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The Secret Door

 


All Emily did was hit send on an email, but every pixel on the screen
        wobbled and came to rest off-kilter. This computer was cursed.
        It refused to restart, so she dialed tech support—three times in one
        day, a personal record—and punched in her ID.



    
      When Alexander Hartgrave stomped into her sort-of office fifteen
        minutes later, she had to bite her lip to keep from laughing at his
        expression.
    

    
        “You’re a menace,” he said, scowl deepening.
    

    
        “I’m telling you, it’s not my fault.”
    

    
        He crossed his arms. “It most certainly is.”
    

    
        “Just replace the thing—”
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett,” he said in an even silkier tone than normal, “the day you get another computer to torture is a day I’m no longer working here.”
    

    
        A much-anticipated day.
    

    
        “Get back,” Hartgrave said, like a threat, and put a protective arm
        around her PC tower. He glared at the screen for a few seconds. Then he
        tapped three keys, and the reboot window that wouldn’t appear for her
        popped up for him as if nothing were wrong. He clicked “restart.” It
        worked.
    

    
        No one could make her feel idiotic the way he could. Of all the bad
        things about her job, he was—well, not really the worst. Just the most
        aggravating.
    

    
        He glanced at her as he straightened up, the sharp angles of his face lit up dramatically for a moment by her desk lamp. “I don’t suppose you could
        stay off the computer for a while and give me a break? Read more books
        about lies and fairy tales, perhaps?”
    

    
        She’d had plenty of dismissive comments about her specialty from fellow
        academics. It seemed even more insulting, somehow, coming from the
        college’s help-desk guy.
    

    
        “You can learn a lot about a society through its mythology and magical
        belief system,” she said, trotting out her usual defense.
    

    
        Hartgrave’s lips twitched, the closest he ever got to a smile. “And you can save me considerable trouble by
        staying off the computer. Win-win.”
    

    
        His cell phone chimed. Next victim calling in. Out he went, shaved-bald
        head gleaming in the fluorescent light, black duster flaring out behind
        him.
    

    
        “People who dress like vultures shouldn’t cast aspersions on anyone
        else’s preferences,” she muttered.
    

    
        Bernie Ballantine, the only other person with a basement office in
        Ashburn College’s humanities building, cleared his throat in a way that
        suggested a covered-up laugh.
    

    
        “Switch computers with me and see how amusing you find it,” she called
        across the corridor.
    

    
        Bernie gave up the battle and chortled. “I don’t think that would
        help.”
    

    
        Emily minded it far less coming from Bernie, who liked her, than from
        Hartgrave, who did not. She grabbed a book about the history of the
        Faust legend (or lie, depending on your point of view) and walked over
        to spend her technology time-out on the English professor’s couch.
    

    
        Bernie shook a finger at her. “Don’t settle in—it’s getting late. And
        it’s supposed to snow tonight, you know. You don’t want to get stuck
        here all weekend.”
    

    
        “I won’t read for long.”
    

    
        He gave her a look that said he had her number. Emily Daggett,
        near-friendless workaholic.
    

    
        “Some of us don’t have tenure,” she said in her defense. “Publish or
        perish, etc.”
    

    
        “Take a break tonight, publish tomorrow. Tag along with me to dinner if
        you like Mexican food.”
    

    
        Perhaps Bernie couldn’t remember his pre-tenure days, a quarter-century
        ago, but she had exactly five dollars in her wallet, little more in her
        bank account and student loans she might not pay off before retirement.
        She shook her head.
    

    
        He rolled his eyes and shrugged on his coat. “All right, but don’t stay
        long. I mean it,” he added, undoing what little seriousness he’d
        managed by doffing his beat-up cowboy hat and putting on a neon-yellow pom-pom beanie.
    

    
        She laughed. His vast collection of hats never failed to improve her mood. “See you
        Monday. Oh, and shut off the lights, would you?”
    

    
        The fluorescents clicked off, leaving only the glow from his office
        lamp. It made the basement look even more like a Gothic fever dream
        than it already did. A maze of stone corridors leading nowhere—she’d no
        idea why the college built it like that. No rooms. No doors save for
        the one Bernie just left through. A really inappropriate place for an
        office, in other words, though her fantasy-obsessed preteen self would
        have loved it down here.
    

    
        She laughed under her breath. Her fantasy-obsessed preteen self would
        not be impressed by anything else about her life.
    

    
        Well, never mind that. She settled in to read about a scholar seduced
        by the devil.
    

    
        The book was interesting. Bernie’s couch was comfortable—too
        comfortable. At some point she drifted off, dreaming of a bald demon in
        a black duster offering her whatever she wanted in exchange for her
        soul.
    

    
        She was eleven again, bouncing on her toes, the answer falling from her
lips. Magic. I want to do magic. And go on an adventure.
    

    
        He sneered. Wouldn’t you rather have a working computer?
    

    
        When she woke with a start, she thought for a second that the indignity
        of dreaming about Hartgrave had snapped her out of it. But then came
        the thud of the stairwell door closing. Footsteps, heading her way in
        the dark. Someone else was in the basement.
    

    
        Bernie? Surely not, considering his strict out-by-five regimen. And not
        the cleaning staff, in at seven on Mondays. Why would anyone be here at
        whatever-the-heck-o’clock on a Friday night?
    

    
        She bolted upright. Her book clattered to the floor. The footfalls
        paused.
    

    
        Emily took a single second to consider whether she should keep standing
        there, perhaps with a wave and a smile. She scurried behind the couch
        instead.
    

    
        That hid her just in time to avoid the unsettling mystery visitor—a
        man, best guess based on the sound of those footsteps. He stepped into
        Bernie’s office and stood there for a moment before bending down, a
        dark shape just visible through the gap under the couch. Could he hear
        her pounding heart?
    

    
        He picked up the book, dropped it on the couch with a muffled thump,
        switched off Bernie’s lamp and strode out, heading down the main
        hallway—farther into the basement.
    

    
        She leaned against the back of the couch, shaky with adrenaline. Time
        to tiptoe the heck out of there.
    

    
        Then a stray thought that could only be from whatever part of her brain
        was still eleven: Don’t you want to know what he’s doing?
    

    
        Well—true, it was a mystery why anyone would wander around the basement
        at all, let alone this late. Nothing to see down here in the dark. And
        you couldn’t pass through to anywhere else with just the one way in or
        out.
    

