on their bed, inhaling the slightly musty scent of an unused space, and tried to remember the feeling of cuddling up between them here. One more hug, then off to bed with you.



What would her mother and father have thought of everything she’d done the last few months? What would they have thought of Lydia’s work and the risks she didn’t want to acknowledge?



    The door creaked, and she jerked up, expecting Lydia. But it was Ella who tiptoed in. She held out a pen and a piece of paper with a single question:    What’s happened?



    Beatrix took them, heart twisting, knowing she should have informed Ella
    immediately. Lydia and OB discovered Plan B. It’s been undone.



   “No!” Ella put a hand over her mouth, glancing at the ceiling where they knew an invisible audio recorder listened to their every word. “Oh, I—I have a rip in my dress,” she said, voice trembling. “How did this happen?”



    Beatrix violently scrawled a single word. Vow.



    “I tried not to name you,” she whispered in Ella’s ear, “but I had no
    control. I’m sorry.”



Ella just shook her head, the twist of her lips communicating    not your fault just as well as words could have, and put up a
    finger to indicate that she would be back. She returned with matches. They
    watched the note burn to ash, Beatrix wishing the troubles named in it
    would disappear as easily.



    Ella sat next to her on the edge of the bed, shoulder to shoulder, offering
    silent support. Beatrix had never felt so close to her, and so
    very, very far from her sister. It wasn’t just Lydia’s total disregard for
    her own safety. It was what she’d said about the importance of toeing the
    line:
    
        Have you forgotten what I’ve gone through to win this position and how
        easily I could lose it. She’d thought Lydia wanted change. Now she wondered if her sister’s true aim was power.



    And she didn’t want to think of Peter at all.



    But eventually, Ella squeezed her hand and went down to her own bedroom,
    and Beatrix lay back on her parents’ bed, knowing what awaited her. For all
    that she didn’t have to sleep in her bedroom with Lydia, there was no way
    to avoid sleeping—so to speak—with Peter. What would their dreamed selves
    do? Would they apologize to each other for the betrayals? Would they even
    care?



    When she sat up abruptly in Peter’s room, flipped dreamside, he gave her a
    grave, assessing look from his side of the bed. Then he stood up and walked
    out.



    She stared at the closed door, hyperaware of her heart thudding in her
    chest. They had never been apart in dreams. Even when they’d argued
    bitterly about her idea in the first place, weeks ago—even then,
    they’d thrown themselves at each other the moment they got dreamside.



    She told herself this way was better. No yelling. No crying. No confrontation.



    She lay on his bed in the silent room, alone, utterly bereft.



    . . . . .



    Peter let Beatrix in the next morning for her shift, wishing he knew what
    to say to her. An entire dreamside spent searching for the words was too
    short.



   He still felt angry and wronged. But also deeply sorry, because her fear for her sister was perfectly justified. Guilt had set in, too. She’d gone to some lengths to shield him from her bad idea, and he’d ripped it apart without offering a sufficient alternative.



    Still, he kept circling back to this: He couldn’t trust her anymore. Not because she was untrustworthy—simply because she would do literally anything she thought would protect her sister. There would be a Plan C, a Plan D, a Plan E, and at some point she would slip past his defenses. Would she care so very much then about not throwing him under the bus?



   He went off to the attic, chest tight.



    Hours later, as he finished a late lunch on his own in the kitchen, the telephone rang. “Blackwell,” he said, around his last bite of sandwich.



    “Omnimancer! Please help, it’s an emergency!”



    “Mr. … Sederey?” he said, taking his best guess.



    “Yes! My daughter burned her arms cooking, it’s bad, and you know an ambulance won’t get here for fifteen minutes at the
    fastest and then it’s another fifteen minutes to the hospital, and she’s in
    so much pain and doesn’t want to be moved anyway, and isn’t there a spell
    or something—”



    “Yes,” he said immediately because he knew it well—necessary first aid for
    lab work. “I’ll be there straightaway.”



    A muffled wail came through the line.



    “Hurry!” Mr. Sederey said, anguish in that single word.



    Peter dashed into the brewing room. “Miss Sederey’s burned herself,” he
    said, wrenching open the refrigerator. “Damn
    it, where’s the aloe?”



   Beatrix plucked the bottle from its hiding place and handed it to him, fingers brushing his in her haste. Their gazes locked. He turned on his heel, setting his jaw against all the emotions battering him, some of them surely not his, and rushed to the front door. With shaking hands, he removed the shield spell, clattered onto the porch and put it back up—not his fastest performance.



    As he jumped into his car, he wondered whether Mr. and Mrs. Sederey were
    aware he’d told their daughter off. He wished he’d handled the situation
    better.



    On the other hand, it meant this call was definitely not fakery designed to
    invite him to dinner.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix chopped the ingredients for the cold medicine, trying to fall into
    a soothing rhythm—trying not to think. She cast a spell on the mix.



    The horrorstruck exclamation that followed was not hers. But she shared the
    shocked emotion of the “oh my God” from the doorway where nobody—nobody
    visible—stood.



    Impossible. This was impossible.



    “Beatrix!” cried the voice of Wizard Garrett. A hand she could not see
    grasped her arm. The man who should not have been able to get in
    said, “What has he done to you?”



    Bittersweet pomegranate ghosted up her throat, the Vow’s reminder. Don’t
    tell. Don’t harm. But it was too late. Peter’s warning rang in her ears:
    
        No amount of sealed lips will keep the magiocracy from hauling me off
        if they discover spellcasting women near Ellicott Mills.
    



    Oh God oh God.



    “He—he doesn’t know,” she said, trying anyway. “I just discovered I could
    do this, and I—I thought if I tried occasionally when he was out—”



    “You’re casting spells for your job!” His objection was so explosive that
    she almost fell backward in her effort to get away from him. His hand
    tightening on her arm was all that kept her upright. “He clearly knows, or
    he would wonder how brews got finished while he was gone!”



    The room seemed to flicker as her heart beat faster and faster. What could she do? How
    on earth could she salvage this? Images of the future flashed before her:
    Prison for her and Peter, ruin for her sister.



    Lydia and Peter had been so worried about Plan B. Instead, the work he paid
    her to do and her sister didn’t object to—the work funding Lydia’s final
    semester of college—was their undoing.



    Garrett stripped off her coat and tossed it away, separating her from her
    leaves and the extremely thin chance that she could have bested him in a
    fight involving spells. But in that instant he was no longer holding on to
    her, and she ran—grabbing two bottles off the table to throw at him. The
    first missed, smashing on the floor. He was on her again before she could
    lob the second, but she twisted from his grasp, sped through the
    brewing-room door and slammed it in his face—right into his forehead, from
    the sound of it.



    He swore. “Beatrix! Get back here!”



    Now was the time to teleport, now—if she could do it only at a
    moment of extreme crisis, surely this qualified? She threw all her weight
    against the door, closed her eyes and tensed for the jump.



    Nothing happened. She could hear Garrett twisting the knob. She felt his
    weight against the other side of the door. Please, she thought,
turning to what had worked when Peter was suffocating in the cellar.    Please, please, I must teleport! Please!



    Garrett forced himself through, the door flinging her into the wall. He
    yanked her back and dragged her to the front door as her head spun.



    “Undo the spell around the house,” he demanded.



    “I don’t know how,” she lied. If he cast the spell—here, inside—Peter’s
    charms would alert him. That at least would be something.



    “Then I’ll show you,” Garrett said with a growl.



    “I don’t think I’ll be able to—”



    “I haven’t the slightest idea how you’re able to cast anything,
but dropping a shielding spell is no harder than what you just did.”    



    “But why do you need me to—”



    “I can’t cast here, or Blackwell will know.”



    She felt an instant of utter despair. As he told her the spellword and
    handed her a leaf, she tried to think of something, anything she could cast
    on him. Or say to change his mind. Or use to warn Peter.



    She had nothing—except the uncorked bottle full of a dark, viscous liquid
    that was a key ingredient in sore-throat brews. She was still clutching it.
    He hadn’t taken it from her.



    With her right hand, she cast the spell to take down the shielding. With
    her left, she poured out perhaps a third of the bottle behind her back. As
    he pulled her from the house, she let the rest flow out on the porch,
    stairs, sidewalk. Even as she did it, she knew it was probably hopeless.
    Would Peter really see it as a warning? If he was puzzling about her
    absence in the house when Garrett returned from wherever he was about to
    take her ...



    Garrett pulled her into the forest with an iron grip on her arm. It was
    all she could do to put one foot in front of the other.



    . . . . .



    A practically incoherent Mr. Sederey met him in the driveway.
    “Here—Omnimancer—here!”



    Miss Sederey was in the kitchen, arms in water in the sink, moaning as her
    mother supported her. Her legs buckled as they moved her to the living room
    sofa. “Oh, it hurts, it hurts,” she cried.



    No wonder. Her arms were bright red from her wrists to her elbows. Fixable,
    but terrible until that point. He cast cooling, healing and numbing spells
    in quick succession.



    “Better?” he said, kneeling beside the couch.



    She slumped over, eyes fluttering shut.



    “Lillian!” Mrs. Sederey clutched at her husband. “My God, she’s dead!”



    His stomach gave a horrible swoop even though he was sure that wasn’t the
    case. He grabbed her wrist and found a steady pulse. “No, no, just
    fainted.”



    Mrs. Sederey looked faint herself. Mr. Sederey led her to a chair.



    “As soon as she comes to, she should feel much better.” Peter swallowed
    hard to combat an unexpected, rising queasiness. He’d seen worse burns and
    hadn’t reacted like this before. “The spellwork needs to be repeated once
    per minute for five minutes to really set in. The healing won’t be
    immediate—the skin will still be raw—but it will take a good deal of the
    edge off the pain.”



    The house was dead silent as the minutes ticked by. Once he cast the final
    round, he pulled the aloe from his coat and squeezed a generous dollop on
    one of her arms.



    Miss Sederey sat bolt upright with the surprised laughter of someone
    unexpectedly tickled. Quick as a wink, her expression shifted to a
    grimace. She moaned. She cried.



    He stared at her. Then he grabbed a leaf and cast the diagnostic spell.



    Green. Both arms glowed green, perfectly healthy, which they couldn’t be at
    this point if she’d truly burned herself. In fact, the skin was still an
    angry red below the glowing spell. What had she done to make herself look
    as if she’d been burned? What on earth had she been thinking?



    “Miss Sederey,” he said, “have you forgotten our discussion?”



    She continued to groan, but it sounded thin. Her cheeks were now as red
    as her fake burn.



    “The spell I just cast shows nothing at all wrong with your arms,” he said,
    glaring at her. “Can you think why that would be?”



    Her eyes widened. Her groaning stopped.



    “Shall I share my theory with your parents?” he said, turning toward her
    father and mother, who looked thoroughly befuddled.



    “No!” She didn’t sound nearly as upset as he’d expected. She sounded angry.
    “That’s not why, Omnimancer. Honestly—you’re not the only wizard in the
    world!”



    His heart lurched. “What?”



    “You’re—you’re not the only man, I mean,” she stuttered.



    “Did another wizard ask you to do this?” His voice shook.



    “No!” she said. “I burned myself, and you’ve healed me! That’s what
    happened! I haven’t talked to any wizards!”



    He cast one more spell on her arms—an illusion countercharm—and the awful
    burn vanished.



    He didn’t stay to find out who had wanted to lure him from the house. He
    grabbed the red leaf from his coat—the last one—and teleported.



    . . . . .



    After they’d gone a short way into the woods, Garrett clicked something
    into place around her right wrist—it was invisible, but it felt like a
    shackle. She heard the jingle of metal against metal.



   “What are you doing?” she asked, voice trembling. She tried to take a step backward and realized he’d chained her to a tree.



    “When Blackwell returns, I’m taking him into custody,” Garrett said. “Then
    I’ll come back for you.”



    She looked the way they’d come in mute horror. She could see the house from here, just barely, but they were far enough away that Peter would be unlikely to notice her—certainly too far for him to hear her yell. Garrett could swoop in and teleport Peter away before he had any idea what had happened.



    The warning she’d left on the porch was useless. What could she do? She thought of knitting, but no—she’d managed so little with it, and nothing that would help her now.



    Better to talk. Distract.



    “You haven’t asked me what happened,” she said.



    “I know what happened.” His voice was grim, and it sounded as if he was
    faced away from her—looking toward the house, watching for Peter.



    “Really?” Anger began to give her strength. “Do tell me what you know about
    my life, Wizard Garrett.”



   “Theo!” His name echoed off the trees. “My name,” he said, the sound suggesting he’d turned around to look at her, “is Theo. Why didn’t you trust me? The
    minute he asked you to do this, you could have come to me and I would have
    helped you! But you chose him over me!”



    “No, you chose the magiocracy over me!” She glared at him, or at least
where she thought he was. “They tried to murder my sister, and you chose    them. Can you blame me for seeing the hand of Providence in my
    ability to cast spells? I have to protect her!”



    He sighed. A few seconds of silence passed between them. Then he said: “It
    was never intended to kill her. I was trying to scare you into stopping
    before the tactics got ugly.”



    She gaped at him. All she could manage was a weak, “What?”



    “Believe me when I say that I know what character assassination looks like,
    and I refuse to let that happen to you,” he said. “You’re just as much a
    target as your sister, Beatrix. More, because you’re locked up
    every day in that house with an unmarried man. So when we got the call that
    your sister had won the election, I made the crane fall. I aimed it so it
    would be close, but it wouldn’t hit her. I did it for you.”



    Beatrix leaned against the tree behind her for support. The whole world
    felt like it was shifting around her.



    Lydia had been right.



    “You almost got yourself killed by coming out of nowhere to save her,” he
said, sounding angry—at her. “And after all that, you were even    more determined to keep marching on. My God, you’ve
    broken the law! Why didn’t you listen to me, Beatrix? Tell me, why
    must you insist on tilting at windmills instead of living a normal life
    that makes us happy?”



    All the fear, all the heartache, all the lies over Plan B—none of it had
    been necessary.



    “You made me believe my sister was in mortal danger,” she said, very
    slowly, “because you were concerned about my reputation. Is that what
    you’re telling me?”



    “I couldn’t think of any other way to convince you.”



    “And you’re wondering why it is that I don’t trust you?” she
    shouted.



    “Keep your voice down,” he hissed. “I was only thinking of you. Who else in
    your life prioritizes you over everyone, Beatrix? Who?”



    Peter. Tears welled up; she blinked to try to stop them from falling. She
    had not done the same for him.



    “Say my name,” Garrett bit out with sudden, frenzied urgency.



    This was unnerving in a way that had nothing to do with the shackle around
    her wrist or the looming felony charges. She could feel the warmth from his
    too-close face.



    “Say it!”



    “Theo,” she said, her voice cracking.



    “What is Blackwell to you? Tell me!” He grabbed her with hands she could
not see, the fierceness of it stealing the air from her lungs. “Tell me! Tell me, God damn it!”



    The possibility that her life might be in danger—not Lydia’s, hers—shot
    through her like a canon blast.



    “He’s my employer.” Her voice quavered. She took a shaky breath. “When you
    said I chose him over you—I never chose him in the way that you meant.
    That’s the truth.”



    It was, in the letter-of-the-law sense.



    Then—as ghostly hands cupped her face, as Garrett said in a very different
    tone, “I love you, you must believe me”—she saw Peter materialize near the
    house. He ran flat out for the door, pulling a leaf from his pocket and
    turning himself invisible before he reached it. Looking straight through
    the equally invisible Garrett, she saw the door open and close as if by
    itself. Peter was inside—and he knew something was wrong.



    Garrett, still holding her, had missed the whole thing.



    “Beatrix, say something!” he demanded.



    “You’ve chained me to a tree,” she whispered. “You’re going to turn me over
    to them. I don’t think love enters into it.”



    “I’m not going to turn you over,” he said. “I’m going to marry you.”



    . . . . .



    Peter stood in the brewing room, heartbeat roaring in his
    ears. The dark liquid in the hallway behind him and the amber brew dripping
    down a counter in front of him, broken glass glinting on the floor,
eloquently confirmed his worst fears. How had the wizard, whoever it was—    Garrett, it had to be Garrett—slipped into the house without them
    knowing? Where had he taken her?



    Beatrix—arrested. Her sister’s efforts—ruined. And all because he’d wrongly
    thought there was no way for a wizard to get into the house without setting
    off their charms.



    Wait.
    His heart jangled. If his charms never went off, shouldn’t that also mean
    the wizard hadn’t teleported away with her?



    Couldn’t they still be in town?



    He rushed to the cellar, thinking the back way out would be safest—and
    there he found an answer to one of his questions. The glass pane for the
    lone window lay in pieces on the floor. The window was in reach of the door
    handle, which unlocked if you turned it from the inside. The whole
    procedure could have been done in less than the six seconds the house had
    gone unprotected when he left for the Sederey farm.



    He was an instant away from opening the door to hurry out after them when
    clear-headed thought caught up. If he found them, what then? Their only
    hope was to knock the man out and run.



    That turned him around and propelled him to his bedroom to get what he
    could not afford to leave behind. He pocketed the contracts that spelled
    out the Vows taken by him, Beatrix and the other members of Lydia’s inner
    circle. He grabbed all the cash he had on hand—not much. Then he retraced
    his steps to the cellar, stuffing his coat with leaves.



    Heart in his throat, he slipped out the back door.



    . . . . .



    Beatrix stared at the approximate place where Garrett stood. She’d known a
    good bit about him before this moment. That he would not take the hard path
    when the downhill slope beckoned. That he might not entirely like his work,
    but he wasn’t about to stop. That he didn’t understand her, for all his
    protestations of love.



    Even so, the plan he’d just laid out was a shock.



    “Please—could you explain that again,” she said, wrapping her arms around
    herself.



    “You’re not the one they want. I can cut a deal for you, Beatrix,” he said,
    his voice soft and patient now, as if this were perfectly rational and he
    hadn’t been screaming at her in an unhinged manner a moment earlier.
    “You’ll testify against Blackwell—they’ll want to do it closed-door, so
    don’t worry, your reputation won’t be harmed. Your sister will resign as
    president of the League, as she should have done right away. And we’ll
    marry.”