    
        Still: She was not, in fact, eleven. She waited for the
        footsteps to fade and snuck out from behind the couch, intending to
        leave like a rational adult.
    

    
        Deep in the basement came a sound that was unmistakably a door closing.
    

    
        A door she thought didn’t exist.
    

    
        What on earth?
    

    
        She stood in the hallway, glancing at the perfectly normal stairwell
        door, the one she ought to be leaving through. Then she looked in the
        direction of the sound.
    

    
        Her internal struggle was brief. She strode in the rational, adult
        direction, flipped on the overhead lights, and turned on her heel to
        find the unexpected door because … adventure, damn it.
    

    
        She didn’t have any evidence that her quarry was dangerous—picking up a
        fallen book seemed like a good sign, somehow—but she rummaged in her
        desk drawers for something she could use to defend herself if this
        turned out to be a really bad idea. Wielding her three-hole punch like
        a not-very-threatening club, she set off.
    

    
        If turning the basement into offices was the architectural equivalent
        of swimming upstream, using it for intrigue meant being swept along for
        the ride. Dark corners, menacing shadows, piles of boxes stored by the
        college that someone could lurk behind.
    

    
        But she picked her way around the entire level and found no sign of a
        door—or the man. Was there something she missed, or did the
        guy manage to double back and leave without her hearing it?
    

    
        The clock in Bernie’s office said it was just past eleven, but she went
        around again with equal determination if not enthusiasm. Her third
        circuit was a last-ditch effort and, feeling ridiculous, she stopped
        halfway through to rest her forehead on the wall. She could have sworn
        the sound came from somewhere in this vicinity, and yet … nothing.
    

    
        She stepped back—and gasped.
    

    
        There.
    

    
        Only the doorknob set it apart from the wall, and even that was
        virtually invisible thanks to the dim light. If she hadn’t leaned
        against the thing, she’d never have noticed.
    

    
        What was behind this door? Did anyone else know about it besides her
        and the mystery man?
    

    
        She reached out to open it, then hesitated. If something happened to
        her, no one would have any idea where she’d gone. Not even Bernie.
    

    
        Bernie.
    

    
        It was him—of course it was him. Didn’t he poke and prod to get her out
        of the building that afternoon? Didn’t he make a point of saying on her
        first day that the corridors went nowhere?
    

    
        What in blue blazes was he doing?
    

    
        The doorknob was warm to the touch, tingling under her fingers like
        mild static electricity—and locked.
    

    
        “Oh, come on,” she muttered, yanking on it. To vent, not because she
        thought that would work.
    

    
        But it did. She tumbled onto her backside, stunned, as the door burst
        open.
    

    
        Inside, a cavernous room. Inside the room, a man wearing a cowboy hat.
    

    
        And hovering at least fifteen feet above the floor.
    

    
        He was too far away to see properly, but she could hardly miss how he
        recoiled as the door cracked against the wall. He hung in the air for
perhaps a half-second more—just long enough for her to gasp,        “Magic!”—and dropped like a stone, disappearing from view
        behind a large table at the center of the room.
    

    
        Blank shock over the whole situation kept Emily on the floor for
        another couple seconds. Had it been magic? What was happening?
    

    
        “Hello?” she called out, getting no answer.
    

    
        Scrambling to her feet, she dashed in, jettisoning the three-hole punch
        as she went. Why wasn’t he standing up? Had he been hurt? Her heart
        clenched when she found him lying motionless on his stomach,
        outstretched arms obscuring his face. The rest of his head was covered
        by his coat collar and the dark cowboy hat, which had landed only
        slightly askew.
    

    
        “Bernie?” This came out half an octave higher than normal, wavery and
        fearful. Oh God, it was all her fault. “Are you—are you all right?”
    

    
        The words echoed in the otherwise silent room.
    

    
        “Be alive, be alive,” she pleaded, pulling his coat back to feel for a
        pulse.
    

    
        She just had time to register the lack of salt-and-pepper hair on the
        nape beneath—the lack of any hair at all—when the man knocked her feet
        out from under her with one swift kick.
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Practitioner

 


    She opened her eyes to a ceiling that seemed too far away and shut them
        to stop the sickening sensation of falling—down a rabbit hole, like
        Alice. Then she realized she was flat on her back, lying on something
        hard. Soft. Both?



    
        “Dr. Daggett?”
    

    
        Oh. The floor. She was on the floor with some sort of cushion under her
        head—her aching, aching head.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett!”
    

    
        She supposed she ought to say something. Whoever this person was, he
        seemed upset. But her “yes?” sounded too much like a groan to be
        reassuring.
    

    
        “Can you sit up?” The man sounded familiar. “No, no, wait,” he added as
        she shifted experimentally. “I’m going to help. Easy now.”
    

    
        Hands slipped behind her shoulders and supported her. Her head
        throbbed, but once she got upright, the pain eased enough for her to
        risk opening her eyes. Kneeling beside her, showing every sign of deep
        concern, was Hartgrave.
    

    
        Great. She was hallucinating. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened
        them again.
    

    
        Still Hartgrave.
    

    
        “Are you all right?” His voice faltered on the last word.
    

    
        “What—what happened?”
    

    
        He looked as disoriented as she felt. “I heard a loud thump. You were
        lying on the ground.”
    

    
        She tried to focus on where she was. A stone corridor—the basement,
        then.
    

    
        Abruptly, she remembered. An invader. A door out of nowhere. A man in a
        secret room, flying.
    

    
        Magic.
    

    
        “You might have a concussion.” Hartgrave leaned in, looking at her
        eyes. “Do I seem blurry? Are you dizzy?”
    

    
        That man in the room—what had he looked like? She struggled to dredge
        up details from a brain working at half-speed. A hat, she was pretty
        sure he wore a hat. And ... and a coat? She stared at Hartgrave. He
        wasn’t wearing a hat or a coat, but more importantly—it couldn’t have
        been him, scoffer at all things paranormal. That was beyond laughable.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett,” Hartgrave said, the sharpness sounding less
        like his usual annoyance and more like honest anxiety.
    

    
        She’d lost track of what he’d asked, but she said “no,” hoping that
        answer made sense.
    

    
        He sat back on his heels, letting out a breath. “What’s the last thing
        you recall?”
    

    
        Two things struck her: Strange that she was outside the secret room if
        she’d been attacked inside it; and rather more importantly, the door
        was gone.
    

    
        Hartgrave cleared his throat.
    

    
        Gone.
    

    
        “Do you have any idea how you came to be unconscious?” he
        said.
    

    
        She stared at the wall, unable to make her eyes see the small doorknob.
        It might be cleverly hidden behind a spell cast by a wizard, one who’d
        knocked her out, deposited her in the corridor and scooted. Or she’d
        grasped at thin air, at a doorknob that wasn’t, and jerked so hard that
        she’d knocked herself out against the opposing wall. No wizard. No
        magic. Just psychosis.
    

    
        Even while possibly concussed, she could tell which scenario was more
        likely. Tears welled.
    

    
        Hartgrave looked away. “It’s all right—you’ll be all right—I had a
        concussion myself, once. Let’s get you to the campus clinic.”
    

    
        He grasped her elbows and helped her to her feet. “Can you walk? Hold
        on ...”
    

    
        Two things occurred to her as the pain receded enough for higher-order
        thinking. He was being unusually—suspiciously—nice. And it was nearly
        midnight.
    

    
        Then, reaching down with the hand he wasn’t using to steady her, he
        picked up the bunched-up something he’d put under her head. His long
        black coat.
    

    
        Maybe she hadn’t gone entirely around the bend. She glanced up at him
        and said, as nonchalantly as possible, “Isn’t this well past your
        quitting time?”
    

    
        He gave an exhausted half-shrug. “Bad week. I’ve a lot of work to do
        still. As long as I was in the building, I thought I might give your
        computer an overhaul, considering—” He stopped, apparently thinking
        better of the customary insults. “Well, just considering. Shall we?”
    

    
        “Just a minute.”
    

    
        He didn’t look inclined to wait, but she pulled free and stumbled to
        the wall that should have had a door, catching herself with both hands.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett,” he said, “I really do have loads of work, so if you
        don’t mind—”
    

    
        “Go ahead, then,” she said, running her palms along the wall.
    

    
        He tugged at her arm. “The fact that you think I might leave you here
        with possible brain damage is confirmation of it, no MRI required.”
        Back to full Hartgrave-strength. That was quick. “Come with me.”
    

    
        “No, I lost something—”
    

    
        She brushed against it in that moment. Heart accelerating, she grabbed
        the knob, wrenched the door open—Hartgrave letting go with a startled
        intake of breath—and rushed in. The room looked even bigger on second
        viewing, but it was definitely the same place. There, the stone table.
        There, lying near it, the wide-brimmed cowboy hat.
    

    
        Her head pounded, her back and elbows ached, and she’d never felt
        better in her life. Not a hallucination. Real.
    

    
        Magic was real.
    

    
        And to hide that, someone had tried to make her think she’d gone crazy.
        Someone had injured her. Someone had an incredible secret and few
        scruples.
    

    
        “Well, this is a fascinating little excursion,” said her self-appointed
        knight in black armor, shrugging on his coat, “but as it’s not getting
        you any closer to medical help ...”
    

    
        She lifted her eyes from the hat—the black hat—and stared at Hartgrave,
        the only other person in the room. “You.”
    

    
        He crossed his arms, a vision of impatience. “Yes?”
    

    
        “It was you!” Her headache faded as rage took over. “You attacked me!”
    

    
        “What?”
    

    
        “You were floating and you fell, and when I tried to help, you knocked
        me out!”
    

    
        He shut the door. Ominous. But all he said was, “Yes, I’d say you have
        a concussion.”
    

    
        “You were doing magic.”
    

    
        He walked toward her, boots clacking against the stone in exactly the
        way they had when he cut through the basement in the dark. “Do you
        realize how completely delusional that sounds?”
    

    
        She backed out of reach. “You were.”
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett, for pity’s sake,” he said, grabbing her arm.
    

    
        She tried to wrench free, but the moment her bare wrist came into
        contact with his hand, a shock went up her arm like an electrical
        charge. The surprise of it—as much as the pain—made her cry out. He
        must have felt it, too, because he jumped back with a gasp.
    

    
        Then he tripped over her three-hole punch, useful as a weapon after
        all, and would have ended up flat on the floor—again—if not for what
        happened next. He stopped mid-fall. Feet in the air.
    

    
        “Aha,” Emily yelled.
    

    
He tipped his head back and pressed his hands over his eyes. “Scheiße.”

    
        She wanted to throttle the man. “Thought you’d cause a little memory
        loss and send me on my way? You could have killed me!”
    

    
        His “yes,” as he righted himself, came out more hiss than word. But she
        was too angry, and possibly concussed, to take this as a serious
        threat.
    

    
        “Listen, you—”
    

    
        “No.” His face was ashen. “No. You listen to me, Daggett. You were not
        supposed to be here. You will never come here again.”
    

    
        “Oh? Do the Ashburn powers-that-be know you’re here?”
    

    
        “It’s none of your business.”
    

    
        “Magic is exactly my business! And I can’t believe you had the gall to
        tell me I’m wasting my time studying its history when you’re a wizard!”
    

    
        “Don’t call me that,” he snarled, a belated reminder that he could, in
        theory, cast magic hazardous to her health.
    

    
        She glanced at the door, weighing whether to make a run for it. He must
        have caught her intent: The next moment a thick line of blue-black fire
        leapt in front of it, flickering against the stone.
    

    
        “Have a seat,” Hartgrave said. Not a request.
    

    
        Fine. She didn’t want to leave, anyway. She’d worked hard to get in.
    

    
        He gestured toward a corner of the room, which incongruously contained
        an armchair, a bed and several other pieces of furniture. Keeping a
        mistrustful eye on him, she sidestepped to the chair and braced for
        unpleasantness.
    

    
        But he merely walked to the closest wall, laid his hands on it and
        stood there for a moment, as if checking on something. After that, he
        slumped on the bed, rubbing the back of his neck with both hands and
        issuing no threats.
    

    
        She couldn’t satisfactorily explain to herself why she felt
        disappointed.
    

    
        A muttered curse as he reached farther down his spine suggested he’d hit a particularly sore area. She
        winced.
    

    
        “How badly did—did you get hurt?” she asked, unable to bring herself to
        say how badly did I hurt you. Only one of them had been
        injured on purpose, and it wasn’t him.
    

    
        He glanced at her, still rubbing. “I slowed my fall just before I hit
the floor, or it would have been very bad indeed. You’re ten times the menace I thought you were.”
    