    And we’ll marry. Not “and I hope you would agree to marry me, but naturally that would be
    your choice.” He presented it as a simple tit-for-tat, like a plea deal—except rather than a reduced sentence, she would get life with him. Did it
    not occur to him that she might not want this? Did he give any thought to
    her preferences and how that would affect his own chance at happiness in
    marriage, let alone hers?



    She would sooner go to prison.



    He kept talking—about how she needed to be rescued from the mess her life
    had become, how she couldn’t be expected to make good decisions all on her
    own—and she tried to block that out and think through the implications. If
    Peter escaped now, he was safe. Lydia’s reputation would be harmed, there
    was no way around that, but perhaps her sister could overcome it. After
    all, if Garrett anticipated a closed-door trial against Peter, didn’t that
    mean the magiocracy wouldn’t want to alert the public that women could use
    magic? And wouldn’t the same hold true for her trial?



    She’d be damned if she let Garrett force her sister to stop.



    “Oh, Beatrix,” he said, embracing her, missing perhaps that she had not
    said a word. “We’ll be so happy.”



    Her hand—the one not chained to the tree—was pressed awkwardly against his neck. She could feel the beat of his heart through his carotid artery, no protection spell between them. And she knew then what she could do, what she had to do, because there was a way to fix everything with magic that required no leaves. Dozens of mangled crabapples attested to her skill at delivering crushing force. What would solve this problem—for Lydia, for Peter, for her—was if Garrett were dead. Neck snapped.



    Do it.



    She pressed her hand more firmly against him, focused, took a deep breath—



    The moment of insanity passed. She sagged into him, horror turning her legs
to rubber. Her tingling hand fell to her side. Good God, what was    wrong with her?



    “My darling angel, it’s all right,” Garrett murmured, wiping tears from her
    face. “I’ll take care of everything. This will be for the best, you’ll
    see.”



    She was trembling everywhere, shivering uncontrollably now, her mind a
    horrible, buzzing blank. But when he exclaimed, “You’re cold,” she latched
    onto it like a lifeline.



    “Yes—yes,” she said. “Could you … please take me home?”



    If he did, she could run—could at least try to escape.



    He said nothing, weighing the consequences, perhaps, and she couldn’t guess
    at what he was thinking because she couldn’t see him.



    “I can’t make a promise to you about what my sister will do without
    speaking to her first,” she added desperately.



    The shackle fell from her wrist. It was all she could do not to cry in
    relief as he said, “I’ll teleport you. We’re outside the house, at least—it
    might even bring him back faster. But stay there,” he added, an edge to his
    voice.



    She nodded.



The teleportation left her gasping when they came out the other end in her back yard. Her charms burned.



    “Hit gewayletsep,” he said, or something that sounded like that,
    his lips brushing her ear. The leaf in his hand puffed to smoke, but what
his spell did was not clear. She repeated the spellwords in her head—hit gewayletsep, hit gewayletsep—but couldn’t recall anything like
    that from Brown’s or other books in Peter’s library.



    Then Garrett kissed his way along her jaw. She squeezed her eyes shut,
    focusing all her strength on not jerking away.



    “Remember what I said,” he murmured. “Stay.”



    The next moment, he was gone.



    . . . . .



    Peter stood just shy of the tree line, shattered. He’d been halfway down
    the hill when he’d seen her—he’d drawn near enough to hear the rumble of
    Garrett’s voice, definitely Garrett, he’d known it was
    thrice-damned Garrett, and then—disaster. They’d teleported
    away.



    He slumped onto a log, head in his hands, the heat of his town charms fading
    against his chest.



Then they burned again—once, twice, followed by an undeniable    pop. He stiffened. Someone had just landed within feet of him—had
    jumped, it seemed, from somewhere else in town. Wild hope filled him:
    Beatrix might not be in Washington after all. She could have talked Garrett
    into bringing her home, and now the wizard was back to lie in wait for him.



    He inched to his feet, trying to figure out where Garrett was and finding
    no clues. It was like that night in his bedroom all over again, both of
    them invisible, except this time he absolutely had to get to Beatrix and no
    longer had a red in his pocket. And instead of carpet, he was surrounded by
    twigs, undergrowth and all manner of things that would crack or crunch
    underfoot.



    He slipped several leaves out of his pocket, for all the good they would do
    if Garrett realized where he was. He put the toe of his right boot down in
    a spot with nothing but grass, then the heel, then his other foot. He
    waited and listened. The forest was so deathly, horribly quiet. He took
    another step, walking parallel to the tree line instead of down the path,
    knowing he would have to get to a safe distance and cut a more
    difficult route through the woods to Beatrix’s house.



    A yard at a time, heart pumping at a dizzying pace, he crept from where he
    thought Garrett was and wished he could run.



    . . . . .



    Ella, eating an apple in the kitchen, looked up at her in surprise as she
    stepped in through the back door. Beatrix almost broke down in front of the
    hidden camera.



“You’re home early,” Ella said, the unstated question in her eyes:    Everything all right?



    “I—I don’t feel quite well,” she said.



    Ella jumped to her feet. “Let me help you upstairs.”



    She helped her all the way up to the third-floor bedroom, where the hidden
    devices recorded sound only. Beatrix pulled out the notepad they kept in
her mother’s nightstand and wrote:    Get Lydia and Rosemarie. Emergency.



    Ella looked at her for just a second, dread transforming her face, and
    dashed out. Beatrix, fighting against the overwhelming urge to lie down,
    grabbed the telephone and dialed Peter’s number. If he answered, she would
    know he had misunderstood the situation. If he didn’t answer …



    He didn’t answer. She gave a silent prayer of thanks and hung up. By the
    time Ella returned with both women, Beatrix had finished writing down the
    essence of what had happened—discovered in the act of spellcasting on the
    job; Garrett demanding Lydia’s immediate resignation, Peter’s arrest and
    her hand in marriage; Garrett standing guard at the other end of the
    forest.



    The color drained from Lydia’s face as she read it. Rosemarie’s eyes
    widened and her lips tightened. Ella put a hand over her mouth.



    Rosemarie plucked the pen from Beatrix’s hand and wrote a response:
    
        We can’t all stay in this room. Will look suspicious. I’ll go
        downstairs and think about what to do.
    



    As she watched her go, Beatrix realized that some part of her expected Rosemarie to snap at her about carelessness and offer a clever solution. You could always count on Rosemarie for a clever solution. But Beatrix’s options now were all bad, and there would be no improving upon them.



    Lydia took the pen and got as far as I think we should when Ella
    grabbed it. B.,
    she wrote, what do you want to do?



    Garrett’s question about who always looked out for her had a second correct answer, after all. Ella.



    Beatrix expected her sister would argue, but she did not. Both women looked
    at her, waiting for her reply.



    
        Escape, if I can, or go to jail. Absolutely not marrying Garrett or
        testifying against OB.
    
    She glanced at her sister, her frustrating, inscrutable, beloved sister,
    and added: If you want to stay the course, you should. I don’t think they’ll 
        want to make public what I was doing.



    Ella nodded. Lydia’s expression offered no clue about her
    opinion.



    Where is OB? 
    she wrote.



    
        He seems to know something happened—got into the house without
        Garrett noticing, Beatrix wrote.
    
        Garrett’s standing at the forest’s edge where he can see OB’s house,
        expecting him to come back.
    



Ella jumped to her feet and scrawled: I’ll work with Rosemarie to come up with something.



    That left Beatrix alone with her sister. She bit her lip and wrote down
    what Garrett disclosed about the night the crane arm narrowly missed
    Lydia.



    You were right, Beatrix concluded. I was wrong.



    She looked up in time to see her sister’s tear-stained face before
    Lydia threw her arms around her, silent sobs making her body shudder.



    “I’m sorry,” her sister whispered, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”



It didn’t sound like a simple    I’m sorry for what’s happened to you. More like
    
        I’m sorry we fought. I’m sorry I saw Plan B as a risk but not your job.
        I’m sorry we might never see each other again.
    



    “I love you,” Beatrix murmured.



Lydia drew back, took the notepad and wrote a single sentence:    I can’t lose you. Beatrix was crying now, too, and she wondered
    whether going to jail—with the presumption of getting out again
    someday—would be the better option. If she ran, she could never see her
    sister again. Escape meant their shaky relationship wouldn’t be rebuilt.



    “Bee …” Lydia pressed her hands to her eyes. “Sing me the song?”



    Beatrix didn’t have to ask which one. She had sung it every night until her sister got too old
    for bedtime songs—and, it had seemed, for Beatrix.



    She put her arm around Lydia, took a shuddering breath and sang:


 


    Honeybee, honeybee, swimming in your flower sea



    Sip from the blossoms like a sweet cup of tea



    Honeybee, honeybee, working every hour bee



    Oh, how grand! To fly so very free.


 


    



    Honeybee, honeybee, thunder roars so near to thee



    Storm winds blow you from your hive in yonder tree



    Honeybee, honeybee, shrewd and strong you are though wee



    Fly, dear one, fly—please come home to me.


 


    A wretched performance. She thought of how Lydia would sing it back
    to her, substituting “sister Bee” for “honeybee,” and barely got the final
    words out. They sat in silence on their parents’ bed, her shoulder wet with
    Lydia’s tears, Lydia’s hair wet with hers.



    . . . . .



    It must have taken him at least thirty minutes to get to Beatrix’s back
    yard, minutes that felt like hours. Would she be here? He stared at the
    kitchen door, debating whether knocking or just spelling it open and
    slipping in would be more conspicuous, and decided that with the
    tele-vision camera pointed away from the door, the best tactic was silence.
    He got in with only the slightest of noises.



    The ground floor was empty—no one in the kitchen, dining room or sitting
    room. He crept upstairs and, heart twisting, found all the second-floor
    bedroom doors ajar, no one there, either. Up to the third floor he went,
anxiety mounting with each step, and there he found her—Beatrix, thank    God, curled up with Lydia, the two of them a picture of misery and
    sisterly love.



    A notepad lay near them, full of writing in various hands. He looked at her
    explanation of what had happened and barely held in a curse at what Garrett
    had offered in exchange for her freedom. This room had only audio
    recorders, he knew, so he turned the page with care, trying not to startle
    them and make them assume the worst before he could explain himself. He
    wrote the simplest of messages: It’s Peter.



    Kicking the side of the bed to get their attention, he held the notepad up.
    He watched Beatrix’s expression shift from alarm to relief and then
    suspicion. She plucked the paper out of what, from her perspective, was thin air and took up the pen. Who raised you?



    A wise precaution. Nan, he wrote, and she nodded, apparently
satisfied it was him and not Garrett. In a rushed scrawl, he added,    Are you packed? No time to lose.



    Beatrix took the notepad. He watched her write the words, but he still
    couldn’t believe what they said.



    Not running. Will go to prison.



    No!
    he wrote in response. Then he underlined it and added another
    exclamation point.



She grabbed the pen back.    If I run, I can never come home. Never see Lydia. 



    How do you know they won’t sentence you to life?
    he asked.



    
        It’s not in the sentencing guidelines. I checked. Months ago.
    



    This made him feel even worse. She’d anticipated this—it had hung over her
    the whole time. Beatrix, he wrote,
    
        please, please don’t make me leave you here to bear
        responsibility for the disaster I created.
    



She shook her head as she wrote her answer.    Remember, you gave me a way out and I said no.



    He looked at her sister and saw from her horrified expression that they had
not already discussed this. He wrote:    Lydia, tell her not to do this!



    But Beatrix grabbed the paper before her sister could get to it.
    
        My mind is made up. Leave, and keep working on R&D. Don’t tell me
        where you’ll be. Safer that way.
    



    Lydia jumped to her feet, a grim set to her mouth, and dashed from the
    room.



    He was out of ideas—Beatrix certainly looked as if nothing would sway her.
    Demoralized and bone tired, he lowered himself onto the bed. She slid next to
    him, found his hand and laced her fingers with his.



    They sat together, shoulder to invisible shoulder, in the charged silence of a
    room he’d long associated with despair. Time passed. The thought that
    Garrett might show up while he was still here was not sufficient motivation
    to make him let go and stand up.



    Then Beatrix reached out with her other hand, identified his ear and put
    her lips to it. The zip down his spine was electric. “Go,” she whispered.
    “See you dreamside.”



   He didn’t think about whether to kiss her. There was no rational thought involved. He simply started doing it, and just like that, they were caught in a powerful feedback loop.



    Unclear if he pressed or she pulled or they did both at once,
    but they were flat on the bed, Beatrix under him, gripping his face. He
    grabbed at her skirt and ran his palm up her thigh until the stocking gave
    way to skin and—God, she was unbuttoning his pants—his hand
    reached her underwear, and yes, this, this was how he
    convinced her that she loved him, that she required him, that she
    absolutely had to go with him—



    He sprang back, shivering at the abrupt return of sanity. She didn’t love
    him. She didn’t want this, never mind what she’d been doing under the
    influence of her Vow. And how did he think fleeing with her against her
    will would be all that different than what Garrett demanded of her?



    He backed off the bed, re-buttoned his pants with trembling hands, and
    tried not to look at Beatrix as she sat up and put herself back together.
    Heaven and hell, he’d nearly had sex with her on her parents’ bed not ten
    feet from a magiocracy audio recorder.



    He picked up the pen. I love you, and I will do what you ask.



    A tear ran down her cheek. He wanted to say a
    thousand things to her, but saying anything—having even the hint of a male
    voice on the recording—was out of the question.



    She got up. He trailed her down the stairs,
    vainly trying to come up with an alternative, and followed her out the back
    door.



    Wind riffled her hair. His chest ached. He took her hand, and for a second,
    perhaps two, she clung to it with such desperation that he thought she’d
    changed her mind. But her fingers slipped from his. She stepped inside and
    closed the door.



    He turned, so heartsick he could barely think. What should he do? Stay
    within sight of the house to watch for Garrett and see him haul
    Beatrix off? Go to the Sederey farm and escape in his car?



    Retrace his steps and confront the wizard?



    He crouched on the back steps, pressing his palms to his eyes. Then he
    stood and set off.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-One




    Beatrix leaned against the door for several minutes, outside the unblinking gaze of the camera mounted above her head. She’d passed the point of tears. She just felt numb. Where could he go? What work could he do? He would surely need to disguise himself as a typic—cut his hair, spell it brown. He’d have to hide his ability to use magic. He would, in a sense, be living her life. And her life would narrow to a cell.



    Her chest twinged with each beat of her heart. Every part of her he’d
    touched before he left—her hand, her lips, her right thigh—prickled
    as if she’d been stung. She had to collect herself and figure out what, if
    anything, needed to be done before she lost the chance.



    Then she finally noticed what should have struck her the moment she came
    downstairs.



    “Ella?” she called. “Rosemarie?”



    No one answered.



    “Ella?” She ran to the sitting room. Nobody there.



    She tried downstairs. “Rosemarie?”



    She rushed upstairs, looking in every bedroom. No one—not Miss Massey, of course, out of town visiting relatives—but also not Ella, Rosemarie or even Lydia.



    Everyone was gone.



    Neither Ella nor Rosemarie knew what she intended to do. Had they run off
    to create a distraction to aid escape? Lydia did know her plan.
    Was she trying to stop it somehow?



    She rushed out the back and into the woods, determined to get to Garrett before someone made the mess they were in even worse. But when she reached the other end of the forest, legs and lungs burning, she’d seen no one.



    “Theo?” she whispered.



    She thought she heard the rustling sound of disturbed leaves in the
    distance, but seconds ticked by with no answer.



    She tried again, more loudly this time. He had to still be in town somewhere—her charm hadn’t burned again since he jumped from her yard. She walked around, calling for him over and over. Next she tried the house, thinking Garrett had decided that was the better place to wait. But no.



    It struck her as she came out: Peter’s car was still at the Sederey farm. What if Garrett knew that? If he was lying in wait there …



    She sprinted to the forest, taking the overgrown footpath that led toward the farms on the outskirts of town. She saw a tripping hazard of a root just in time and leapt over it, only to stumble as she struck something a good
    few inches above the ground just beyond—something that appeared to be
    nothing at all.



    She caught herself on a tree and turned around. All that lay between her
    and the root were snow-brushed leaves. A jagged rock sat nearby, but
    not where she’d touched down, and besides—what she’d hit had some give. She
    took one step back the way she’d come, then a second, uneasiness rising
    like acid up her throat. On the third step, her boot hit something solid
    that looked no more substantial than air.



    She leaned down and reached out with trembling fingers. Skin. A hand.



    Cool to the touch. Not moving.



    “No,” she whispered, trying to find a pulse and failing. “No, no …”



    She felt a coat, a long wizard-like coat. She felt hair, a long queue of
    wizard-like hair. Peter—Peter had doubled back—Garrett had killed
    him—



    She screamed. But as the agonized sound echoed back at her through the
    trees, the other possibility occurred to her. Leaves—she needed leaves, she
    had to know! In a frenzy, she ran her hands over the unseen coat until she
    found a pocket with what she was looking for.



    She cast the counter to invisibility. On the ground, glassy eyes staring
    back at her, was Theo Garrett.



    “Oh,” she gasped, falling to her knees, and sobbed in overwhelming
    relief that the dead man was not Peter.



    Other emotions crept in—shock and dread chief among them. Had Garrett
    been murdered?



    She could see no obvious injury, no sign of blood, though in the fading light, it would be hard to pick out anything that wasn’t
    obvious. She slipped on her gloves, felt in his pockets again until she
    found demarcation stones, set them up in a tight rectangle around him and
    whispered, “Lang rēad lēoht.” He lit up bright white—telling her
    exactly nothing, since she’d just cast a revealing spell on him. It was
    hard to think straight.



    She dropped the spell and put the stones back, eyes burning as she looked
    at his face, his mouth open in mild surprise. He was not who she’d thought
    he was during their whirlwind romance, this man who wouldn’t listen to what she
    wanted, made her think her sister might be killed at any time and tried to
    force her into marriage. But she thought of the blow this would be to his
    family and murmured the prayer that Rev. Hattington had intoned so many
    times: “Know that you are forgiven, and be at peace.”