    
        When she was young, she had wished, hoped, dreamed she would find a
        wizard. He would have silver hair (of course), teach her how to use
        magic (obviously) and send her on grand adventures. Instead, the
        universe gave her this hairless, thirty-something, sardonic IT
        director.
    

    
        She did her best to out-glare him. “You more than paid me back, don’t
        you think?”
    

    
        “I apologize.” The words came out strangled to a fare-thee-well. “It
        was all I could think of, with the wind knocked out of me and the
        door—” He stopped short.
    

    
        “What about the door?”
    

    
        “It doesn’t matter—it’s no excuse,” he muttered. “Are you seeing
        double?”
    

    
        “No.” Thank goodness for that. One of him was already too much.
    

    
        “Any lingering dizziness? Nausea? Ringing in the ears?”
    

    
        She shook her head—gingerly—and found the movement wasn’t too awful.
    

    
        He passed a hand over his eyes. “Then it’s less likely your concussion
        is severe. For which mercy I am properly grateful.”
    

    
        She supposed she ought to reciprocate, though he had more to apologize
        for than she did. “About your fall ... I’m sorry.”
    

    
        He fixed her with a look that put all previous piercing looks to shame.
        “So, Dr. Daggett—what am I to do with you?”
    

    
        That sounded more like the evildoer script. She sat a bit straighter.
        “Haven’t you done enough?”
    

    
        He crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow.
    

    
        “I know, I know, you don’t want anyone else to learn your secret,” she
        said, putting up both hands to stop the inevitable objections. “But
        who’d believe me if I told them?”
    

    
        “The salient point is that I won’t be able to use this room for fear
        you’d bring someone in.”
    

    
        She saw how she could turn this to her advantage. So she didn’t like
        him. So what. He was a wizard—the salient point to end all
        salient points.
    

    
        “Let’s make a deal.” She clasped her hands together to keep them from
        shaking. “I won’t compromise you, and you’ll do something for me.”
    

    
        He narrowed his eyes. “What ‘something’?”
    

    
        “Teach me magic.”
    

    
        His reaction was not what she’d hoped. He laughed—a black-humor sound,
        a why-is-this-happening-to-me sound. She needed to appeal to his better
        nature, if he had one, and fast.
    

    
        “Alexander—”
    

    
        “No. Absolutely not.”
    

    
        She made a mental note to never call him by his first name again.
        “Please—you have no idea what it would mean to me.”
    

    
        He snorted. “I’ve some idea. I’ve seen your office.”
    

    
        She supposed the sword-and-sorcery posters were a bit over the top. But
        they went well with the setting.
    

    
        “I’ll pay you like I would any tutor,” she said, trying to figure out
        how, exactly. Skip meals?
    

    
        “I don’t need your money. I’m fairly certain I make twice as much as
        you do, Professor.”
    

    
        She was a lecturer on a two-semester-only contract, not a
        professor—most professors made twice as much as she did, let alone IT
        workers. But she didn’t correct him. She cast about for a lever to
        shift an immovable object—what did he really want?
    

    
Oh. Of course. She sighed at the thought, but it wasn’t as if she liked her computer. Or even the ones that worked. Who in their
        right mind would choose technology over magic?
    

    
        “All right,” she said. “In exchange for magic lessons, I won’t call you
        for tech support ever again. I’ll just ... use the computer lab when
        there’s no way around it, I suppose.”
    

    
        He didn’t laugh this time. He surveyed her, something like pity in his
        eyes. “Tempting, but no. There’s nothing you could offer. Ask for
        something else.”
    

    
        She swallowed, her disappointment far weightier than she would have
        thought possible. She’d chosen the history of magic as her specialty,
        yes, but only because it was interesting and worth further study, not
        because she’d seen it as the next best thing to casting spells. It
        wasn’t as if magical practices of the past had all that much in common
        with rip-roaring adventures about wizards. She just enjoyed
        researching, excavating information no one else had noticed or seen the
        value in.
    

    
        And yet ... maybe she wasn’t giving her childhood wish enough credit.
        It obviously had more staying power than she ever suspected. Now that
        she knew spellcasting wasn’t merely the stuff of books and fairy tales,
        it topped her list of things she really, really wanted. Even above a
        tenure-track job.
    

    
        And this infuriating wizard stood in the way of all that. Probably on
        the grounds that he detested her. If he knew somehow that she
        had no innate magical ability, or if he was magically bound not to
        reveal occult secrets, he could just say that and have done with it.
    

    
        “How about finding some other person to teach me?” she suggested,
        crossing her fingers.
    

    
        Hartgrave threw up his arms. “No! Something else.”
    

    
        Something else that would keep her in contact with magic and let her
        work on him like drops of water wearing away stone.
    

    
        “Let me watch.” She gripped the chair. “Let me watch you practice, and
        I swear I’ll always come here alone.”
    

    
        His sour expression told her he disliked this idea nearly as much.
        Seconds ticked by. A minute.
    

    
        “All right.” He fell back on his bed, eyes squeezed shut. “But the next
        time you stop by, knock, for God’s sake.”
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The Deferred Dream

 


    Hartgrave showed no immediate inclination to get up and cast spells. He
        lay stretched out on the bed, a dark splotch on white sheets—black
        boots, black jeans, black coat. (And a charcoal-gray shirt, just for
        variety.)
    

    
Emily cast her mind back to her pre-teen fantasy of finding a wizard, a        proper wizard. How had she imagined the first meeting? Oh yes.
        Many questions, all answered with great solemnity.
    

    
        Well, it didn’t hurt to try. “When did you know you were a wizard?”
    

    
        The improper specimen made an impatient noise. “I didn’t agree to
        conversation. And I’ve told you, don’t call me that.”
    

    
        “Why not?”
    

    
        “I don’t like the word.”
    

    
        She had plenty of alternatives, though none that so effectively revived
        those childhood feelings of wonder and awe. “What do you prefer?
        Conjurer? Occultist? Cunning man? Theurgist? Mage?”
    

    
        He sighed. “Convincer. It’s more accurate—the trick to magic is
        convincing it to do what you want.” He pushed up on one elbow, glaring
        at her. “And no, that’s not a lesson.”
    

    
        “You’re talking about magic as if it’s alive. Is it? And how do you
        find it?”
    

    
        He glanced toward the door, plainly wanting to throw her out—probably
        through the magical flames. “It’s more of a substance, and you don’t
        have to find it. It’s everywhere. Getting it to cooperate is another
        matter.”
    

    
        “Do you have a wand?”
    