    The very next moment, still kneeling by his side, she noticed
    it—the blood she’d missed before, on the underside of his skull, congealing
    into his hair. His head lay on the rock, the one she’d seen but had
    forgotten in the presence of a dead body. She turned and saw that his
    left foot was under the half-circle of the root.



    He’d caught his foot, fallen backward and died, just like that?



    She stared at him, disbelieving this simple explanation. It seemed all too
    convenient—from the point of view that her troubles, Peter’s and Lydia’s
    would disappear if he could not report what he’d witnessed. Someone else
    could have come to the same conclusion she had, but followed through.



    She shuddered. Peter, Rosemarie, Ella, even Lydia—all of them had the
    motive, means and opportunity.



    . . . . .



    Peter got roughly halfway to the Sederey farm before a thought stopped him dead. When Garrett strung him up on his basement wall with a
    spell last month, he’d thought the man might kill him. There was something
    wrong with Garrett. What would the wizard do if Beatrix said she preferred prison to
    marrying him?



    He turned and dashed back, praying he would get there first. But this time
    when he slipped into the house, he found no one inside.



    He stumbled out the back, trying to keep his concern from exploding into
    full-out fear. Garrett was obviously still in town—he’d cast no other
    spells. Think. Where could Beatrix have gone?



    He heard it then, the muffled crunching of someone walking through
    snow-topped leaves. As he rushed toward the forest’s edge, the dark figure
    resolved itself into Rosemarie Dane, face grim. He was about to announce
    himself when she stared right at him and said, “Who’s there? Who are you?”



    “It’s me,” he said, marveling again at her ability to sense something off
    about the air around a person under an invisibility spell. In the
    near-dark, no less. “There’s no one in the house—where’s the elder Miss Harper?”



    Her eyes widened. “Everyone’s gone?”



    “Yes.”



    “They must have driven somewhere.”



    But the car was in the garage. As they retraced their steps, he said, “Do
    you have any idea where they might be?”



    Miss Dane shook her head. But she looked back at the forest.



    “Let’s go,” he said, heading in. “I don’t like this at all.”



    Every few steps, Miss Dane called out for Beatrix. Soon, they heard rushed
    footsteps behind them—his heart leapt—but it was her sister barreling
    toward them.



    “Beatrix is missing?” Lydia said.



    “We presume she’s in here,” Miss Dane said, gesturing at the expansive
    forest. “Where did you go?”



    “Out,” Lydia said.



    “Obviously, but where?”



    “We can discuss that later,” Peter whispered, giving Lydia a start. She did
    not have Miss Dane’s peculiar talent. No one else did, as far as he knew.



    Miss Dane pushed onward, bellowing Beatrix’s name. A few minutes later they
    were again met by the wrong woman coming from behind. As Miss Knight ran up
    the path, he glared at her purely because she was not Beatrix.



    “What’s going on?” she said, completely out of breath.



    “Where were you?” Miss Dane demanded.



    “Where was I? Where were you? I wanted to strategize with
    you, and you were nowhere in the house!”



    “Bee!”



    He turned and saw what Lydia had noticed first—Beatrix, thank God,
    unharmed and making her way toward them. Her sister closed the gap at a run. “Listen, you must plead not guilty—”



    “Garrett is dead,” Beatrix said, her voice flat.



    They all stared at her. It was Lydia who finally broke the silence with a
    shocked, “What?”



    “I need to find the omnimancer,” Beatrix said, stepping around her sister.



“I’m here,” he said, and canceled the invisibility spell on himself. “What    happened?”



    Beatrix turned back. “I’ll show you.”



    Wizard Garrett lay within sight of the sloping
    lawn beyond the forest, though not where Peter had originally found
    him with Beatrix. She explained how she’d discovered him, pointed to the
    head injury, the rock, the root. She looked so guarded—eyes watchful, voice
    nearly monotone—that he immediately thought of Plan B. She was holding
    something back.



    Had she killed Garrett?



    No. No. But the question ate at him as they hastened to his
    house.



    He met them in the receiving room after securing and checking the interior. Beatrix spoke first: “I think we all need to explain our whereabouts.”



    Lydia gave a start. “What do you mean?”



    “His death is suspicious,” Peter said.



    Miss Knight nodded—probably the first time she’d ever agreed with him. Miss
    Dane frowned.



    “After Ella and Rosemarie went downstairs,” Beatrix said, “I stayed in the
    top-floor room with Lydia for perhaps fifteen minutes before Omnimancer
    Blackwell arrived. I explained that I intended to let Garrett arrest me.
    Lydia left, and—and the omnimancer left soon after.” Beatrix glanced at
    him, just for a fraction of a second, and his face went hot with the memory
    of what she’d skipped over. “I realized there was no one in the house. I
    was afraid one or more of you had gone to confront Garrett, create a
    distraction or do something else that could make this worse, so I went back
    into the forest. I didn’t see anyone. I called for Garrett and got no
    answer. Then I tripped over him.”



    Peter frowned. “But he’s not on the main path.”



    She nodded. “I was afraid he might have gone to lie in wait for you by your
    car. I started to run toward the farm, and that’s when I found him.”



    It sounded like—felt like—the truth. On the other hand, he’d
    thought she was being straight with him about a whisper campaign that
    turned out to be far worse than he’d imagined.



    “And you?” she asked him.



    He told them. She nodded, but her watchful look did not ease.



   “I went downstairs to discuss the problem with Rosemarie, as I said I would.” Miss Knight, still a bit breathless, sank into a chair. “But you weren’t there,” she added to Miss Dane, “so I ran outside to look for you. I checked out front, then all around the woods, and finally I heard you calling for Beatrix. Where were you?”



    “In the forest,” Miss Dane said.



    “Because …?” Miss Knight prompted.



    “I needed to think. I don’t think well surrounded by recording equipment.”



    Miss Knight sighed.



    “Lydia?” Beatrix asked.



    “I walked to Senator Gray’s house to ask him to represent you. He’s a
    defense attorney, you know.”



    Peter’s breath caught in his throat. Beatrix put a hand over her mouth.
    “You told him? He knows?”



    “No, he wasn’t there.”



    That was a mercy. But it wasn’t truly an alibi. None of them had real
    alibis.



    “If someone here killed Garrett,” he said, “now would be a good time to
    mention it.”



    No one said a word.



    “Rosemarie Harriet Dane,” Beatrix said, “tell us whether you killed
    Wizard Garrett, tell us truthfully, or it will harm Lydia, her efforts with
    the League and the League generally.”



    “I did not kill Wizard Garrett,” Rosemarie said.



    Beatrix turned to her friend. “Ella Ruth Knight, tell us truthfully whether you killed
    Wizard Garrett, or it will harm Lydia, her efforts with
    the League and the League generally.”



Miss Knight, gaze steady, said, “I did    not kill Wizard Garrett.”



    “I know I don’t have a Vow for you to call on, but I promise you, I did not
    kill Wizard Garrett,” Lydia said.



    Beatrix looked at him, then, and all his anxieties about whether she had
    done it disappeared. Her face was twisted in anguish. She said, “Peter
    William Blackwell, tell us truthfully whether you killed Wizard Garrett, or it will harm Lydia, her efforts with the League and the
    League generally,” her voice cracking, and he knew she feared the killer
    was him.



    He opened his mouth to assure her he didn’t do it, then closed it, shocked.
    “Beatrix,” he said, too rattled to keep up the pretense that they didn’t
    call each other by their first names, “the Vow isn’t making me answer you.”



    “What?” she whispered.



    “Beatrix Jane Harper, tell us truthfully whether you killed Wizard Garrett,
    or it will harm me, in addition to your sister, her efforts with the League
    and the League generally,” he said.



    She stared at him, eyes widening. She would have had to answer immediately
    if the force of the contract had kicked in.



    “I didn’t kill Garrett,” he told her. “I vow to you that I did not.”



   “And I didn’t kill Garrett, honest to God,” she said. “But if our magical Vows aren’t forcing the point …”



    “Then ours aren’t, either,” Miss Dane said.



    “Couldn’t you tell?” Beatrix asked.



    Miss Knight shrugged. “I didn’t wait to see—I just answered. So did
    Rosemarie, for that matter.”



    Beatrix called on the women’s Vows again. Neither was pressed
    into speaking.



    “How is this possible?” she cried.



    Peter slumped into the chair behind his desk. “The Vows must not think
    Garrett’s death and the question of whether one of us killed him falls
    within the category of ‘harm.’”



    “Which isn’t very surprising,” Miss Dane said tartly. “Seeing as how he was
    about to do great harm to all of us. And no, I still didn’t kill
    him.”



    “Maybe none of us did.” Beatrix sat in the chair on the other side of his
    desk. “Maybe it really was an accident.”



    “But if police believe it was foul play, I’ll be their key suspect,” he
    said.



    Beatrix looked at him—distress in her eyes, the press of her lips, the
    swoop in his stomach that surely came from her—but did not argue the
    point. Hadn’t he been her prime suspect, too?



    Lydia frowned. “Just because you’re both wizards?”



    “He died just shy of my property line.”



    “Which they ought to see as evidence that you didn’t do it,” Miss
    Dane said, “because you’re not an idiot, plus you can easily move a body.”



    “—and investigators could find out a few things that would lead
    them to see a motive that wasn’t there.” He hated to bring this up, not
    knowing how much Beatrix had shared with her sister and Miss Dane, but he
    saw no way around it. “Garrett made Beatrix an offer of marriage last fall.
    She turned him down. He blamed me.”



    “What?” Miss Dane seemed more shocked by this than Garrett’s
    death. She turned on Beatrix. “Precisely when were you planning on telling
    us this?”



    “Precisely never,” Beatrix muttered.



    “I’m sorry,” he said to her. “There’s more, though—Garrett asked Miss
    Sederey to pretend to burns she didn’t have this afternoon in order to lure
    me out of the house.”



    Beatrix’s eyes widened. “Why in heaven’s name did she agree to that?”



    “Because she wants to marry a wizard. She thought this might endear her to
    him. And,” he said, unable to avoid the subject any longer, “because
    I’d told her in no uncertain terms that she would not be marrying me.”



    “Oh,” she murmured.



    “So, to sum up, the police might hear about a supposed love triangle
    between Beatrix, the deceased and me; about his attempt to get me out of
    the house shortly before his death; and my panicked teleportation from the
    Sederey farm once I found out.” Peter rubbed his temples in a vain attempt
    to stave off a headache. “Motive, means, no alibi. What are they going to
    think?”



    After a grim pause, Miss Dane said, “I don’t suppose you’d like to put the
    unfortunate Wizard Garrett elsewhere and let some other soul find him.”



    “What?”



    “Just thinking strategically,” she said. “It’s what I do.”



    “No, I won’t,” he said flatly.



    Lydia nodded, agreeing with him. “We have to call the police to report it
    ourselves.”



    “When should we? And who should call?” Miss Knight said.



    “I should, I think,” Beatrix said. “I did find him.”



    “But wait until tomorrow.” Peter sighed. “I need more time to decide
    whether to stay or run.”



    He felt another lurch in his stomach. Beatrix didn’t want him to go—because
    he didn’t want her to want him to go, which was possibly the
    strongest argument in favor of going. And given what happened in her
    parents’ room, what on earth might he do if they continued to see each
    other every day?



    “Running will be seen as an admission of guilt,” Miss Dane warned. “They’ll
    hunt for you. Wouldn’t you be better off staying put?”



    That was true. They would hunt for him far harder than if Garrett had made
    it back to report what he’d seen.



    “Do you want help deciding?” He almost didn’t hear Beatrix’s question, it
    was so quiet. He looked at her—at her dark eyes focused on his,
    transmitting stay stay stay as if her lips had formed the
    words—and couldn’t pull free of her gaze.



    “I—I think I’d better figure this out alone,” he said.



    Lydia stood. “Please tell us what we can do to assist, either way.”



    “Beatrix should come here at eight tomorrow as usual,” Miss Dane said. “If
    we all keep traipsing in here together, it will be remarked upon. Let her
    know your decision then.”



    The women stood and put their coats back on.



    “Oh!” Beatrix turned to him. “It might not matter, but I just
    remembered—Garrett cast a spell as he dropped me off at home. I think he
    said ‘hit gewayletsep.’ Do you recognize that?”



    He frowned. It sounded vaguely familiar. He went for the lexicon,
    then recollected it as a classified spell the Pentagram used to protect
    certain areas of the New Mexico testing site once he insisted (after
stealing the weapon) that they needed better security. “Hit gewærlæceþ—a tripwire spell. It would alert him if someone
    went through. He cast it outside your house?”



    She nodded. He winced as it struck him that had he thought to cast
    the spell—or, rather, had Beatrix do it—then Garrett couldn’t have slipped in without her knowing about it.



    “Wouldn’t we all have set it off as we came and went?” Lydia asked.



    He turned to Beatrix. “Was he touching you as he cast it?”



    “No, he—” She stopped. “Yes, actually, he was.”



    “Only you would set the tripwire off by crossing it, then. The rest of us wouldn’t.”



    “He wanted to swoop in if he thought you might escape him,” Miss Knight
    said, looking disgusted.



    Beatrix nodded slowly. “Then—I suppose when I did leave the house, he was
    already dead.”



   “When was that?” he asked, hoping the timing would clarify who wasn’t, if not who was, the perpetrator.



    “About ten minutes after you left.”



    He sighed. Even Lydia would have had enough time to get to Garrett’s side
    of the forest and kill him, if she moved quickly.



    “I realize this is a terrible question, I do,” Beatrix said into the
    silence, “but we don’t have any red leaves. Should we take his?”



    Tempting. He hesitated.



    “No,” Miss Knight said before he could get there himself. “It would be
    obvious then that he’d been robbed.”



    “If we left one or two, it might just look as if he’d used them himself,”
    Miss Dane said.



    He shook his head. “It’s not a risk we should take.”



    If he ran, though … If he ran, he might as well. He would sorely
    need all the reds he could get.



    He unwound the spell around the house and opened the door to let the
    women out. As Beatrix passed by, the last of the group, she looked at him
    and seemed about to say something. Then Miss Knight took her arm and pulled
    her along.



    Miss Knight had told him not that long ago that he ought to leave. Perhaps she killed Garrett and knew he’d look like the culprit.



    He spent a moment imagining it. But truthfully, he just wanted her to be to blame. He had no evidence to suggest she was more likely to have done it than Miss Dane. Miss Knight had greater magical ability, but Miss Dane could cast an invisibility spell and see through the one cloaking Garrett. Miss Dane also had a good half-foot on Miss Knight, enough height
    to allow her to crack Garrett on the head with a completely nonmagical
    rock. It was an even fifty-fifty, again assuming that Garrett’s death
    wasn’t accidental. Well—forty-five, forty-five, ten, because he couldn’t
    entirely rule out the possibility that Lydia had done it, as unlikely as
    that seemed. In any case, Miss Knight should have encouraged him to take
    the reds if she wanted it to look like a wizard-on-wizard crime.



    This was getting him nowhere. He had to figure out what to do. He set
    off for the Sederey farm—either way, he would need his car—but was no
    closer to a decision when he returned. Head aching, he slumped into a chair
    in the receiving room.



    Beatrix’s shave-and-a-haircut knock split the silence.
    He rushed to open it, not pausing to look through the peephole, and found
    himself face to face with Martinelli instead.



    “We need to talk,” Martinelli said, his trademark smile nowhere to be
    found.



    Peter almost slammed the door in his face. But it wasn’t as if that would
    do any good. He let Martinelli in and followed him to the
    receiving room, his level of stress now so high that he tipped over some
    threshold into numbness. Whatever happened, happened. What was the
    use of fighting it?



    Martinelli shut the door and soundproofed the room. He turned, face
    grim. “Why did you leave?”



   “I told you that: I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to get out.”



Martinelli was pacing now. “But why couldn’t you take it anymore?    Why?”



    “I stopped thinking about the mechanics and started thinking about the
    ethics.” He swallowed. “Why do you want to know?”



    His once-deputy stopped pacing, threw himself into a chair and glared at
    the floor. “Something is wrong with Project 96. Something is very wrong.”



    On a normal day, this would have induced panic. Something was
    wrong with the version of the weapon he left at the Pentagram, spellwork
    intentionally designed to degrade at an accelerated pace. Though it
    shouldn’t have started yet, there was an outside chance
    Martinelli could have seen through it.



    But this was not a normal day. His voice didn’t crack, quaver or have any
    sort of emotion in it when he asked, “What’s wrong?”



    “The Army has done at least two tests I didn’t know about at the time—I
    found out accidentally. Saw the records about the results. Far
    bigger explosions than I’m getting. I don’t understand it, and I don’t like
    it.” Martinelli looked at him beseechingly. “Do you know anything about that? Boss—does that
    have something to do with why you left?”



    Peter almost said yes because he was doomed regardless. Then he thought of
    Beatrix—how she never stopped fighting, never—and the awful feeling that
    nothing mattered receded like a poisonous ocean at low tide.



    “You know I didn’t want to work on weapons anymore,” he said. “It’s not
    mysterious. I’d had enough.”



    “For fuck’s sake, we’re friends!” Martinelli leapt to his feet and grabbed
    Peter by the arm. “Tell me!”



    He felt the same old twinge—he hadn’t treated Martinelli as a friend, he
    hadn’t warned him—followed this time by anger. He pulled his arm free.



    “Since I’ve left, I’ve been questioned by an FBI agent for no reason other
    than coming here, had my phone tapped and my house broken into.” He glared
    at Martinelli. “Oh, and I’ve been visited multiple times by a former
    colleague who, before I left, never once expressed an interest in spending
    time with me outside work. Forgive me if I don’t feel like talking about a
    place that can’t seem to leave me the hell alone!”



    Martinelli looked honestly taken aback, and once again, Peter swung toward
    guilt. But he kept his mouth closed over apologies and explanations because
    he couldn’t trust this man.



    A justification that Beatrix might very well have used to lie to him.



    “All right,” Martinelli said. “All right. I’ll—I’ll take a Vow.”



    Peter thought he must have misheard. “You’ll—what?”



    “Take a Vow,” Martinelli said, slowly and clearly. “That I will keep in the
strictest confidence whatever you tell me. That I’m not here to    spy on you.” He paused and, perhaps mistaking Peter’s stunned
    silence as confusion, added, “You do know about Vows, right?”



    It was all he could do not to devolve into hysterical laughter at that.
    “Yes,” he said. “I know.”



    “Well?”



    “Do you understand what you’d be getting yourself into?”



    Martinelli snorted. “I wrote my dissertation on them. Studied more than
    a hundred people who’d taken them. My findings are a major reason that agencies did not start requiring Vows from their employees with
    top-secret clearances. So—yeah, you might say my understanding about the
    benefits and major downsides is ‘perfectly acceptable.’”



    Peter had to sit down. “Why the flying feck did you not put that on the
    ten-page CV you pushed on me my first day on the job? You know, just
    mention it in passing between your runes research and your fluency in three
    ancient languages, perhaps?”



    Martinelli gave him an odd look. “Runes and ancient-language work at least
    have some connection to weapons research. Are we doing this or not?”



    Peter let out a breath, trying to decide.



    “Boss?”



    “Yes,” he said. “Let’s do it.”



    He fetched a piece of paper for Martinelli, who frowned at it for a full minute before starting to write, muttering it as he went: “I, Timothy John Martinelli, Vow to keep secret what Peter—what’s your middle name?”



    “William.”



    “—what Peter William Blackwell tells me today, January 25, 2021, unless and
    until he authorizes me otherwise of his own accord, unforced by me or
    anyone else. If I hear about it later in an official fashion at work, I
    will not be required to continue to keep the information secret, but I will
    still tell no one that I first heard it from Peter William Blackwell. I
    further Vow that I am telling the complete and absolute truth when I say I
    am not spying on him.”



    Martinelli considered the words for a long moment, nodded and said, “All
    right, that should be safe.”



    “Safe?” Peter said, knowing full well what he meant, hoping to draw him
    out.



    “You ever read fairy tales about genies and how they’ll twist a wish into
    shapes the wisher never intended? Vows are like that. You have to be
    extremely careful how you phrase them.”



    Why oh why did he never ask his deputy what his dissertation was
    about?



    He let Martinelli set up the interlocking circles made of demarcation
    stones and listened to his instructions, not wanting to be blazingly
    obvious that he’d been down this road before. Martinelli
    stepped into one circle and he went into the other, trying to ignore the
    disconcerting déjà vu. He’d stood here with Beatrix in practically this
    very spot. His stomach churned.



    “Wait,” he said, backing up. “It’s one thing to study something, but it’s a
    very different matter to do it, and I don’t think you can truly
    appreciate the—”



    “This is not my first rodeo.” Martinelli raised his eyebrows. “And I don’t
    think it’s yours, either. Is it?”



    Peter stepped back into the circle. “Go on, then.”



    “Ic gehāte,” Martinelli intoned, the two leaves in his hand going
    up in smoke. The contract glowed. He tossed the pomegranate pips into his
    mouth, the paper glowed even more brightly, and it was over.



    “Now I need a drink,” Martinelli said. “And after that, please tell me why the
    devil you quit.”



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Two



    Peter told him. Not everything—not
    that he’d taken the actual weapon, or that the copy he’d left would be
    less effective as time wore on, or what he’d done to Beatrix. But he told
    Martinelli how the Army was getting those explosions. Why stop at pigs and primates when you could drain the life force out of
    humans? Why stop with a weapon that could kill thousands when you could
    make it kill tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands instead?



    Martinelli listened without interrupting, other than muttered groans
    and quiet expletives. When the story was done, he said nothing for a while, head
    in his hands. Then he muttered, “I’m going to need another drink. In fact,
    bring me the whole bottle.”



   Peter returned with the rest of the scotch and handed it to Martinelli. He poured wine for himself.



   “How did you know I’m not getting paid here?” he asked, setting the bottle on the side table between them.



    “What?” Martinelli focused and frowned. “Oh! Mercer said something about
    that. Right after he came here to chew you out last year.”



    Ah. Right. Peter had forgotten that Mercer had asked him point blank and
    he’d told the man. That felt like a very long time ago.



    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am. I wanted to tell you from the start, but I’m clearly not supposed to know it and I was afraid I couldn’t trust you. Then you began coming around all the time, and God, I needed a friend, but I thought you were a spy. I mean, you’re married—you have better things to do with your weekends than pal around with me.”



    Martinelli gave a hollow laugh. “Mae left me.”



    Peter almost dropped his glass. “What?”



    “She moved back with her mother last month.” He downed the rest of his
    scotch and poured wine into his tumbler. “We can’t
    have kids. She said she didn’t know what the point was, a marriage with no
    kids. What’s the point? I love you, isn’t that enough of
    a point?” Martinelli closed his eyes. “But it wasn’t for her. Everyone on
    our street has children, all the couples we see socially, all the wives she
    visits …” He trailed off.



    “Salt in the wound,” Peter murmured.



    Martinelli sighed.



    Peter struggled for something to say and finally settled on, “Is there
    anything I can do for you?”



    “Distract me.”



    “You don’t want to talk about it?”



    “Lord love a duck, no.”



    “What will you do—about work, I mean?”



    Martinelli, sinking deeper into his chair, gave a long groan. “I don’t know. What would you do? No, scratch that, I
    know what you would do, but what do you think I should
    do? They’ve just promised me your job.”



   What he needed Martinelli to do was stay. Stay, have no idea how to fix the weapon once the spells degraded, and buy him time to develop a defense.



    Martinelli would take the blame. Martinelli deserved far better.



    “Get the fuck out of there,” he said so forcefully his former deputy
    blinked in surprise. “I mean it. It’s a mess, and you don’t want to be
    there when the whole thing blows up—metaphorically speaking, though I’m
    afraid also literally. This weapon can be used anywhere. This
    isn’t like a missile or a warhead. It’s radically different, and I’ll never
    forgive myself for making it, but at least give me the satisfaction of
    knowing that I didn’t ruin your life into the bargain.”



    Martinelli gazed at the wine in his glass. Peter held his breath, wanting
    him to agree, wanting him to disagree.



    “Yeah,” Martinelli said finally. “Yeah, I’m going to quit.”



   Relief and dread fought it out in Peter’s chest. It was the right thing to do, and he should have said it months ago, but now the Army
    might find a dangerously inventive head of R&D.



    “Do me a favor, and please distract me from that distraction,” Martinelli
    said. “Jesus Christ, my wife and my job.”



    It wasn’t funny—it shouldn’t have been, anyway. But Martinelli started to
laugh, and that swept Peter in like an inexorable river. It felt so    good to have his friend back. Then he remembered that he still
    didn’t know where he would be tomorrow when the police arrived.



    Distraction—they both needed a distraction. It wasn’t hard to think of
    another subject. He cleared his throat and asked, “What else did you learn
    about Vows?”



    “Well. You can have all sorts of unintended consequences. That,
    plus their general ickiness, is why the federal government doesn’t use
    them. An agency that shall remain nameless did a pilot in the ’80s, you
    know. ‘Tell no one outside the agency about the work you’re doing,’ etc.
    etc. The Vows interpreted that to mean people outside the agency when the
    Vow was taken, so the guinea pigs couldn’t have any substantive discussions
    with staffers who joined afterward, but they could blab all they
    wanted to coworkers who left post-Vow.”



    Peter snorted.



    “Also, since you have to Vow to someone, not a faceless
    bureaucracy, you run into problems when that someone leaves. So the agency
    tried layering on new Vows every time that happened. One poor schlub took
    five in the course of nine years.”



    This was no laughing matter. Peter drained his cup and braced himself.
    “What happened to him?”



    “Ended up in a dementia ward. At forty-eight.”



    Peter tipped his head back and stared at the ceiling. He would ask
    himself what on earth he’d been thinking to play around with magic he knew
    so little about, except the answer was that he hadn’t been
    thinking, and he’d forced Beatrix along for the ride.



    “I tracked down ten of the wizards who took the agency’s Vow multiple
    times,” Martinelli said. “Eight of them had neurological problems.”



    What if it had already started? How would he know?



    He grasped at the one sparkling bit of hope. “Wait—you said this
    wasn’t your first Vow. Why would you take another one?”



    Martinelli poured himself a refill. “It’s not about the number of Vows—it’s about revowing. Taking the same Vow
    again and again. There’s something about it that the brain can’t handle. I
    talked to several dozen wizards who took multiple different Vows, and they
    didn’t develop the same symptoms.”



    He’d twice made the same Vow to Beatrix, the very same down to punctuation.
    They’d burned up the first, the only way to free her from her Vow promising
    to obey him in all matters, and then he took his again. Her Vows—the first
    one to him, the second that replaced it and the needless third pressed on
    her by Miss Knight—were all different. Decidedly so.



    “Did any of the ill wizards make the same Vow just twice?” He realized how
    avid he sounded, modulated his voice and added, “Or was third time the
    charm?”



    “Yeah, they’d all revowed at least three times. The magical three.”



    Peter tried to make himself relax, but he was too logical to see that as
    reassuring. “How many people did you interview who’d Vowed the same thing
    twice?”



    “None. There weren’t any in that agency’s pilot, and I never found wizards
    who’d done it on their own.” Martinelli sighed. “Please tell me
    you didn’t.”



    He couldn’t pretend to himself that he didn’t want Martinelli to know. He took a bracing gulp of wine and said, “I did. I
    took them last year, about two months apart.”



“Jesus.” Martinelli set his glass down and leaned toward him. “I    told them we needed to publish my findings—needed to honest-to-God
    publicize them—but they classified my whole damn dissertation and simply
    put out the word that wizards should not make Vows. When you tell people
not to do something but don’t give them the fecking reason, what do you    think will happen?”



    Peter stared hollowly at the wall.



    “Why did you take the same exact Vow? Surely the Pentagram—”



    “No. Not for work.” Peter considered how much to reveal—Martinelli might be
    under a Vow, but as he himself said, Vows were slippery. “I had to destroy
    the first one and ended up replacing it with the second.”



    Martinelli let out a whooshing breath of obvious relief. “That’s far
    better. Those other wizards layered one identical Vow on top of the other.
    Listen, I really think you’ll be OK. How do you feel?”



    Peter gave a bitter laugh. “Like I’m losing it. But that might not have
    anything to do with it. You see, I made those Vows to someone who also made Vows to me.”



    Martinelli’s eyes went wide. “At the same time?”



    “Yes.”



    “Twice?”



    “Yes.”



    “Oh, boss.”



    “So you know. You know what happens with simultaneous Vows.”



    “I only know two pairs who did—it’s not a statistically significant
    sample.” Martinelli paused, then shook his head. “But they had very similar
    experiences.”



    “Dreams?”



    “Yes. The first pair each Vowed once, and they started to have these shared
    Technichroma dreams, dreams pulled from their actual lives. So did the
    other pair, but then they Vowed a second time—”



    “—and their dreams became like an extension of real life, except it was
    just the two of them?”



    “Yes.”



    “Did they Vow a third time? One to the other, or each to each?”



    “No! Holy shit—what the hell happens after a third time?”



    “You can’t undo the Vows. They fuse. They’re permanent.”



    For a second or two, Martinelli simply stared at him. “Oh, shit.”



    “Yeah, tell me about it,” Peter muttered.



    “No, I mean—it probably hasn’t happened yet, or you’re not willing to admit
    it to yourself, but the two of you are going to feel as if you’re falling
    in love with each other.”



    Peter gasped. “What?”



    “I know, I know, it sounds unbelievable,” Martinelli said,
    misunderstanding Peter’s shock, “but it happened to both the other
    pairs—these were men who had never wanted other men before. The first ran
    off with each other—left their wives, left their jobs. A few years later,
    when one of them died and the other had an instantaneous ‘what was I doing’
    awakening, the agency suspected the Vows. They checked their records to see
    if anyone else had made them simultaneously, discovered another pair who
    had done so just five months earlier and had them burn their contracts. I
    tracked them down later. They’d been on the verge of leaving their
    wives for each other. But the instant the contracts were destroyed,
    bam—back to normal, or some semblance of it.”



    “What on earth did they Vow?”



    Martinelli shrugged. “They were agency wizards. Standard agency Vow—each
    pair just happened to make it to each other, which wasn’t standard. Oh, and
    then the first pair took a Vow about some financial transaction they were
    cutting on the side.”



    The room was spinning. Peter closed his eyes. The one thing he hadn’t
    questioned was that he’d fallen in love with Beatrix—that he had, of
    his own volition.



    He waited until he thought he could ask a question without breaking down.
    Then he said, “Did their Vows have anything in them that could
    explain what happened beyond merely exchanging them with each other?
    Language about safeguarding their wellbeing, or something of that sort?”



    “No.”



    He opened his eyes to see Martinelli looking at him with such pity that he
    immediately closed them again.



    “You’re sure,” Martinelli said, “you’re a hundred percent sure you can’t
    destroy the contracts?”



    “Yes.” Peter sighed. “There will be no back to normal in this case.”



    “Maybe the third Vow counteracts that part of the effect. If you’re not
    feeling it yet—I mean, you’re desperately in love with your Miss Harper,
    that’s a good …” Martinelli trailed off.



    Peter opened his eyes just in time to see the dawning look of shock on
    Martinelli’s face. He thought of the terms of the Vow Martinelli had
    taken—to keep secret what he, Peter, told him tonight—and rushed to get it
    on the record first: “It’s Miss Harper I exchanged Vows with.”



    “You Vowed to her and she Vowed to you?”



    “Yes.”



    “Just to be, you know, absolutely clear: You taught her how to cast a
    spell?”



    “Yes.”



    “And it worked?”



    “Eventually,” Peter said, truthfully enough. It had taken Beatrix several
    tries the first time.



    He’d just admitted to felonies. He braced himself for the blowback.

Martinelli gave a low whistle. “That’s fascinating. Shouldn’t
    be possible, of course, and I’d really like to know how you did it,
    but—more to the point—why did you?”



    Yes. Why. “She took a Vow to do me no harm because I’m paranoid.
    I took a Vow to do her sister no harm because Beatrix Harper has a
    perfectly justified distrust of wizards.”



    “And she’s fighting the effects—that was what you meant, wasn’t it, when
    you said she would never love you,” Martinelli said.



    Peter nodded.



    Martinelli tapped the arm of his chair. “You know what happens to men who
    fall in love with men, the ruin they face. Don’t you think the two pairs I
    told you about fought against it? But the Vows win all fights. They’ll win
    this one, too.”



    “God, no,” Peter said, the words bursting out. “I’ll have to leave—I’ll
    just have to leave and pray that some distance will help.”



    Martinelli sat up. He looked alarmed. “Don’t do that. No, I mean it! You
    bound yourselves together with a Vow—lots of Vows—and every fiber
    of your being and hers is intent on seeing this through. If simply revowing
can drive a wizard insane, what do you think will happen to you and    her if you’re halfway across the country?”



    Peter slid further into his chair. If he ran, they were doomed. If he
    stayed and was arrested, doomed.



    “Drink,” Martinelli advised, so he did. He drained his glass and poured
    them both another.



    “Feel free to tell me to go to hell,” Martinelli said after a while, “but …
    what is it like?”



    “Like … the most powerful, unsettling feeling you can imagine. It’s hard to
    be in the same room because the urge to touch her is so strong.” He shook
    his head. “I should have realized she wasn’t the
    only one under a compulsion.”



    How would he feel about her if not for the Vows? Would he even like her at
    this point? He thought of Plan B and his anger about it flared back to life
    like a poorly smothered fire. But it sputtered as he remembered her
    anguished face and what she’d said.
    
        I didn’t want to keep this from you. I just didn’t know what to do.
    



    It was hardly the day to be upset at her for Plan B, in any case, when the
    job he’d made her take had nearly gotten her arrested.



    He swallowed, throat raw. No mystery about how, if not for the Vows, she
    would feel about him.



    Martinelli swirled the bit of wine left in his glass. “The other wizards hardly wanted to
    talk about it, so here’s what I’ve been wondering: Is it just physical
    desire, this feeling for each other?”



    “No,” he said. “No, it goes far beyond that. There’s a connection—I feel
    what she feels and vice versa. And the dream state … it cuts through the
    usual ways you separate yourself from other people. You say what you
    think. It’s hard to hold back.” He paused. “She knows me. She
    knows me in a way that no one else ever has or could, and I know her in the
    same way.”



    Martinelli cocked his head. “Isn’t that the very definition of love?”



Peter gave a wan smile. “Well, that’s why I never questioned that I    did love her. But it’s a fabrication. You must see that makes all
    the difference.”



    They drank some more. Then they walked unsteadily into the kitchen to get a
late dinner—should have eaten first, definitely should have eaten first—and
    this time Martinelli accepted when offered a bed.



    “Lemme borrow your phone first,” he said. “Need to call in sick. Sick of
    the whole operation.”



    Peter snorted. “Here’s a tip: Don’t say that.”



    Martinelli laughed and almost fell getting up from the table. But once on the line, he sounded perfectly sober and said he expected he
    would be in just an hour or two late. They sat in the kitchen a while
    longer, bracing themselves for the trip up the stairs, and finally made it
    without an accident.



    He got Martinelli settled in a spare bedroom. Back in his own room, he
    returned the contracts to their hiding place under a floorboard. There
    would be no use in running now.



    He went to bed dreading what he would have to tell Beatrix.



    . . . . .



    As Lydia, Ella and Rosemarie gathered with her in the sitting room, Beatrix passed around a note with a fraught question: Do you think it was an accident?



No one needed her to clarify what “it” was. Lydia nodded. Rosemarie gave a weary shrug. Ella shook her head, frowning. 



    Think—is there anything else about the afternoon we should know?
    Rosemarie wrote.



    Beatrix realized with a start that she’d told only Lydia what Garrett had
    said about the not-actual attempt on her life. The original paper was gone, burned,
    so she wrote the explanation out again. Ella and Rosemarie looked at it
    with identical expressions of shock.



    But then Rosemarie took the pen and wrote,
    
        It does explain why nothing like that incident has followed. And we
        know for a fact that they’re trying to find something to discredit us.
    



    We need to concentrate on that, 
Lydia wrote.    I think we can put these worries about my safety behind us.



    For the second time that day, Ella grabbed the pen from her hands.
    