    
        “No,” he said, in the tone she imagined he’d use if she asked whether
        he had a pet unicorn.
    

    
        “Are there many convincers?”
    

    
        “Daggett,” he snapped, getting to his feet. “Enough.”
    

    
        Why couldn’t it have been Bernie? Why? The professor certainly looked
        the part, with his hair and beard, and he’d have answered her
        questions, by gosh. Not solemnly, but still.
    

    
        Hartgrave loomed over her. “If I perform for your amusement, will you
        leave?”
    

    
        “Why do you dislike me so much?”
    

    
        “Because you’re here.” He held out a hand and a bottle of water whizzed
        into it, apparently pulled from somewhere behind the bed. “Was that
        trick sufficient?”
    

    
        “No,” she said, though it did take her breath away just a bit. “And
        hey, you objected to me at first sight, judging by the rudeness. I
        hadn’t said anything besides ‘thanks for coming down,’ so you can’t
        claim I’d done something to irritate you. Unless requesting help
        qualifies.”
    

    
        “I sensed many future irritations.”
    

    
        She rolled her eyes. Obnoxious man.
    

    
        He uncapped the bottle and took a sip of water. “Proved spot-on, didn’t
        it?”
    

    
        She wanted to zing him, but nothing clever suggested itself. “Oh yeah?
        Well, you ...”
    

    
        He smirked when nothing followed. “Yes?”
    

    
        “… look like a vulture.”
    

    
        The timing, at least, was impeccable. He’d just swigged from the
        bottle, and he choked. Gratifying, shutting him up.
    

    
        Also immature and counterproductive, but one couldn’t have everything.
    

    
        “Charming,” he said, once his coughing fit subsided. “Shall I think of
        a bird to compare you to? One that blends into the background when not
        making an utter nuisance of itself?”
    

    
        She did look relentlessly ordinary. Unremarkable face, indifferently
        brown hair (neither short nor long), barely curvy figure. Pleasant
        enough but not interesting, while Hartgrave by contrast looked
        intriguingly unpleasant with his bald head, cheekbones as sharp as his
        tongue and longer-than-necessary nose.
    

    
        In any case, she was comfortable in her own skin. She grinned at him.
        “Ruffled your feathers, have I?”
    

    
        Without looking away, he put out a hand in the direction of the door
        and the blue fire disappeared, leaving no scorch marks. Illusion?
        (Effective either way. Who would call that bluff by sticking their
        fingers in?)
    

    
        “I,” he said, jaw tight, “am getting back to what I was doing before
        you interrupted. Stay in this seat or leave the room. Get up for any
        other reason, and I’ll toss you out.”
    

    
        He stalked off, retrieving his hat mid-stride.
    

    
        A thrown-down gauntlet if ever she’d seen one. (Wait, had she
        ever seen one? Never mind, that wasn’t the point.) She would show him.
        She’d sit as long as humanly possible, which ought to be a while,
        considering she’d had nothing to drink for hours.
    

    
        This presented other problems, but she could keep her mind off her dry
        throat by thinking of other things. How bone-sore she was, maybe.
    

    
        Then Hartgrave’s feet left the floor, and she forgot all about her
        bruises.
    

    
        He rose slowly, arms thrown wide. Somehow this didn’t increase the
        carrion-bird effect. He embraced the air, and the air embraced back.
        Dust motes swirled in wild eddies around him, glowing in the light from
        a massive chandelier overhead. She could understand how a medieval
        European would be hard-pressed to decide if such a feat suggested the
        divine or the demonic.
    

    
        This really undercut the academic assumption that centuries-old reports
        of flying, when not simply made up, were just hallucinations brought on
        by so-called witches’ ointment. Heck, this undercut every
        academic assumption about magic.
    

    
        She watched as Hartgrave settled into a routine that looked like a
        bizarre game. He held his hat out, let go and watched intently as it
        fell. Sometimes it dropped unimpeded to the floor. Sometimes it paused
        midway before continuing down. Most often it stopped there, balancing
        on nothing until he retrieved it.
    

    
        An experiment—either that or an attempt to bore her into leaving, not
        as if that would work. She watched, mesmerized, blinking only when
        absolutely necessary.
    

    
        If—when—she persuaded him to try to teach her magic, and if
        (oh if) she could actually manage spells, the very first thing she
        would do was fly. Over fields. Into the night sky. Through falling
        snow. Then she would settle in and cast useful spells, magic that would
        help people and fix problems.
    

    
        Proving magic existed would change the world, not to mention her
        career, but at the moment she didn’t care. It was real. What
        else mattered? Besides learning how to do it. She’d get Hartgrave to
        instruct her if it was the last thing she did.
    

    
        Actually, that sounded like an invitation for an ironic death. She
        rephrased the vow. You could never be too careful about irony.
    

    
        When Hartgrave eventually touched down and vultured over, he looked not
        one whit happier about her presence. “How did you find this room?”
    

    
        “I was in Bernie’s office when you came in—I thought you were a
        prowler, so I made myself scarce. Then I heard the door and went
        looking for it.”
    

    
        “You thought I was a criminal and went looking—” He held up a
hand and closed his eyes, as if to say        never mind, par for the course.
    

    
        “That door really does blend in,” she said. “How did you find it in the
        first place?”
    

    
        “Daggett.” He twisted her surname into a curse. “Get up. I’m leaving,
        and so are you.”
    

    
        She sighed. “When will you be practicing tomorrow?”
    

    
        “The question you should be asking is, ‘When will you let me come
        back?’ The answer is the first Saturday of next month.”
    

    
        “Hey! You promised—”
    

    
        “—nothing about frequency,” he said, looking pleased with himself.
        “What a pity.”
    

    
        “I’m coming back tomorrow whether you like it or not.”
    

    
        He pulled on his duster. “I don’t believe you’re in a position to
        bargain.”
    

    
        “I’m in an excellent position”—she gestured at the chair where she sat—“and I’m
        staying in it until you agree.”
    

    
        “It might have slipped your mind,” he said, putting his gloves on, “but
        you’ve had a head injury. You can’t just sit here all night.”
    

    
        “Oh, can’t I?” She jerked forward to poke him in the arm. The effect
        was spoiled by her head, which picked that moment to touch off a bit of
        vertigo. “Gah ...”
    

    
        Hartgrave used the ill-timed distraction to lift her from the chair by
        her elbows. He’d hustled her halfway to the door before she had the
        wherewithal to attempt an escape. By then she suspected that if she
        overcame his iron grip, gravity would take over. Righteous stands would
        have to wait until standing was an option.
    