        No! Huge mistake! Morse is Draden’s wizard, and I’m telling you, if
        they can’t stop you by ruining your reputation, they’ll arrange a
        tragic “accident.” We can’t lower our guard!
    



    The old panic pricked at Beatrix. This could be the day echoed in
    her head. But she took a deep breath and the panic subsided. She’d let the
    supposed assassination attempt hijack her, press her into decisions she
    never should have made. She wouldn’t let fear control her this time. She
    wouldn’t.



    Lydia, taking the pen back with a small frown, wrote:
    
        I can’t live my life this way. I refuse. They’ve shown that they plan
        to bury us in scandal, and we should treat that risk with the
        seriousness it deserves.



    Ella put her hand out for the pen, obviously intending to argue, but
    Rosemarie got it first. We’ll discuss it later. Time for bed.



   That left Beatrix with no distraction from the question that most of her fears now centered on: What would become of Peter? Would the next day be the last she saw him in real life?



    The relief she felt when she landed dreamside and he said he’d decided to stay was intense but brief. So much could still go wrong. She held him, trembling, as they discussed the call to the police she would have to make the next day.



Then she told him what Garrett had admitted about Lydia.



    “What?” he said, looking furious.



   “I know,” she murmured. “But how are we supposed to know if he was telling the truth that time?”



 He slumped onto his back, his scowl softening into a thoughtful frown. After a while, he said: “I can’t think of a reason he’d lie about this. It doesn’t do anything for him—quite the opposite.”



“Ella insists Lydia is still in danger.”



   He raised an eyebrow. “Garrett was in a far better position than Miss Knight to know the magiocracy’s intentions, don’t you think?”



   She exhaled. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed to hear him refute Ella’s warning. She reached for his hand and impulsively kissed it.



   “Beatrix …” He swallowed. “There’s something I must tell you.”



   He was an unwilling narrator, judging by how frequently he stopped and how little he looked her in the eye. She listened in blank astonishment as his evening revealed itself.



   Martinelli’s certainty that separation would be dangerous for her and Peter—perhaps drive them insane—was chilling but not a complete shock. Worse, somehow, was what he’d learned about the few others who had been in their predicament.



    Peter didn’t draw conclusions about what it meant. But it was obvious.



    “Then … you don’t love me.” She couldn’t disguise the strain in her voice.
    “Everything we’re feeling, both of us, is a lie.”



    His gaze was on the ceiling. “So it would seem.”



    No part of this should have broken her heart. There was nothing rational
    about the way she was taking it. She searched for something to say and came
    up with, “Is it better for you, knowing we’re in the same boat?”



    “No. It’s worse. The whole mess is still my fault, and I would much rather
    have the satisfaction of knowing that my feelings are mine.” He
    looked at her then, the two of them separated on his bed by a few inches of
    physical space and this massive revelation. “How does it make you feel?”



    Dayside, she probably would have managed a calm answer that obscured
    her emotions. But they weren’t dayside. She burst into tears.



    He pulled her to him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered over and over until she
    cut him off with a bruising kiss to make him stop. In every
“sorry” she heard    sorry I don’t love you, never loved you, never will. She
    popped stitches in his pants in her haste to get them off—fake pants in a
    fake reality, fake lust coursing through their fake veins—and wondered if
    the Vows had already driven her mad.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Three




    When she woke up and tiptoed downstairs, she found her sister in the
    sitting room, pen and paper in hand. She looked at the message Lydia had
    written: What has OB decided?



    Beatrix stared at her. Did Lydia know about dreamside? She couldn’t. Could
    she?



    She wrote, I won’t see him again until 8, and got an impatient
    shake of the head from her sister.



    He told me about the dreams. What did he say last night?



    Beatrix, whiplashed between surprise that Peter let the secret out and
guilt for not telling her sister in the first place, took the pen back.    He’s staying.



    Her sister relaxed. Thank goodness!



    Beatrix sank onto the couch, the paper lying forgotten on her lap, as Lydia started breakfast. Her sister’s happy relief brought an
    uncomfortable question to mind: Did Lydia have feelings for Peter?



    She wondered if Peter would have returned them, if not for the Vows.



    After a moment, she tipped her head back and squeezed her eyes shut. Could
    there be anything more ridiculous than jealousy over feelings her sister
    might or might not have for a man who contractually could not return them,
    and whom she loved purely because of spells gone wrong? Good God, the
    police would soon be investigating Garrett’s death. Peter might be
    arrested. She had real things to worry about.



    A tap on the shoulder. She opened her eyes. Before her stood Ella,
    attention caught by the paper in her lap.



    Uh oh. She picked it up, the side with the messages to her chest, and hoped
    Ella hadn’t seen what it said. But Ella took a notepad and pen from her
workbag and wrote,    What is Lydia talking about? What dreams?



And then, as Beatrix hesitated, Ella added a postscript:    It’s the Vows, isn’t it.



    Beatrix nodded. She should have told Ella long before. She should have told
    her sister long before, and Rosemarie, too, because they were all
    in this together. The explanation she wrote out for Ella included almost
    all the key elements: the simultaneous dreams, the ability to (more or
    less) control what they said and did, the absence of other people.



    As soon as Ella finished reading, she narrowed in on what had been
    intentionally left out: What happens there? What does he do?



    She didn’t want Ella to know—didn’t want her blaming Peter, didn’t want to
    acknowledge that her own force of will was so weak. But before she could
    write down a half-truth about how they mostly talked, she was undone by the
    blood rushing hot to her face.



    Ella’s eyes widened. Her lips tightened.



    “Breakfast!” Lydia called.



    It’s not what you think—not exactly—I’ll explain later, Beatrix scrawled out desperately and dashed into the confused muddle of
    everyone trying to sort out eggs, toast and drinks. Ella handed off the
    coffee to Rosemarie and Lydia with an uncharacteristically grim expression
    and stood with her back to the table, staring at the still-steeping tea on
    the counter, clutching her workbag with a death grip. But a minute later
    when she gave Beatrix her cup, she looked as if she’d come to terms with
    the news.



    “It’s OK,” she murmured, squeezing Beatrix’s shoulder. “Don’t worry.”



    No time for explanations after breakfast—Beatrix had to rush back upstairs
    to pin up her hair. Then they had to leave. She was crossing into the
    forest, trying to work out what she could safely tell Ella, when Ella said,
    “Are you ill? You look pale.”



    She did feel off. Not ill, but wrung out, which was little wonder. She
    turned to answer Ella and her head spun. She stumbled. If not for Ella’s
    quick reflexes, she might have fallen.



    “Beatrix?” Ella peered at her. “You’re exhausted, aren’t you.”



    Yes. Yes, she was. She leaned against Ella. Her eyelids felt so heavy. But
    she had to get to Peter’s—she had to call the police.



    “We’d better go home,” Ella said.



    That was a good argument. Yes, they had better go home. She turned and
    swayed.



    Ella took her by the arm. “This way. I’ll help you.”



    They barely made it back, her legs moving under duress. Ella got her into
    the sitting room and onto the couch, helping her out of her coat.



    Rosemarie clattered down the stairs. “What’s wrong?”



    Beatrix tried to say she was OK, just unaccountably exhausted, as if she’d
    been awakened in the middle of the night and all she wanted to do was go
back to sleep. But Ella said, “She’s ill!” And that was a good point. She    was ill. Obviously.



    “I’ll call a doctor,” Rosemarie said, voice weighted with some emotion
    Beatrix couldn’t identify.



    There was someone else they ought to call, wasn’t there? “Om …” Beatrix
    swallowed. It was so hard to talk. She was so tired. “Om … omniman
    …”



    “Hush,” Ella murmured, “you need to rest.”



    Beatrix’s eyes fluttered closed.



    She heard Lydia’s voice, felt her sister’s cool hand on her forehead. She
    heard Rosemarie saying something into the telephone. Then Ella said, “I
    have to go, but the doctor’s coming, it’ll be all right, I promise—sleep
    now, that’s the best thing.”



    Yes. She would go to sleep, and everything would be all right.



    . . . . .



    Peter stared blearily into the coffee he didn’t want to drink, cursing
    himself for over-imbibing the previous night when he needed his wits about him today. Martinelli, who’d had even more, was somehow
    managing to scramble eggs.



    The man passed him a heaping plate. “Eat and you’ll feel better.”



    Peter glared at him, but he did feel a bit less awful after finishing the food.



    “See, I’m often right.” Martinelli’s grin was fleeting.



    Peter thought of how his friend’s life was coming off the rails and wished
    he could do something for him. “If you need a reference”—he paused, saw how
    ridiculous that was and added—“from a wizard who tossed it all to go work
    for free on the bottom rung of the bureaucracy, then good luck to you. But
    I will gladly give it. I’ll even say you’re the most acceptable scientist
    I’ve ever known.”



    Martinelli laughed.



    “And come over anytime.”



    “Thanks. That means a lot, boss.” Martinelli paused with his last bite of
    egg halfway to his mouth, searching Peter’s face. “Look … I know I can’t
    fully comprehend how it feels, being caught the way you and Miss Harper
    are. But it seems to me you have two choices: Make the best of it, or
    don’t. For all intents and purposes, you love each other. What do you gain
    by fighting it?”



    “It feels like giving up to do anything else,” Peter said,
    understanding in a bone-deep way now—not just intellectually—why Beatrix
    had refused to surrender.



    Martinelli nodded. “Sure. But think about it. Think what you’d do if you’d
    been pushed into an arranged marriage. If you’d pick ‘try to find happiness
    together,’ then you know what to do here.”



    He stood and held out a hand. Peter rose to take it, no arguments on his
    lips because he had none to make.



    “God knows,” Martinelli murmured, “that happiness is a hard-won commodity
    in any circumstances.” He drew Peter in for a one-armed hug. “You’ll be OK,
    whippersnapper. Hang in there.”



    “You, too,” Peter said, almost unable to get the words out. “Don’t give up
    on Mae.”



    “I haven’t.” Martinelli swallowed. “You know, quitting might help. All
    those long hours—it must have been so lonely for her.” He sighed. “So long,
    on that cheerful note.”



    “Wait,” Peter said, coming to a decision. “Just a minute.”



    He strode to his desk drawer in the receiving room and removed a document
    he’d written earlier but had yet to sign.
    
        I, Peter William Blackwell, being of sound mind and body, do hereby
        will all my possessions to Beatrix Jane Harper …
    



    He owed this to her. No matter how he truly felt.



    “Would you be my witness?” he asked.



    Martinelli raised his eyebrows, but he nodded. They each signed. Martinelli
    patted him on the back, and they walked silently to the door.



    One step shy of it, Martinelli stopped. “Good heavens, I nearly forgot. Do
    you know who Miss Knight is?”



    “Sure,” Peter said. “She lives in town. Miss Harper’s friend—you met her a
    few weeks ago.”



    “No, I mean, do you know who she really is?”



    Peter’s heart jolted. “What?”



    “She reminded me of someone, you know, one of those ‘I’ve seen that face
    before’ moments, and it was bugging me, and then I heard something the
    other day and—”



    “Martinelli! Who is she?”



    “Marbella Draden. The vice president’s daughter.”



    He stared at Martinelli, gripped by panic. “What?”



    “Yup. A friend of mine is in the Secret Service. Apparently they’re under
    orders to not keep an eye on her beyond knowing her general
    whereabouts. Extremely unusual for a typic child of a VP.”



    “Why in blazes is she masquerading as ‘Ella Knight’ and campaigning against
    wizards?”



    Martinelli shrugged. “If my friend knows, he isn’t telling. You have any
    idea?”



    “No,” Peter said, pressing a hand to his forehead.



He locked up behind Martinelli and strode to the brewing room, mind racing. He    knew there was something off about her, he knew it—he’d
    even thumbed through his copy of American Wizards to look for
    Knights, but there weren’t any, and that had seemed to be that. Now he
    plucked it from the bookcase and paged to Draden, James.



    The book was seven years old, published when Draden was a U.S. senator. On
    one of the pages devoted to him was a large photo of the man, lips turned
    up in a slight smile that seemed to be mocking him. On the other was a
    photo of his family: fashionable wife, handsome wizard son and a daughter
    with upswept dark hair, dark eyes and a serious expression—a daughter who,
    now that he was looking for it, was unquestionably Miss Knight.



    Good God.



    She was under a Vow. Did that safeguard them? If Draden’s daughter was here
    in a long-game play, where the purpose was not to extract information but
    to influence them—get them to cause their own problems—how well would the
    Vow defend against that? Would it work at all if the contract was signed
    with a false name?



    He had to tell Beatrix right away. It was imperative that they figure out
    what to do. He glanced at his watch to see if it was almost eight and
    realized with a start that it was twenty-one minutes past the hour.



    Usually, she was early. She’d never once been this late. He had his hand on
    the telephone to dial her house, bugs be damned, because surely an employer
    could check up on the whereabouts of his employee, when he heard footsteps
    on the porch. The knock at the door wasn’t her shave-and-a-haircut. But
    when he squinted through the peephole, there she stood. She looked on edge
    but not as if some new terrible incident had happened, so he left her in
    the hall while he checked the house.



    When he came back downstairs, she was in the kitchen, sipping a cup of
    coffee.



    “Is everything all right?” he asked.



    “Felt rotten, but I think I’ve recovered.” She sounded off—her voice had a
    rasp to it, and she winced. “Coffee?”



    She slid his cup into his hands. It was warm—she’d refilled it for him—so
    he drank some this time. “What happened?” he asked.



    “Stress. Exhaustion.”



    No wonder. “Can I get you anything? A brew?”



    She shook her head.



    He took another sip, trying to work out how best to tell her this
    information that would pain her. “Beatrix—I heard something
    troubling from Martinelli.”



    Deciding in that moment to show her the picture, not tell her the story, he fetched the book, put it on the table and pointed to the girl in the photo.



    She gasped.



    He sat, expecting a rush of strong emotion to hit him as it washed over
    from her, but all he had to contend with were his own conflicted feelings.
    Which brought on another uncomfortable question.



    “Did Miss Knight tell you?” he asked. “Did you already know?”



    But as he looked more closely at her—shock and horror all over her face—it
    didn’t seem possible. She shook her head, still staring at the photograph.



    “I don’t know what this is about,” he said, his hangover headache
    deepening, “but Martinelli says the Secret Service is under orders to keep
    their distance. That’s bad. It wouldn’t happen without Draden’s OK, and I
    can’t think of a reason he would agree to it except to give her anonymity. If
    she isn’t the vice president’s daughter, she can join the League. She can
    move in with you. She can gain everyone’s trust.”



    Beatrix was shaking her head. “She’s under a Vow.”



    “Using an assumed name, and who knows if that even works.” He scowled.
    “Besides—I don’t trust the Vows. They don’t do what you expect, and—” He
    almost said they didn’t stop Plan B, but it was too raw still to
    discuss. Instead, he said, “and they won’t protect us against a determined
    foe.”



    Beatrix said nothing, simply stared into her coffee.



    “I know she’s your best friend,” he said in a more measured tone. “I know
    the two of us don’t get along, Miss Knight—Draden—and I, and that’s
    coloring my perception of this. But she could have told you who she was,
    and she didn’t.”



    “What will you do?” she said, voice more hoarse than before. She drank
    from her cup, and he did, too, to buy himself more time, but there was no
    wordsmithing that would make her like the answer.



    “We have to tell Lydia,” he said. “I think we’d better do it right now.”



    She laid her hand on his. He gave an involuntary jerk of surprise because
    it was so unusual for her to touch him dayside. Yesterday had been his
    fault. The time before in the brewing room—his fault. (The whole thing, his
    fault, his fault.)



    “One emergency at a time,” she said. “We can’t delay my call to the police
    any longer.”



    He opened his mouth to argue, then saw the logic in her recommendation.



    “Let’s finish our coffee and go over what I’m to say,” she murmured.



    They’d talked about that already, dreamside. But he saw the logic in
    running through it again. He saw the logic in finishing his coffee. So he
    drank it as he reminded her of what they’d agreed to.



    “Are you all right?” she asked. “You look pale.”



    He nodded, feeling marginally closer to all right than not, but she
    didn’t seem satisfied.



    “Stand up for a moment,” she said.



    He did, and the room spun. She leapt to her feet and helped him back into the chair.



    “Rest here for a while,” she said. “We’ll call the police later.”



   Yes, that seemed wise. It was the opposite of what she’d said before, but after all, he’d just had a dizzy spell.



   She pulled up her chair to his and sat, distractingly close. It therefore took him a few seconds to process what she said next: “While we wait, we should talk about the weapon.”



   He blinked at her. “The weapon?”



   “Yes,” she said, gazing at him. “We need to.”



   An excellent point. He nodded. Then he noticed that her eyes were not the shade of brown they’d always been.



    “You look different,” he said.



    Calmly, patiently, she said, “No, I’m the same.”



    Of course. Yes.



   “Where in the forest did you put the weapon? It would be good if you told me.”



    Yes, that would be good. Really, he should have told her already. He tried
    to describe it—take the path to the little clearing, follow the multiflora
    rose about two hundred feet, look for it deep under the vines—but she
    thought it would be better if he showed her, and he agreed because it
    would.



    “But first,” she said, “walk me through exactly how it works. The spells,
    the runes, whatever you must do to use it. You can see why I should know
    this.”



    Yes, he could. He told her, then wrote it down at her request, with a diagram of the complex parts.



    “Give me the payload stone,” she murmured, holding out her hand. “It would
    be better if I have it, just for now.”



    Yes. Just for now. He took it from an interior pocket and put it on her
    outstretched palm, the deathly Ear rune stretching from one end to
    the other, thin and horrible. He didn’t want it. How could he have kept it
    in his pocket for months and months?



    “Come now,” she said, standing and holding out her other hand. “Let me help
    you gather what we need.”



She led him to the brewing room, her shoes not making their usual click-click. He looked down. Something about the way her feet moved looked unreal. Almost as if they weren’t making contact with the floor.



“Beatrix,” he said as they crossed the threshold, “your feet—”

“That doesn’t matter,” she said.



    He nodded and retrieved his extra demarcation stones and a stick of charcoal. She asked him for curare and he found it for her, a tincture in a bottle marked with a red DANGER sticker. She slipped the bottle into one of her coat pockets. Then they set out for the transmitter, and every time the thought crossed his mind that something was wrong—a small thought, but insistent—it was soothed away by her words.