    
        “I’m taking you to the campus clinic,” he said. “Right now.”
    

    
        Probably a good idea.
    

. . . . .


    
        After it came out that she lived alone, the nurse in charge made her
        stay overnight and most of the day for observation. It was nearly
        dinnertime when she trudged home to her drafty Cape Cod a block off
        campus, finally judged to be exhibiting no symptoms of lasting brain
        trauma.
    

    
        Sunday morning she exhibited what she had to admit could be classified
        as a major symptom: She went back to Hartgrave’s hidden lair.
    

    
        It took some effort in the dim light just to find the door again—she
        had to run her hands along the wall until she felt it. She knocked as
        requested. No answer, but Hartgrave would hardly open it with a smile
        and a hearty “come in,” would he? With a tingling thrill of excitement,
        she turned the doorknob, tugged the old door until it gave way and
        ventured into the room.
    

    
        Empty.
    

    
        It was the first time she’d been disappointed not to see him. She
        thought of sticking around, but she couldn’t waste hours waiting. If
        she were spending hours on anything, it would have to be grading.
        Perhaps she could do both at once, assuming she could get back in a
        second time ... Undecided, she turned to the door.
    

    
        GO AWAY, it said.
    

    
        She blinked. The message hung just above eye level, letters large, with
        a smaller sentence written below: “You won’t see me here for days.”
        This filled her with the perverse desire to stay for days, just to show
        him.
    

    
        She considered her options.
    

    
        Let it go and wait for the appointed time.
    

    
        A reasonable thought.
    

    
        No, that’s exactly what he wants you to do.
    

    
        A less reasonable thought.
    

    
        
            He’s probably hiding here somewhere! Don’t rest until you find him!
        
    

    
        The least reasonable thought of all. But it aligned perfectly with her
        inclinations.
    

    
        The room had few places for a person to hide, particularly a
        six-foot-something person. She looked behind the stone table, under the
        bed and chair and finally in a tall wardrobe nearby, which held neither
        Hartgrave nor an entrance to another dimension but did satisfy her
        curiosity about whether he owned any brightly colored clothing. (No.)
        She discovered a small, ancient-looking bathroom in one corner—to her
        surprise—but he wasn’t there, either.
    

    
        That seemed to be that, unless he could make himself invisible. If he
        could, she was out of luck.
    

    
        She loitered a moment by his overflowing bookcase—nothing there on
        magic, just tech—and then returned to the stone table in the center of
the room to take one more look around. Actually ... the table        wasn’t dead center, despite being attached to the floor. It
        seemed equidistant from two walls, but it stood noticeably farther from
        the door than from the wall opposite.
    

    
        Odd architectural choice. Of course, an odd architect designed this
        basement.
    

    
        Still ...
    

    
        She toed at the wall closest to the table, hoping her foot would go
        straight through. But if it was an illusion, it wasn’t the sort one
        could walk through.
    

    
        She tried bluffing. “Hartgrave! I know you’re back there. Come out,
        game over.”
    

    
        Nothing happened. She could picture him standing a yard away, smirking
        at her because he could do magic and she couldn’t.
    

    
        Or couldn’t she?
    

    
        After twenty-six years that had nothing in common with fantasy novels,
        her life was finally heading the proper direction. She’d wanted to find
        a wizard, and she had, never mind what he called himself. And what
        always happened after the wizard appeared? The hero learned he or she
        was extraordinary in some way.
    

    
        As this particular wizard seemed disinclined to tell her anything, she
        would just have to discover it herself.
    

    
        She raised her arms, trying to imitate Hartgrave’s spellcasting stance.
        Clenching her jaw, she concentrated with all her might on making the
        wall do her will.
    

    
        After two minutes of willing and clenching, she had to admit she was
        getting nowhere. Also, her jaw ached. But as long as she was being
        ridiculous, she might as well go all out. Maybe she could make him
        laugh and give himself away.
    

    
        “I can do this all day. For my next trick ...” She pressed her palms
        against the wall like an exorcist drawing out demons. “Three, two,
        one—open sesame!”
    

    
        She didn’t expect it would actually work. She fell back a step as
        Hartgrave flickered into view, the false wall melting away to nothing.
    

    
        “Please tell me I just did magic,” she said, heart racing.
    

    
        He crossed his arms. “Of course not. Don’t be absurd.”
    

    
        “Can I be absurdly disappointed?” she muttered, but really—she should
        have guessed. He hadn’t looked at all surprised when the spell dropped,
        just annoyed. Like he’d undone it himself just to make her stop.
    

    
        “How is your head?” His tone was hardly solicitous, but she guessed
        from his unblinking assessment of her that he wanted very much to know.
    

    
        “It’s okay, apparently.”
    

    
        He looked away. Maybe he would have said something, given the chance,
        but she pressed on while she had the advantage. “It’s not fair to make
        me wait until next month. You know it’s not.”
    

    
        “Life isn’t fair, Daggett.”
    

    
        “True—for instance, I’m not going away.” She turned on her heel and
        walked toward the chair, calling over her shoulder, “But I will sit
        quietly.”
    

    
        Her followed her to that side of the room and slouched against the
        wall. “I don’t believe I’m going to perform any magic today. Not in the
        mood, for some reason.”
    

    
        “Oh, come on …”
    

    
        “But feel free to watch. I’m sure it will be a scintillating morning.”
    

    
        She rubbed her temples. The man caused headaches even when he wasn’t
        knocking her to the floor. “All right, I admit I came uninvited—”
    

    
        “In the sense that invading armies are uninvited,” he said, outrage in
        every syllable.
    

    
        “—but you can’t pretend you hold all the cards here, considering what I
        know.”
    

    
        “I’ve found a little knowledge can be a dangerous thing.” His voice was
        hard-edged. He hadn’t started hexing her, though. “At what point were
        you planning to honor your promise to sit here ‘quietly’?”
    

    
        She took a deep breath and let it out, suppressing the urge to call him
        a wizard just to annoy him. “Listen, you can’t expect me to sit
        docilely in my office while you throw spells around in here. I have
        questions, an entire lifetime of questions—”
    

    
        “Fine.” He sat on his bed and leaned toward her. “I’ll answer one a
        day.”
    

    
        “Oh!” She was too pleased to pretend she wasn’t. Score one for her
        water-on-stone strategy.
    