    “This is good,” she said.



    Yes.



    “This is the right thing to do,” she said.



    Of course.



    She held his hand and murmured to him in a voice that sounded less and less
    like hers, but what she said washed his anxieties away like the lapping of
    ocean waves, over and over, before his disquiet could amount to anything.



    He found the transmitter for her and wrestled it from the multiflora rose
    brambles.



    She smiled at him and held out her hand again. “Come with me for a moment.
    We’ll be right back.”



    He thought they would walk somewhere. Then he saw the red leaf in her hand.



    They were out the other end of the teleportation stream—standing in some
    sort of park, Peter blinking in the sunlight—before he could get a
    word out.



    “How—where did you—” he stuttered.



    “There’s nothing to worry about,” she whispered into his ear. “It’s
    perfectly understandable.”



    Yes. That was right. They needed reds, she’d managed to get one and that
    was good. There was nothing to worry about.



    Was there?



The uneasy voice in his head was getting louder and more insistent.    Something is wrong.



    “Everything is all right,” Beatrix said, looking around.



    Yes.



    No.



    He turned and realized where they were: a block away from the Capitol
    complex, in a decrepit park atop a garage he’d once parked in. He turned
    back to find her slipping the stone under a metal trashcan.



    The full implications struck like lightning, clearing some of the fog from his brain. He leapt for the stone, hand outstretched. Then this Beatrix-who-was-not-Beatrix threw an arm around him and the next instant they were back in the Ellicott Mills forest, his hands empty, the payload stone sitting in a spot where it could take out the Capitol, the White House, the Pentagram—and worst of all, the many people living and working in that wide radius.



   He had his hand in his pocket, fingers brushing leaves, when the imposter snapped, “Stop that! And don’t say a thing.”



It was Miss Knight—Miss Draden. She still looked like Beatrix (how,    how?) but she no longer was trying to imitate Beatrix’s
    voice. That shock gave way to a worse one: His muscles obeyed her. He could not grip the leaves or form a spellword.



    “Lie down,” she said. “Hands out of your pockets.”



    He fought the order but only delayed its execution. She pulled out the bottle of curare, paralysis agent in anesthesia brews, and removed the dropper. In his struggle against the compulsion he was under, he managed to stutter, “No, don’t! All—all those people—”



    “All those wizards,” she said, eyes dark, face grim.



    “You’ll kill hundreds of thousands of people. People,” he shouted,
    the words getting out more easily now, but the rest of his body barely
    responding to his desperate mental commands. “More typics than wizards!”



    “They chose this life.”



    “Children!”



She winced, then shook her head as if to get the thought out of it.  “Terrible, but necessary. Stay    still, Omnimancer.”



    He was overcoming her control of him—muscle by muscle. With a terrific
    struggle, he inched his right arm toward his pocket full of leaves,
    thinking of all the people whose lives hung in the balance: Martinelli, if
    he was at the Pentagram instead of the New Mexico test site. Many other people he’d
    worked with. The sweet grandmother who lived next to his old townhouse, the
    twin girls who jumped rope in the alley out back, the boys and young men at
    the Academy—all within a few miles of Capitol Hill. If a typic could power
    a mile-and-a-half explosion, wouldn’t a wizard fuel something far worse?



    She leapt on him, grabbing his arm, holding the dropper full of liquid
    paralysis in her other hand. Try as he might, he couldn’t dislodge her or
    even move his neck. All he could do was press his lips together as tightly
    as they would go.



    “Open your mouth,” she ordered. It took every bit of his willpower to keep
    his lips from parting.



    “Open your mouth,” she shouted. “Open it!”



    Blood bloomed on his tongue, bitten in his effort not to obey. If he could
    move, there was hope. If he couldn’t—



    “I know what you do to Beatrix every night, you goddamned rapist,” she
    hissed. His mouth opened on instinct as he sucked in a horrified breath,
    and three drops of the tincture went down his throat.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Four




    Beatrix sat bolt upright, heart hammering. It took her a second to realize
    where she was—in the sitting room, on the couch—and then Lydia was at her
    side, face pinched with worry.



    But it was Rosemarie who took her hand, Rosemarie who murmured, “How are
    you? Are you all right, my girl?”



    Beatrix swallowed, mouth dry, stomach in knots. “What—what happened?”



    Lydia shook her head. “You’d just set off for work, and then … We don’t
    know exactly—you took ill and came back. The doctor couldn’t wake you, but
    he said all your vitals were fine and it was probably just exhaustion.”



    She tried to remember. All she could come up with was one memory,
    disjointed and odd—the feeling of overwhelming fatigue that hit the moment
    after Ella suggested it. “How long have I been asleep?”



    “About an hour and a half,” Rosemarie said.



Beatrix saw Rosemarie’s notepad on her lap and took it up, scrawling,    Did you call OB?



Lydia and Rosemarie exchanged looks.We didn’t think of it until ten minutes ago, Lydia admitted.    He didn’t answer.



    The anxiety in Beatrix’s stomach congealed into dread. What if he’d changed
    his mind and left? What if something else had happened—the FBI was back, or
    a wizard came to check on Garrett and discovered him, or—



    Stop, stop. She had to get to Peter’s. He might simply have been in the attic when they called, or the bathroom, or …



    But the dread was now zipping through her, lighting her nerves on fire.



    She stood up cautiously, neither dizziness nor exhaustion setting in. “I’m
    much better, and I must go to work.”



    Lydia and Rosemarie glanced at each other, but Beatrix said, “I’m really
    better, I promise you,” so they nodded, Lydia mouthing “good luck.”



    “Has anyone seen my coat?”



    Lydia gave a thoughtful frown. “I think Ella took it off you—maybe she put
    it in the closet?”



    It wasn’t there. It wasn’t in her room, either, and she didn’t have time to
    look for it anymore, so she flung on her winter coat—three times heavier
    but no warmer than the wizard’s coat Peter had made her, shot through with
    spells—and rushed out the front door to her car.



    It didn’t matter what soothing possibilities she offered up to herself. Her
    body was convinced that something terrible was happening to Peter, and she
    knew from grim experience that she should never, never ignore that. She
    didn’t have time for a twenty-minute walk or even a ten-minute run.



    But when she turned the key in the ignition, the car spluttered and the
    engine would not catch. She tried half a dozen more times, to no avail.
    After all its years of hanging on to life, the vehicle seemed to have
    picked today to die.



    She slammed the door and dashed into the forest, the dread now gripping her
    heart, tendrilling up her throat, curling into her brain. She ran flat out
    until she could not go another step without catching her breath, coming to
    a shuddering halt in the clearing where she used to read, back when she had
    a normal life. Where she once danced with Garrett, before he was dead.
    Where Peter, in their first simultaneous dream, kissed her as if his life
    depended on it.



   Her ragged breathing was all she could hear for a moment. Then she caught it: a voice, or voices, deeper in the forest. It sounded like an argument—or someone in trouble.

Peter.



    She darted off the path that direction. As some of the noise resolved into words—can’t
and don’t and oh God—she realized he was in agony and she was running into a disaster with no leaves at hand.



    Whoever was torturing him said nothing. An image of the ever-silent Wizard Morse burst to mind—could she possibly catch him by surprise? They seemed to be just ahead, perhaps down a slope. She grabbed a fallen branch as solid as a baseball bat, crept to a tree growing along the edge and peeked around it.



   In the center of a small clearing about six feet below lay Peter—flat on his back, arms and legs splayed. Demarcation stones circled him, dark against the thin layer of snow on the ground.



    She looked for Morse, the torturer, and saw herself instead.



    Her shock was so total that for a few seconds she flatly refused to believe
    her own eyes. The figure wore her face, her hair, her coat. Then her
    doppelganger’s mouth opened and Ella’s voice came out.



    “You’re in no position to lecture me about morality, Omnimancer,” she said.



    What was Ella doing?



    Beatrix was on the verge of rushing down the hill to intervene when she
    caught sight of it—the stone device Peter had once showed her in a dream,
    thin base flaring into a basin etched with terrible runes. And it
    all became dreadfully clear.



    Somehow, Ella had found out about the weapon. She intended to use it with Peter as fuel. He would die. And if his hypothesis about the weapon was right, he would trigger the largest explosion yet with a death toll of unimaginable scope.



   She slumped against the tree she was hiding behind as the horror of the situation threatened to overcome her. Why was this happening? Where was the payload stone? What could she do? 



    The memory of Peter almost dying in his cellar stole the breath from her lungs: This could be the day. This will be the day—



    No, no, no. She gulped air, tightened her grip on the branch and crept down the slope toward Ella, now bending over Peter.



    “Please,” he said, his body so unnaturally still that something magical
had to be keeping it that way, “please don’t do this! Just kill    me. Me, not all those people!”



   Ella said nothing. As Beatrix reached the bottom of the slope, five yards from them, he added, “I beg of you, think about the consequences!”



    “Says the wizard who made the weapon,” Ella muttered. Three yards away.



    “I wish to God I hadn’t made it,” he said—and in that moment, seconds before Beatrix was close enough to strike, a twig cracked under her boot and Ella spun around.



    “Stay there,” Ella warned, raising a hand.



   Beatrix, still clutching the branch, locked eyes with her. “What are you doing?”



    “She’s going to blow up D.C.!” Peter’s voice shook. “She put the payload
    stone near the Capitol building! Beatrix, she’s the—”



    “No, you don’t get to tell her,” Ella shouted. “I will tell her,”
    and when Beatrix tried to use that bit of distraction to close the gap
    between them, she found herself yanked six feet off the ground.



    “Frederick Draden isn’t my ex-fiancé,” Ella said. “He’s my brother.”



    Beatrix, dizzy from the sudden levitation, was too astonished for words.



    “I wanted to tell you,” Ella said, looking up at her with what appeared to
    be anguish, “but how could you ever trust me again? You thought I was the
    spy last year without knowing who my father is.”



    “Ella—”



    “So it should have been before, but I’m going to tell you everything now. Everything. Will you listen?”



    Beatrix nodded. Talking meant Ella wasn’t setting off the
    weapon, and there was hope she never would.



    Ella screwed up her face in concentration, and then it was her
    face again, not Beatrix’s. The brown hair darkened like someone flicking a
    switch, the bun disappearing next, Ella’s encircling braid reappearing.



    It was so quiet that Beatrix could hear Peter’s breath catching at the sight. Even with leaves and spellwords, wizards couldn’t do what Ella had just accomplished.



   “I’ve got a protection spell on now,” she said. “Just for the record. So don’t try to attack me, just—just listen.” She began to pace. “My birth name is Marbella Draden, but I will never be that girl again. I’m Ella Knight. I am. I renounce my father. I renounce everything he stands for.”



    “But how did you know about the weapon?” Beatrix asked. “If your father
    didn’t tell you, then how?”



    “I overheard you talking about it. In November, that day we went together
    to his house on a weekend. I told you I would let myself out, and then I
    cast an invisibility spell on myself so I could see what he did when he
    thought no one but you was around.”



    Beatrix closed her eyes for a long moment. She remembered that day. That
    was when Peter told her his fear that a wizard would be the most powerful,
    disastrous fuel of all.



    “This morning,” Ella continued, “I drugged your tea.” Beatrix gasped.
    Peter’s sigh suggested he was not nearly so surprised. “I’m sorry,” Ella
    said to her, “I saw no way around it. Ayayak root—it puts people into a
    highly suggestible state, but only once, because your body quickly builds
    up a resistance.”



    Beatrix tried to figure out where to begin with this. She settled on, “How did you get this stuff? How did you even know about it?”



    “I went through Garrett’s pockets for his reds and found this, too.”



    Beatrix shivered. Garrett had the drug in his pocket? How often had he used
    it, and for what purposes?



    “And I think you can guess how I learned about it: I overheard my lovely father talking about it once.” Ella gave a bitter shake of the head. “I knew your situation was bad, but I thought we could get him to leave”—she gestured at Peter—“and that would help. But then I discover you’re not safe from him anywhere. He could be rotting in prison, and still he’d invade your dreams.”



    “It’s not like that!” Peter remained stock-still, only his eyes
    turned their direction. “Beatrix, she thinks I’m—that I’m—”



   “I swear to you, he’s not raping me,” Beatrix said urgently. “There’s much less self-control in dreams. I want him, and so I sleep with him. It’s as simple as that. I wish I’d told you, but—God forgive me—I didn’t want you to know that my resolve was lacking.”



    “Beatrix,” Ella said, “this is what they do. They make you think you’re
    complicit.”



    “He doesn’t—”



    “That’s what happened to me,” Ella said. “That’s what my brother did.”



    Beatrix stared down at her, horrorstruck.



    “He started when I was twelve and he was fifteen.” Ella’s voice was flat.
    “He crept into my room while I was sleeping and gave me curare so I
    couldn’t move, and cast a silencing spell on the room so no one would hear,
    and then he touched me. ‘You liked it,’ he said. ‘You came, and you’re
    dirty, and you want it.’”



    “Oh, God,” Peter said, eyes wide with dismay.



    “Shut up!” Ella screamed. “You’re just like him! And he kept coming back,
    night after night, with his paralyzing tincture and his spell he could
    barely manage to cast, and I couldn’t tell anyone because he’d convinced me
I was to blame! Then he got me pregnant and almost killed me
    with a pennyroyal brew. And that’s when I
    told my parents what was happening, lying in the hospital bed I told them,
    and my father—my father—said we weren’t to talk about it because
    we didn’t want my darling brother to get into any trouble, now did we?”



    Ella broke off, putting a shaking hand to her mouth.



    “My God, Ella, let me down.” Beatrix tossed the branch away. “Let me down, please—I can’t just float here looking at
    you while you’re telling me this.”



    Ella shook her head. She resumed pacing. “No. Not yet.”



    That felt ominous—if not to her, then to Peter, because her stomach
    twisted. She had to knit herself free somehow. And keep Ella talking.



    “Did—did no one help you?” Beatrix asked, identifying the spot where Ella’s
    magic was holding her up, roughly between her shoulder blades. “Not even
    your mother?”



    Ella’s face softened. “She did help. Once she knew, she sent me to my
    grandmother’s for summer and winter vacations to get me away from Frederick
    when he was home from the academy. But the summer I turned eighteen, my
    father insisted I stay at home because he was campaigning and wanted the
    whole family at hand for appearances.”



    Listening and concentrating on freeing herself did not go well together,
    but she was trying. “What happened?”



    “The other wizard proposed to me. I was infatuated with him, but honestly,
    I was so desperate to get away that I would have said yes regardless. Then
    I heard him and my brother talking about me …” Ella’s whole body was
    shaking. “He knew. He knew what Frederick had done, or at least
    some of it, and they were laughing about it.”



    “Oh, Ella,” Beatrix said, the words coming out as barely more
    than a whisper.



    “He didn’t care a whit about me. He just wanted to marry the daughter of
    the likely next vice president. And my father wanted me to marry the son of
    a rising star in the Senate. He said he would disown me if I didn’t, and I
    didn’t know what to do, and—” Ella broke off with a sob, but pulled herself
    together. “My mother helped me apply for a teaching grant. And I escaped.”



    Before Beatrix could think of what to say to this, Ella pushed on. “And
    that’s why I killed Garrett.”



    It was not, by this point, a major surprise. But Beatrix’s voice still
    cracked as she said, “Why?”



    “He was trying to force you to marry him.” She wrapped her arms around herself.
    “That’s evil. What he was doing was evil.”



    Beatrix stopped attempting to dislodge herself, feeling terrible. Most of
    this had been about her—Ella’s attempt to do something for her. If only
    she’d told Ella more about Peter so the differences between him and
    Frederick would have been apparent. If only she hadn’t disclosed Garrett’s
    marriage demand, because she wasn’t going to marry him anyway. If only she’d pressed a little harder when Ella avoided questions about her past, discovered the pain there and helped her.



    “Ella,” she said, “we need to go somewhere else and talk.”



    “No. I have to finish what I started.”



    As Ella walked to the transmitter, Beatrix cried, “What? No! I don’t understand why you’re doing this! It’s mass murder!”



    “I’m protecting Lydia. I’m stopping the wizards. It’s the only way.”



    “Of course it’s not! Lydia’s work—”



    “Lydia won’t be allowed to succeed, you know that. It’s the reason
    you came up with Plan B.” Ella had her back to her. “And we all know what
    happened to Plan B, don’t we, Omnimancer? It’s time for Plan C.”



    “Ella! Ella, you can’t use this weapon. Your father wanted it.
    He’s the wizard pressing the Army to make the blast area bigger and bigger.
    You said you renounce everything he stands for, and—”



    “And I’m going to use it against him and everyone like him.”



    “But all those innocent people,” Beatrix cried, feeling the futility of
    this argument even as she made it. Hadn’t Peter said the very same thing?
    “This would be an evil even the magiocracy hasn’t stooped to!”



    “It’s just a matter of time. No one makes a weapon they don’t intend to
    use.”



   “Stop this for me, then.” Her voice broke. “For our friendship.”



    “I know you may never forgive me,” Ella murmured. She shook her head and
    said in a firmer tone, “But I must. For Lydia. For us. What happens when the wizards are
    decimated? We’ll still need magic, and there will be no choice but to train
    women.”



    “Call on her Vow!” Peter said.



    Good heavens, yes. The Vow. “Ella Ruth Knight, do not set off this weapon
    or you will harm Lydia and all her efforts with the League! You must stop!”



    Ella paused. Then she turned, walked toward Peter and bent down. Beatrix
    couldn’t see what she was doing—giving him an antidote? Her heart leapt.
    But then Ella stood, and Beatrix saw the charcoal in her hands and the
    marks on Peter’s forehead and palms. The Ear rune. Death.



    “Oh God,” Beatrix sobbed.



    “See, this won’t harm Lydia or the League,” Ella said. “I wouldn’t be doing
    it if it would.”



    “Or the Vow can’t kick in because you signed it as Ella Knight,” Peter said
    bitterly.



    Beatrix called on her Vow again, this time using the name “Marbella
    Draden,” but that too had no effect. What was left? The Vow, arguments
    about morality, appeals to their friendship—none of that worked. And try as
    she might, she could not break through Ella’s magic.



    In desperation, she begged, “Please—please don’t kill Peter.”



    Ella waved this off. “You’ll be free, Beatrix. That’s what you
    want—freedom.”



    “No.” She took a deep breath and tried to tamp down the hysteria because
    she had to say these next words with utter calmness. “I love him. I—”



    “Honestly, Beatrix, this is the Vow talking. I’m sure it’s making you feel
    terrible at the moment, but just hold on for a few minutes, it will pass,
    and you’ll be free.”



    She lost her fingertip hold on calm and screamed, “No, listen to me! Listen
    to me, stop making assumptions, you don’t get to say how I feel!”



    Ella paused, staring up at her.



    “It’s not the Vow,” Beatrix said. “I’ve fallen in love with him.”



   Ella looked at her with such pity that Beatrix, wincing, glanced at Peter to see if he believed her. She couldn’t tell. And, in fact, she didn’t know if what she was saying was true, but it could be, and she let more possibly true words rush out: “I would have fallen in love with him anyway—I can see that now—it would have taken longer, I wouldn’t have been as certain of his intentions and feelings because I wouldn’t have had access to them, but it was inevitable.”



    “Oh, Beatrix,” Ella said.



    “Look at the difference between him and Garrett! Garrett saw an injustice
    and kept working for the perpetrator. Peter realized what he was doing was
    wrong—this weapon you’re trying to use is wrong—and upended his
    life in an effort to fix it!”



    Ella glared at him. “Your life! He upended your life.”



    “Yes,” she agreed. “He did. But he picked me because he knew I wanted to
    use magic. And he’s horrified by how it turned out. He’s never tried to
    shift the blame to me—”



    “Because it’s demonstrably his fault,” Ella bit out.



    “—and he could have argued that we were stuck, and so why not make the best
    of it, why not stop fighting it, but he didn’t, he understood
    exactly why I wanted to fight feelings I thought were not my own. He switched when he
slept so we wouldn’t have conjoined dreams, and I asked him to switch back—I did that.”



    Ella shook her head and turned back to the transmitter. “You’re under the
    effects of a Vow, Beatrix. Everything you think and do is influenced by it.
    But I’m not under a Vow to him. I’m making this call for you because he’s
    manipulated you from day one, and that ends now.”



    “We’re all influenced by something!” Beatrix was trembling now with
    unalloyed panic. “You’re influenced by your horrific experience! But Peter
    is not Frederick!”



    Ella didn’t answer. She raised her hands, and Beatrix realized from seeing
    Peter’s memories of weapons tests that she was starting the spellcasting
    sequence. The final step.



    “No!” Beatrix yelled. The next instant she pulled free of Ella’s
    magic and tumbled to the ground at Peter’s feet.



    Wheezing, the breath knocked out of her, she grabbed a fistful of leaves
    from his coat and cast the only spell she knew would destroy the
    transmitter. “Fordēst!”



    The explosive spell she’d heard Peter cast over and over in his attic burst
    from her hands, red as blood, her aim true. But a yard shy, it hit
    something—something nearly invisible that gave the air around
    Ella a yellowish tint. Beatrix’s spell sizzled up and went no farther. In
    its place was a scorch mark on the protective magic Ella had erected. The
    protection went all the way around, like a dome—no way in.



    But Ella stopped her spellwork to shore up that protection, and Peter
    called out, “Keep hitting it!”



    She did. At first she thought she was making progress—each spell scorched
    the wall of magic between them, forcing Ella to focus on repair. But each
    explosion left less of a mark. Finally, a spell she sent at the barrier
    didn’t scorch it at all, and Ella turned back to the transmitter,
    continuing the sequence.



    What could she do? What? She dashed back to Peter and dragged him from the
    circle of demarcation stones, his body a dead weight.



“If you’re outside it and not in—” she began, rubbing the awful Ear runes off his body.



    “It doesn’t make a difference,” he said, and she dredged up another detail
    from his memories—of animals that moved out of the circle. As long as
    they’d been inside it when the sequence started, they were inextricably
    linked to the transmitter and it drew their life force wherever they were.



    “No!” She grabbed the lapels of his coat. “I refuse to give up! I
    won’t! There must be something I can do!”



    “Yes, but you’d be risking your life,” he whispered.



    “Tell me!”



    “Get the stone. Jump it to the desert.”



    That would save the city, but not him. And only if she could teleport,
    which she couldn’t. She’d never been able to replicate whatever it was
    she’d done to help Lydia, not counting her dreamside cheat method of
    rearranging the world instead of herself, and—



    I’m not sure that’s so very different from magic.



    Peter’s dreamside words ringing in her ears, she hissed, “Where’s the
    stone? Describe the place—sights, sounds, smells!”



   “Spirit of Justice park,” he said quickly. “Close by the Capitol, on top of a garage, lousy spot, mostly grass, no one goes there, smells like exhaust, a sidewalk bisects it and the stone is under a metal trashcan just beside the sidewalk …”



    She closed her eyes and concentrated, clutching Peter’s motionless hand.
    And she could see it, she could see exactly what he meant. Just as
    Ella’s chanting recitation ended and she had ninety seconds left before all
    was lost, she felt the magic catch. She opened her eyes, heart thundering
    in her ears.



    She and Peter were in a park.



    “Is this it?” she cried, jumping to her feet, seeing the grass and the
    pavement and—oh, the Capitol! The Capitol building!



    “Yes!” Peter said. “Quick, do you see a trashcan?”



    She saw two, one at each end of the street. She didn’t have time for a bad
    guess.



    “There’s a bare patch of dirt near the can,” Peter shouted.



    She saw it. She dashed for it. And there under the can lay the stone,
    looking like a harmless rock with its rune side out of sight. She grabbed
    it and ran headlong back to Peter. Even before she got there, he was
    yelling out details about the test site she’d seen in their dreams:



    “Desolate, sand, bits of brown scrub, one two-lane road leading up to the
    building, nothing from there to the detonation site, the complex is mostly
    underground and the exterior is an ugly gray, the sun is so hot you can’t
    bear it at midday, even in the winter—go at least thirty miles out from the
    building, there’s nothing there, it’s like the moon …”



    She’d been there in a sense already. The magic caught faster this time. She
    opened her eyes to a barren landscape, spun around, saw nothing and no one,
    and flung the stone away from her. Without knowing exactly how much time
    she had left but sure it was down to seconds, she fell to her knees and put
    her entire being to the task of conjuring up the Spirit of Justice park.
    Exhaust, grass, two trashcans, Capitol building—



    Crackling energy broke her concentration. Sparks like lightning rushed
    horizontally toward her, the sound escalating to the screech of a hurtling
    train. Her last thought as Ella’s spellwork overtook her was of Peter,
    lying on the distant sidewalk. About to die—just like her.



    Everything went black.



    Then the world snapped back to life around her. Not the desert. The park.



    She’d teleported herself, still on her knees, directly beside Peter.



    “You did it,” he croaked, gazing up at her. His fingertips brushed hers, a
    spare bit of movement.



    She was alive. He was alive. Somehow they must have
    short-circuited the bomb—what she saw and heard must have been her fevered
    imagination. He was alive.



    She slipped an arm behind his neck, sitting him up, babbling in dumbfounded
    relief, “You’re all right, you’re all right.”



    “No,” he rasped.



    With his face close to hers, she saw what she’d missed. His skin was a
    chalky white the color of the payload stone. He convulsed suddenly in her
    arms, blood leaking from his mouth.



    She screamed. She had to teleport him—no, she couldn’t, the lexicon said a person with internal injuries wouldn’t survive that—oh God, oh God! “Help! Help us! Help!”



    No one came. No one heard.



    “What can I do?” she pleaded as he coughed up more
    blood.



    “Nothing,” he said, the word barely above a whisper. “Nothing … you can
    do.” More coughing, more blood, the faint pressure of his hand on her back
    as he tried to hold on to her. “Serves me right.”



    “No!” she cried, because it didn’t serve him right, he didn’t
    deserve to die, and no one had tried to save the animals after weapon tests
    so who was to say she couldn’t save him now?



    She pressed her cheek to his and shut her eyes to block out everything but
    what she wanted. What knitting required, she now knew, wasn’t panic so much
    as a monomaniac focus on the details. She pictured the color rushing back
    to Peter’s skin, the sharp stench of blood disappearing, his heartbeat
    steadying, his laughter filling her ears.



    She imagined it with gritted teeth as he convulsed against her, moaning
    between coughs. She redoubled her efforts, but it only got worse.



    “Destroy the transmitter,” he gasped, taking a breath that rattled in his
    chest. “Please—d-don’t let this happen again—promise—”



    “I promise,” she said, choking over the words. She couldn’t help herself:
    She looked at him, and what she saw made more attempts at knitting
    impossible.



    Blood vessels burst like fireworks on his cheek. His eyes rolled back in
    his head. His cough stopped, everything stopped, the trembling, the
    convulsions—he wasn’t breathing, his heart wasn’t beating—



    Beatrix screamed in incoherent despair.



    Then the lessons Rosemarie taught them in middle school rushed back at her
    with crystal clarity. She pressed him to the ground and pushed on his chest
    with both palms, fast fast fast fast, singing a verse of that
    hoary old jig Rosemarie insisted they practice to: “I’ll see you in my
    dreams, m’dear, I’ll see you in my dreams; reality is no friend to me, but
    I’ll see you in my dreams.”



    Each word was a dagger to the chest, but it helped her keep the rhythm. When the
    verse ended she put her lips to his and breathed oxygen into his lungs,
    then sang it again, pressing his chest, keeping the blood flowing through
    his body. All the while, she tried to think. What did the weapon steal?
Life force, he’d said, but what if his suspicion was right, what if it was    magic the weapon took—what if life force and magic were one and
    the same, and she could provide him some of hers?



    “I’ll see you in my dreams,” she said, finishing the verse, and as she bent
    down to give him oxygen, she kept one hand on his heart and gave a mental
    push. Take my magic take it take it.



    She didn’t know if anything was happening, if it were even possible to
    share it, but she kept going in a fevered loop: chest compressions and
    song, oxygen and magic. Adrenaline was all she had left, powering her past
    the exhaustion, the horror, the misery, and she was running out of it. Her
    compressions slowed. The song came out as a croak.



    His body twitched. He was coughing. He was coughing, that meant he
    was alive—there was still hope—



    “What’s going on here?”



    She looked up, trying to keep the compressions going. A police officer was
    striding their way.



    “Help!” she cried. “He needs an ambulance! Hurry!”



    The officer, a typic, scrambled for his radio. Beatrix could feel the faint
    flutter of Peter’s heart and see his chest rising with weak but independent
    breaths, so she concentrated all her efforts on infusing him with magic.
    She pressed out all second thoughts about whether it mattered and imagined
    it seeping through his skin, rushing to his organs, his blood, every part
    of his body that was balanced on the knife’s edge between life and death.



    The ambulance arrived. Medics intervened, one of them moving her aside and
    asking what had happened.



    “I—I don’t know,” she stuttered, at a loss for what to say, half her
    attention on Peter. She didn’t want to be standing this far from him. She
    needed to keep giving him magic. “He coughed up blood and his heart
    stopped—it’s restarted now, but it’s weak—”



    “We’ve got it,” the medic assured her. “But do you have any idea what
    caused this?”



    “Magic,” she said, wrapping her arms around herself. Peter’s blood was
    spattered down her shirtwaist, and her legs were shaking. “I think it was
    magic.”



    They loaded him into the ambulance, an oxygen mask over his face. She leaned against the vehicle to keep herself upright, waiting to get in after him.



    “Miss, come with me,” the officer said. “I’ll get your statement and
    someone will take you home.”



    “No,” she said, trying to clamp down on the sobs that would brand her an
    unstable woman in his eyes. “I must stay with him.”



    The officer’s face softened. “Are you his wife?”



    “No.”



    “Then you really do need to—”



    “I’m his fiancé,” she lied. “Don’t take me away from him!”



    The red-haired medic who’d asked her what had happened leaned out of the
    vehicle and whispered, “I’ve got this.” Louder, he said, “She’s not looking
    so good, Mac. I want a doc to give her a once-over. Let her come with us.”



    She scrambled into the back of the ambulance before the officer or anyone
    else could object. She clutched Peter’s hand with both of hers.



    “Miss?”



    She opened her eyes with a start. The medic with the red hair was looking
    at her with some concern. “We’re here,” he said.



    She tried to stand and couldn’t. It was like being in the thrall of Ella’s
    drug, except this time the exhaustion was real. “Help,” she whispered.



    “It’ll be OK,” the medic said, half-carrying her to a wheelchair. “You’re
    in shock—we’ll get you checked in.”



    The hospital was a blur. She tried to explain that she needed to stay next
    to Peter, but talking was a struggle and no one listened to her. They put
    her in a room with four beds, the other three of which were occupied by
    women.



    “No,” she said, the word coming out thick and odd. “Peter …”



    “We’ll take good care of him,” a nurse said, patting her. “Don’t worry,
    dearie.”



    And for the second time that ghastly morning, she fell asleep against her
    will.



 

 



    Chapter Twenty-Five




    Peter was not dead. But to say he had survived would be grossly overstating
    the matter.



    At first, the doctors told her he was simply recovering from surgery and
    would wake up. But finally they had to acknowledge he was in a coma, and
    they couldn’t say when—or if—he would emerge from it.



    They’d admitted her as well for severe dehydration. Doctors, nurses, police
    officers and, on one occasion, the FBI agent—Radcliffe—had come to ask her
    questions to which there were no answers she could give.
    
        What happened? What were you doing before you both took ill? Why were
        you in Washington?
    



    “I don’t know,” she said over and over. And, “I don’t remember.” And, “It’s
    all a horrible blur.” Because dehydration and confusion went hand in hand,
    they seemed to accept that.



    She sat with Peter every moment they let her, holding his hand, but he didn’t
    miraculously improve from the magic she tried to send him. Perhaps nothing
    was passing between them. Perhaps the CPR alone revived
    him, and that would not be enough to overcome what the weapon had done to
    his body.



    She had heard that people in comas sometimes remained aware, and she’d hoped she would see him dreamside. But two nights had come and gone. No dreamside. No Peter. Nothing.



    As for Ella, she was gone, her room cleared out. Whether she had also taken
    the transmitter was a question to which Beatrix feared the answer. Lydia
    went to look the day before, following her directions, and couldn’t
    find it.



    Also missing: Garrett’s body.



    Lydia communicated this to her in notes shared furtively and then burned in
    the bathroom, just as she herself had slipped Lydia notes explaining what
    had happened. Neither of them wanted to trust that they weren’t being
    watched.



    As for the explosion in the New Mexico desert, she could find no news about
    it. She hoped that meant no one had died.



    Now, as she sat with Peter, Rosemarie keeping her company on the other side
    of the bed because Lydia was back in class, she tried to push these
    considerations from her head. But new anxieties kept popping up. Peter had
    no insurance. How long would the money he’d socked away pay for his care? She had no source of income now. How could she get a new job, with no
    one in town hiring and her car on the fritz? She could teleport reliably,
    now that she understood the secret to knitting was treating dayside as if
    it were dreamside, but would it not be tempting fate and a jail sentence to
    travel that way all the time?



    “Miss Harper?”



    She looked up. Detective Tanner with the D.C. police, who’d questioned her
    twice before, stood in the doorway. “Could I have a word?”



    Rosemarie got up from her seat.



    “No, wait,” the detective said. “This is going to be a bit of a shock, Miss
    Harper—you may want someone here with you.”



    Beatrix swallowed, holding Peter’s hand tighter. “Yes. Rosemarie, please
    stay.”



    Tanner closed the door to the room, which Peter had to himself. The
    detective pulled up a chair, sat and let out a long sigh. He ran a hand
    through his dark crew cut. “Well. First off, both you and Wizard Blackwell
    were drugged.”



    She stared at him, open-mouthed. How did they know?



    “The hospital ran the usual tests, but then we asked for some less usual
    ones, given the lack of information about what happened to you. You both
    had a banned substance in your system that morning that produces confusion
    and extreme suggestibility.”



    “Why—how—” she began, trying to think of what she would ask if this was the
    first she were hearing of it.



    “When did Wizard Garrett propose marriage to you?”



    The question hung in the room. None of the officers had asked her anything
    about Garrett until now. She licked dry lips. “In—in October.”



    “And you declined.”



    “Yes.”



    “But he kept returning.”



    She hesitated, then nodded.



    “And on Monday, he convinced a Miss Sederey to pretend to injuries so
    Wizard Blackwell would come out to tend to her.”



    “Yes,” she said, dread rising in her throat.



    “What happened, Miss Harper? What did Wizard Garrett do?”



    “He … he …”



    “He broke into the omnimancer’s house,” Rosemarie said. “He’d found out
    that Beatrix had agreed to marry Wizard Blackwell, and he was angry.
    Omnimancer Blackwell, as you probably have heard, discovered the ruse and
    teleported back, worried for Beatrix’s safety.”



    “Miss Harper?” Tanner looked at her for confirmation.



    Beatrix bit her lip. Rosemarie had backed her into a corner. “Yes,” she
    whispered.



    “Omnimancer Blackwell convinced Wizard Garrett to leave,” Rosemarie said.
    “Didn’t he, Beatrix?”



    “Yes,” she said again, the word sounding all wrong in her ears,
    meaningless.



    Tanner leaned in. “And then what happened, Miss Harper?”



    “I … I …”



    “She left for work the next morning,” Rosemarie said. “But what happened
    between then and when she and Omnimancer Blackwell were discovered in the
    park, we have no idea. Her memory is a blank. And now I think we know why.”



    Tanner looked at her, head cocked, waiting for an affirmation.



    She understood why Rosemarie was doing this. She grasped the stark utility
    of casting Garrett as the culprit. But for all his failings, he hadn’t
    done this, and he couldn’t defend himself because he’d been murdered by the actual perpetrator. It
    felt so utterly wrong.



    She passed a hand over her eyes and nodded.



   “Miss Harper,” Tanner said, “we believe Garrett dumped you at that godforsaken park and expected you would die there. No one visits except the beat cop doing a quick check, and only then in the evenings. If you hadn’t been singing, the officer who found you would never have come up.”