    
        “But I’ll do so only in your office, starting Monday. And if you ever
        come here without my express permission again, you forfeit all right to
        expect so much as a ‘good day’ from me.”
    

    
        “Oh,” she said. An entirely different sort of “oh.”
    

    
        “Take it or leave it. Do you accept?”
    

    
        She thought about it. Guaranteed daily information about magic was
        better than the occasional magic show, especially since her strategy
        was more effective if he couldn’t avoid talking to her. But she’d seen
        his method of weaseling out of promises.
    

    
        “You’ll answer my questions truthfully?”
    

    
        He seemed insulted by the implication. “Of course. Have I ever lied to
        you?”
    

    
        “Yes! Friday night, right outside that door!”
    

    
        “Oh?”
    

    
        “You said—”
    

    
        What had he said? He’d heard her fall and had seen her on the ground.
        Well—that was true. Deplorably incomplete, but true.
    

    
        She was forced to settle for a less-satisfying accusation: “You said
        you had a lot of work to do and were planning to overhaul my computer.”
    

    
        “I never specified what sort of work. And I did give your computer an
        overhaul. Right after your trip to the clinic.”
    

    
        She scowled at him. He didn’t even have the good grace to look abashed.
    

    
        “Fine,” she said. “Fine, I’ll take your deal.”
    

    
        He broke into a predatory grin. “Superb. Now—you have thirty seconds to
        get out before I consider you in violation of our agreement.”
    

    
        “What!”
    

    
        “Twenty-nine, twenty-eight ...”
    

    
        “It must take practice, being so completely unbearable,” she snapped,
        racing for the exit.
    

    
        “Not at all. You’re quite inspiring.”
    

    
        She slammed the door in a satisfying manner and headed back to her
        office. Then she collected her grading and settled in on Bernie’s
        couch, because shivering over the work in her freezing rental was silly
        when she could sit here in the blissful warmth of his space heater. No
        wonder she’d accidentally fallen asleep the other night. She hadn’t
        been chilled to the bone.
    

    
        She looked up from her pile of essays and stared at his couch.
    

    
        She shouldn’t. She knew that. But what harm would it do? She hesitated,
        imagining another night on the woefully misnamed Grand Avenue. Then she
        scurried home to pack for an overnight stay in the basement that—this
        time—would be on purpose.
    

    
        It was lovely. She slept straight through the night in
        luxuriant room temperature. The basement was such an ideal bedroom
        compared to her own that she shrugged off the potential downside of
        Hartgrave passing by while she was dead to the world on Bernie’s sofa.
        (Bernie, at least, wouldn’t catch her—not with her first class starting
        two hours before he got in.)
    

    
        Monday morning brought the regular flurry of lectures, and at noon, she
        dashed back to her office to await her first answer. By three o’clock,
        she couldn’t concentrate on her lecture notes. What if he’d come by
        while she was out and considered his promise fulfilled?
    

    
        “Nope,” Bernie said when she asked whether he’d seen Hartgrave. “But if
        you’re going to use your computer today, it’s just a matter of time.”
    

    
        He meant it as a joke. She took it as a suggestion.
    

    
        The PC worked flawlessly for a while, just to spite her. Finally a
        document disappeared mid-word. Triumphant, she hit 1 on speed-dial.
    

    
        “What,” Hartgrave said when he arrived, shoulders rounded in his usual
        slouch. She once thought he was one of those too-tall people who wished
        they were shorter, but now she saw it as an extension of his closed-off
        personality.
    

    
        “I’ve lost a file,” she said.
    

    
        “Get—”
    

    
        “—as far away as possible, yeah. Because you hate me, or do you make
        everyone do that?”
    

    
        One side of his mouth curved up. Almost a proper smile. But then he
        said, “No, just you.”
    

    
        Humph. The feeling was entirely mutual.
    

    
        He hunched over the PC. “What’s the file name?”
    

    
        “‘Essay.’ Now,” she added, lowering her voice even though Bernie was
        gone for the day, “as long as you’re here: How many people can do
        magic? And don’t say anything along the lines of ‘at least one.’”
    

    
        She just hoped the number wasn’t extraordinarily small. What if
        Hartgrave really was it?
    

    
        He shot her a dirty look over his shoulder. “Confound you, Daggett—did
        you drag me halfway across campus just for this?”
    

    
        “There really is a lost file. No, really. But I don’t see why
        you can’t do both at once, unless you never planned to honor your
        promise.”
    

    
        “I planned on seven in the evening. And it will be seven in the
        evening, starting tomorrow, so don’t think your knack for buggering up
        this pitiable machine will speed things along.”
    

    
        He’d clutched the tower more passionately than usual. She managed not
        to laugh, but it was a near thing.
    

    
        “Starting tomorrow?” she said, the question coming out a bit choked.
    

    
        He half-turned in her direction. “As you said, I’m here already.
        Unfortunately.”
    

    
        He followed this with silence.
    

    
        “Well?” Her voice trembled with excitement and impatience.
    

    
        “How many people are using magic? Is that your question?”
    

    
        “No. How many can—are physically able to use it.”
    

    
        Hartgrave’s normal setting, as far as she could tell, was tense. So it
        was remarkable, really, how his frown deepened, his slouch increased
        and his neck muscles tightened at her question. He turned back to the
        computer and delivered his answer to the screen. “Virtually everyone.”
    

    
        She goggled at him. “You’re pulling my leg.”
    

    
        “No.”
    

    
        “But—but if that were true, nearly everyone would be using
        magic—it would be part of everyday life ...”
    

    
        She trailed off, dazzled by the possibilities. She knew from her
        post-grad research how badly some societies behaved when they assumed
        witches and sorcerers were everywhere, but magic shot through
        twenty-first-century life would be different. Amazing.
    

    
        “Think of all the problems that could be solved if everyone used
        magic,” she murmured.
    

    
        Hartgrave’s snort startled her. She’d forgotten he was there.
    

    
        “How naïve,” he said, typing harder on the keyboard than necessary.
    

    
        “Give me a little credit—I think about magic for a living.” (Well,
        partially. And it wasn’t much of a living.)
    

    
        As if he’d read her mind, he said, “And where has it got you? The
        cellar of a little college in the middle of nowhere.”
    

    
        “Says the man in precisely the same place!”
    

    
        His typing faltered. “I have my reasons.”
    

    
        This sounded less like an excuse than a secret. Why would he
        be at a college in what he inaccurately considered the middle of
        nowhere?
    