    Rosemarie stared at her. “Singing?”



    “To keep the time,” Beatrix said. “For the CPR.”



    “Ah.”



    “We don’t know what Garrett did to you both after drugging you, but it
    almost worked,” Tanner said. “The doctors tell me that if you’d gone
    much longer without medical attention, you could have died yourself.”



    She gasped. That was the first she’d heard of it. Was it the result of
    using too much magic?



    Stop—concentrate. She had to think about extraneous things like that later.
    Avoiding Rosemarie’s eye, she said to Tanner, “But why do you think Garrett
    is the one who did this?”



    “Well—he’s skipped town, first off.”



    So they hadn’t found his body. Where was it?



    “Also,” Tanner said, “his colleagues at work were growing concerned about
    him. Two of them independently used ‘obsessed’ to describe his behavior
    relating to you.” He paused. “You don’t look surprised by this, Miss
    Harper.”



    “No,” she murmured. “Not entirely.”



    “One of his colleagues reported that Garrett, while intoxicated, said
    Sunday night that he would have you—that no one was going to stand in his
    way because he had a plan, which he refused to explain. The wizard was so
    concerned that when Garrett didn’t show up as expected on Tuesday, he
    called the police. We searched his house, and we found these.”



    He reached into the bag he’d set down by his chair, pulled out a folder and
    opened it. Inside were photographs of her. Coming out of church. Walking up
    Main Street, arm-in-arm with Ella, laughing. Picture after picture of her
    in the forest, alone—except not. She shivered.



    The detective cleared his throat. “That banned substance in your system? He
    had that in his house as well. And he’d obtained a marriage license for you
    both.”



    Her mouth dropped open.



    “Did you know about the license? Did you sign the application?”



    “No!”



    He nodded. “That’s what we suspected. He applied for it as a nonresident,
    so the application was mailed to him, and presumably he then forged your
    signature on it.”



    She tried to follow this train of thought. She’d figured Garrett had broken
    into Peter’s house to ensure he could spy on them unobserved and see for
    certain what they did behind closed doors. Now she had to consider the
    possibility that Garrett wanted to lie in wait for Peter—either under the
    assumption that Peter would do something that could justify arrest if he
    thought he was alone, or … She shuddered. Peter would have had no
    warning. And then what? Drugs, chapel, I do?



    “Just to be clear,” she said, “you believe that he—that he—”



    “Planned to exchange vows with you while you weren’t in your right mind,
    yes.” The detective tapped his temple. “But I don’t think you were
    suggestible enough for that, Miss Harper. You were performing CPR on your
    fiancé when you shouldn’t have been able to think straight. You were
    pleading to stay with him when you should have gone docilely with the beat
    cop. So Garrett couldn’t get you to marry him. And if he couldn’t have you,
    no one would.”



    It was entirely possible, of course, that Garrett had ayayak root because
    he drugged people to force them to do what the magiocracy wanted—not that
    that was any better—and he’d gotten the marriage license with the idea that
    if he could change her mind, he would marry her on the spot.



    But either way, she hadn’t taken seriously enough the threat he’d
    represented. Those photos—they were chilling. That split second in the
    forest when she feared he might kill her—perhaps not an overreaction. Seen
    from the clarifying perspective of hindsight, it was even unsettling that
    he’d proposed to her just a few weeks after they’d met.



    He hadn’t understood her at all. It seemed she had not really understood
    him, either.



    “We’re searching for him,” Tanner said. “Don’t worry, Miss Harper.”



    That brought her back to the present difficulty. Garrett had died eighteen
    hours too early for Tanner’s neat scenario. If the police found him soon …



    “Do you have any idea where he might have gone?” the detective asked.



    She sighed. “No,” she said, and that was the absolute truth. “No, I don’t.”



    “Well, we’ll keep you informed,” Tanner said, and left.



    Rosemarie raised her eyebrows. “You seem to have had quite a close call.”



    Beatrix nodded.



    “I take it you were encouraging the man before having a change of heart?”



    “Yes,” Beatrix admitted. “He seemed so nice at first.”



    “Oh, your judgment …” Rosemarie threw up her hands.



    She almost defended herself. None of the red flags about his behavior
    appeared until she’d sent him packing, for heaven’s sake. But she
    looked at Rosemarie, and then at Peter, lying comatose but alive, still
    alive, and she said, “Thank you.”



    “What?”



    “When I need help, I can always count on you,” she said. “I don’t think
    I’ve said ‘thank you’ for years because I’ve been so focused on what you
    say rather than what you do.”



    Rosemarie’s eyes widened.



    “If you hadn’t made us practice CPR every day for a month in seventh grade, Peter would be dead.” Beatrix blinked back tears. “If you hadn’t moved in with us, we would have lost the house. If you hadn’t been there, advising us and prodding us, I could never have sent Lydia to college, and she would never have accomplished so much. You drive me crazy sometimes, and I’m sure I do the same to you, but you’ve been mothering me for longer than my own mother and I love you. I don’t know what would have become of Lydia and me without you.”



    Rosemarie simply looked at her for a few fraught seconds. Then she
    came around the bed, gave Beatrix an awkward hug and fled the room.



    Beatrix spent half a minute trying not to cry. Then the thought occurred to
    her that this was a surprisingly good way to stop a lecture, and she was
    hard-pressed not to laugh. She so wanted to share it with someone who would
    appreciate both the real emotion and the subversive humor of it, but of the
    two people who fit the bill, one was comatose in the bed beside her, and the other had
    put him there.



    She pressed her forehead to his hand, limp in hers. “Oh God, Peter,” she
    whispered, “I can’t take this. I can’t. I can’t.”



    “Miss Harper?”



    She turned in her chair. The physician who’d checked on her the day before
    stood in the doorway, a nurse in tow. “I thought I’d find you here,” Dr.
    Rivera said. “Let’s see how you’re doing.”



    She dutifully submitted to having her temperature taken, her blood pressure
    checked, her reflexes tested.



    “Well,” Rivera said, “I’m still not thrilled by your blood pressure, but
    everything else seems to have settled down. Promise me you’ll get plenty of
    rest and liquids, and I’ll sign your discharge papers.”



    She looked at Peter, torn.



    “You have special dispensation to come visit him at any time,” Rivera
    said, patting her on the back. “Night or day. We promise.”



    “Thank you,” she said, trembling, her eyes burning.



    “You saved his life, you know.”



    She peered up at the doctor. “But will it be enough?”



    “It’s early days yet. Most people in comas wake up—don’t lose hope.”



    She nodded. But she knew what had happened to Peter, and she feared she had
    “saved” him for this—lying in a hospital bed, forever out of reach.



    . . . . .



    As soon as she got home, she went into the forest, Rosemarie with her to
    keep a watch out for invisible wizards. Beatrix spent the walk with her
    heart in her throat. If Ella took the transmitter … She couldn’t complete
    the thought. She didn’t know if Ella had extracted from Peter how to make a
    payload stone, but it seemed entirely possible. As complicated as the stone
    was to produce, there seemed no limit to what Ella could do, given time and
    motivation.



    It was hard to think of this Ella of the last few days as the same person
    she knew and loved. Surely that woman wasn’t her Ella, who had joked with
    her, consoled her, strategized with her. Surely trauma alone could not have
induced Ella to try to kill hundreds of thousands of people. Something    must have happened. And she feared she knew what it was.



    Their new magic, the knitting that Ella did so remarkably well—wasn’t that
    the likely culprit? Beatrix was painfully aware that she herself had
    teetered on the brink of murder—twice now—since beginning to cast this way.
    What might she have done if she’d been as enthusiastic a practitioner as Ella?



    Beatrix had discovered this way of tapping magic. If knitting explained
    Ella’s insanity, there was no question where the fault lay.



    She shuddered, hoping it wasn’t true. And yet she also didn’t want to
    believe that Ella—who once dreamed of building towering skyscrapers—had all
    along been biding her time for an opportunity to destroy.



    “Down here,” she murmured to Rosemarie as they reached the slope to the
    small clearing where the nightmare had started.



    She looked around and saw … nothing. The transmitter wasn’t there. Lydia
    had not gone to the wrong spot.



    “Oh, no,” she said under her breath. “Oh, God. Oh, no.”



    Rosemarie walked into the clearing, stopped and put her hand on what looked
    like thin air. Good heavens, was it there? Rosemarie turned, nodded once,
    held up a finger—wait—and glanced around.



    “All clear,” she said. “I think this is it.”



Beatrix rushed after her and felt stone, the lip of the top section, the    Ear rune. She palmed leaves she’d taken from Peter’s ruined coat
    and cast the revealing spell, just to be sure. The relief she felt as the
    transmitter flickered into view shot through her like an electric shock.



    “It looks like a birdbath,” Rosemarie said, shaking her head.



    It did, in fact. What it most certainly did not look like was a weapon of
    mass death.



    “Better go back up the slope,” she whispered. “Get to a safe distance.”



    As Rosemarie retraced her steps, Beatrix moved as far from Project 96 as the clearing allowed and took aim.  “Fordēst,” she said—meaning it with all her heart.



    It hit, sizzled for a while as it ate through the protection spell there, and then—with a tremendous crack and a low boom—the
    transmitter shattered into hundreds of pieces. She cast one more spell at
    the shards to make them small enough to be unrecognizable before kicking
    the rubble into the undergrowth.



    She’d fulfilled her promise to Peter. She wished with the bitter wisdom of
    hindsight that she’d destroyed the weapon long before.



    Rosemarie took one look at her as she crested the slope and enveloped her
    in a hug as unexpected as it was needed.



    “I’m so proud of you, my girl,” Rosemarie said, voice gruff. “I know I’ve
    been hard on you of late, but I’ve always been very proud of you.”



    “Oh,” Beatrix murmured, shocked.



    “Heaven knows I’m no good at this sort of thing.” Rosemarie grimaced.
    “Well—I was trying to get you to spend more time with your sister, that’s
    what.”



    Beatrix sighed. That made sense, looking back. So many of the critical
    things Rosemarie had said to her recently were designed to keep her in the
    house—with Lydia—rather than going off with Ella.



    She should have listened.



    “Lydia’s doing this for you, you know,” Rosemarie said.



    “Doing what?”



    “The League. All of it. Once she was old enough to understand the sacrifices
    you were making for her, she asked me how she could repay you. She realized
    that if she got a job after graduation, saved up and sent you to
    college, it would take a very long while. And even then, you’d have few
    options when you graduated. She was … oh, thirteen or thereabouts, and she
    declared, ‘This is all wrong.’ So she decided to try to change it—for you.”



    Beatrix found herself at a complete loss for words. She’d thought Lydia had
    started off on this path to get more rights for women in general.
    She’d seen the League as something that separated them: Lydia enjoyed this
    work and she did not, Lydia was inspiring and she was not, Lydia sought
    power in the organization and she would not. How she’d resented
    Lydia for assuming she’d do League grunt work year after year—and how
    confused and hurt her sister must have been as they grew ever farther
    apart.



    “Why didn’t she tell me?” Beatrix asked.



    “She knew you would say she didn’t need to pay you back. But she intends to
    see this through.”



    She leaned into Rosemarie. Thank God she hadn’t known this while she’d
    thought Lydia’s life was in danger. She remembered something Ella had said
    to her—what she’d said in their first real conversation:
    
        Here, sis, have my life savings so I can attend college vicariously
        through you—no pressure.
    
    Ella had meant it as a joke. But she’d been closer to the truth than either
    of them realized, if Lydia had felt the weight of that decision long before
    she went to Hazelhurst.



    “Well, then,” Rosemarie said, voice once again brisk, but eyes moist.
    “Shall we see what’s come of the omnimancer’s house? I’d be shocked if it
    hasn’t had some uninvited guests.”



    She was right. The front door was ajar, the lock broken, as if to suggest a
    garden variety break-in. Drawers stood open and papers lay on the floor in
    the receiving room. The vials in the brewing room had been pulled out and
    put back none too carefully, broken glass glinting all over the floor.
    Someone or multiple someones had been here. The magiocracy, Beatrix
    assumed, wanted to know if Peter had anything to do with the explosion
    they had not set off themselves.



    There was nothing connected with that to find here. What set Beatrix
    running for his bedroom in panic was the realization that the
    wizards might have discovered the contracts instead.



    He’d used no magic to hide them—they’d both thought that safest. Neither of
    them had counted on an intruder willing to pull the place apart.



    She opened the door and clapped a hand over her mouth.



    The wallpaper had been torn almost entirely off, remnants of it hanging
    ragged and in pieces. His beautiful scrap quilt, made by his grandmother,
    lay forlornly on the floor, sliced open. A hole gaped in his mattress. And both of his loose floorboards had
    been wrenched up—the one that hid nothing, and the one under which he’d put
    the contracts.



    Beatrix watched, wretched, as Rosemarie looked around the room for any sign
    that they were not alone, or that recording equipment had been installed
    under invisibility spells.



    As soon as the all-clear came, Beatrix dropped to her knees beside
    the right floorboard, feeling underneath it. Her grasping fingers brushed
    against nothing but the underflooring. She reached farther and farther,
    unwilling to accept what this meant, until her whole arm was under the
    floor—and oh, there it was, the envelope!



    The magiocracy had missed it.



    She pulled it out, opened it on the second try with trembling fingers and
    looked inside. The contract for Ella’s Vow stared back at her. Beatrix
    swallowed hard and pressed it out of the way. Behind it was Rosemarie’s
    contract, then their turncoat treasurer’s, and—she gaped. That was
    all there was. The contracts underlying her Vows to Peter and his Vow to her
    were gone.



    For a terrible moment she thought the wizards had found the envelope after
    all. But logic kicked in. They wouldn’t take three contracts and leave
    three more. They’d steal all of them. And when she looked more closely, she
    realized there was something else in there, a layer at the bottom.



    She tipped the envelope, and into her hand poured a shower of tiny pieces
    of paper. Most were too small to have anything identifiable on them. But
    three were slightly larger. One said I, Peter Wil, ripped off
    mid-word. Another said brew. The last said no harm.



    “Oh,” she gasped, unable to catch her breath, hardly able to
    think. No, no, no!



    Their contracts—destroyed. Their Vows, broken. The only way
    that could have happened was if Peter—



    She scrambled to her feet and darted into the bathroom just as Rosemarie
    came out of it.



    “All clear?”



    “Yes,” Rosemarie said, peering at her.



    “I’ll be back,” she said, shutting the door. She turned off the light—just in case—and visualized where she needed to be: another bathroom thirty miles south, with a peach toilet, white tile floor, green soap smelling of lye, the sound of nurses’ clicking shoes ...



    The magic caught. The picture in her mind snapped into focus around her.
    But now that she was standing in the bathroom in Peter’s hospital room, the
    horror of having her fears confirmed stayed her hand on the doorknob.



    She heard people passing by in the hallway, snatches of muffled
    conversation between doctors.



    “Such a pity he didn’t pull through,” one said.



    “So young, too,” another agreed.



    She pressed her forehead to the door, an icy feeling spreading from her
    chest. So now she knew. She loved him. The Vows were broken, her feelings
    had not changed—she, Beatrix Harper, loved Peter Blackwell, and he was
    dead.



    The door opened. She stumbled out, straight into a nurse.



    “Oh!” The woman steadied her. “Are you Miss Harper? I didn’t realize you
    were here!”



    “Yes,” she said, somehow managing to choke the word out.



    “You poor dear,” the nurse murmured, taking her arm. “We’re going to have
    to move him in a few minutes, I’m afraid, but you can sit with him until
    then.”



    Beatrix walked to the bed and sat, too shattered to do anything else—to
    speak or take his hand or look at him. She couldn’t even cry.



    “I know this is hard,” the nurse said. “It’s a terrible thing that
    happened, and no mistaking it.”



    Shoes clicked as the nurse walked to the door. The sound paused. “But
    he’ll be with the best doctors in the long-term care wing, and they’ll do
    all they can for him, I assure you!”



    The words took a few seconds to penetrate. Then Beatrix grabbed for his
    hand. It was warm. She felt for his heartbeat. It was there, weak but
    steady. She slumped against him, and now the tears flowed because she’d
    been in hell and had just been released.



   “Peter,” she whispered into his ear, “the Vows are broken. Your heart stopped for a moment—that must be how it happened. And I love you. I love you! Come back to me!”



    She half-expected this to work. But the seconds stretched to minutes, and
    nothing changed. She would have to wait, hope, pray—and send him magic,
    assuming she even could.



    People were coming. She turned to see a contingent of nurses and orderlies.



    “All right, Miss Harper,” said the sympathetic nurse from before. “It’s
    time.”



    Beatrix squeezed Peter’s hand.



    Faintly—so faint she almost doubted her own senses—he squeezed back.


 

 

The end


 

Read Radical’s sequel


    Beatrix and Peter will return in Revolutionary, the final book in the Clandestine Magic trilogy. You can pre-order it now.

 


Get an advance excerpt (and other fun exclusives) when you sign up for Colleen Cowley’s mailing list at colleencowley.com/new. (Already signed up? You’ll get it automatically.)


 


 

Get the prequel to this trilogy for free

In Clandestine, set in the four weeks before the trilogy begins, Beatrix Harper gets her first glimpse of how the magiocracy fights back—and Peter Blackwell must decide how far he’s willing to go to correct a terrible mistake. Find it at colleencowley.com/new.
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A quick note from Colleen


Thank you so much for reading Radical! This was the most challenging of the trilogy to write, the book I spent the longest amount of time on, because the middle is always hard. (But important. Very important.)

 

Books find their readers through other readers. Whatever your thoughts about this one, I’d really appreciate you sharing them. You can do that here by leaving a review—it only takes a moment.

 

Want to chat? Drop me a line at colleen@colleencowley.com.


 


    About the Author



    Colleen Cowley is still not as interesting as her characters, but she enjoys pretending that her gray hairs are evidence of magic use. Radical is her third book. Her first, The Opposite of Magic,
    follows Emily Daggett as her childhood dream of finding a wizard,
    discovering an extraordinary innate power and battling evil comes
    true—fifteen years late and in the entirely wrong way.



    Find photos and artwork of characters and places in the Clandestine Magic series at colleencowley.com.
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