    
        “Are you in hiding?” she asked.
    

    
        “You’ve used up your question for the day.”
    

    
        “You are, aren’t you?”
    

    
        “Yes,” he said, cranking up the sarcasm to heretofore-unreached levels.
        “I’m hiding from a wicked sorcerer. Do you think this is a fairy tale?
        That I’m trapped here until a talking frog offers me a kiss?”
    

    
        Oh, the mental picture this created. “That’s not exactly how
        the story goes.”
    

    
        “Thank you, Professor, I know how the story goes. I’m German—I had the
        effing Brothers Grimm read to me as a child until my ears bled.”
    

    
        “You don’t sound German.” (English, she would have guessed. Or New
        Englandish. His accent was faint.)
    

    
        “I say things the way I want people to hear them,” he muttered.
    

    
        An interesting way of putting it. She considered him for a
        moment—fingers flying over the keys, long legs stretched out beyond the
        edge of his black duster—and tried to picture him fleeing Germany to
        avoid a dangerous convincer.
    

    
        Her imagination proved weirdly incapable of working him into a scene
        that didn’t involve at least one computer.
    

    
        Oh, well. Silly idea, anyway.
    

    
        “What are you thinking?” he said, a suspicious edge to the words. “You
        have the loudest silence of anyone I’ve ever met.”
    

    
        She swallowed a laugh. “Just, um … Good thing you weren’t born during
        the witch hunts. Germanic lands were the worst offenders, you know.”
    

    
        “I frequently congratulate myself on my narrow escape. Aha, here’s your
        file.” He opened it. He blinked at it. “That can’t be right. There’s
        just one sentence.”
    

    
        She tried, not entirely successfully, to feign innocence. “That’s all
        of it, thanks. See you tomorrow?”
    

    
        For a moment, he did nothing, right hand still clutching the mouse.
        Then he stomped out, coat whipping up behind him like black tail
        feathers.
    

    
        There. That evened the score.
    

. . . . .


    
        He arrived at the appointed hour the next evening, wrapped in the usual
        coat and the cowboy hat she now associated with flight.
    

    
        “Next question,” he said, skipping “hello.”
    

    
        “How many people are using magic” might have seemed the
        obvious one, but she decided she’d rather know about the use than the
        people. Was it happening all around her? Did magic play an important
        role in the modern world? So she asked that instead.
    

    
        Hartgrave’s lips thinned.
    

    
        “Yes,” he said, barely opening his mouth enough to let the word go.
    

    
The answer she’d hoped for, but not expected. Not at all.        “Yes?” she repeated. When he didn’t deny it, she added, “Holy
        moly!”
    

    
        He made a dismissive noise. “You lot couldn’t curse your way out of a
        paper bag.”
    

    
        “What? Which lot?”
    

    
        “Midwesterners.”
    

    
        “I categorically refuse to believe no one’s cussed you out since you’ve
        gotten here—”
    

    
        She stopped, feeling a bit like she’d gone to sleep in one room and
        woken up in an entirely different one. How did he get her so entirely
        off the subject? But as she tried to slip in a follow-up question, his
        cell phone began beeping like mad. (She preferred the chime. This new
        alert was the auditory equivalent of a pounding headache.)
    

    
        He sucked in a breath—no doubt of relief, though it sounded more like
        alarm—and ran off.
    

    
        “Wait!” she shouted. No computer emergency could be so dire that it
        required him to sprint. And he was headed the wrong direction, toward
        his room rather than the stairwell.
    

    
        His voice floated back, echoing off the walls. “Tomorrow.”
    

. . . . .


    
        “Well?” she said the next evening, pushing aside her notes for a paper
        on magic and gender in the Enlightenment. “What important role does
        magic play?”
    

    
        His raised eyebrow was positively aggressive. “Guess.”
    

    
        “What? That’s my question! You have to answer it.”
    

    
        He shook his head. “I made no promise to answer any question, only that
        I would answer one a day.”
    

    
        “You ... bastard.”
    

    
        “Oh, she can swear.”
    

    
        “I suppose you think you’re funny?”
    

    
        “Yes,” he said. “That was easy. Goodnight.”
    

    
        “Hartgrave!”
    

 . . . . .


    
        The following evening, she got her question out before he’d fully
        crossed the threshold. “Is it used deliberately? Answer that, and I’ll
        make my first guess tomorrow.”
    

    
        “No.”
    

    
        “No, it’s not deliberate?” she said, wanting to be sure.
    

    
        “No, I won’t answer that.”
    

    
        She took in several calming breaths. “Politicians, then. Are they the
        ones using magic?”
    

    
        “What, all of them?”
    

    
        “The inexplicably successful ones, at least.”
    

    
        His lips twitched. “No, I’m afraid you can’t blame magic for your
        elected officials.”
    

    
        “Oh really? Can you tell who’s a practicing wiz—er, convincer just by
        looking at them?”
    

    
        “Yes.”
    

    
        She gaped at him. She’d done that a lot lately. “How?”
    

    
        “Feel free to guess as soon as you finish the first puzzle. If you
        finish.”
    

    
        “You think you’re going to keep me out of there”—she gestured toward
        his side of the basement—“by stringing me along, don’t you?”
    

    
        “What I think,” he said, leaning casually against the archway into her
        office, looking rather sharp in a silver button-down shirt and dark
        tailored pants, “is that you’d be willing to give up quite a lot to
        know what I know.”
    

    
        It brought to mind her dream the week before—Hartgrave as the devil,
        bartering for her soul.
    

    
        And he was right: She would be willing to give up a lot. But
        she wasn’t about to admit it. She lobbed a pointed question his way
        instead. “What did you have to trade to get that knowledge in the first
        place?”
    

    
        For an instant, she thought she’d shocked him speechless. The effect
        was fleeting. “Nothing of importance to anyone but myself,” he said,
        and was gone.
    

    . . . . .


    
        “Surgeons?”
    

    
        “No. What do you expect them to do—convince someone’s tonsils out?”
    

    
        “It’s magic. The sky’s the limit.”
    

    
        “You’re confusing life with fairy tales, Daggett.”
    

    
        “Says the man masquerading as Rumpelstiltskin!”
    

   . . . . .


    
        She didn’t expect Hartgrave the following evening. He had no reason to
        expect her there on a Saturday, and even if he did, he was adept at
        wriggling through loopholes. “One question a day” could, no doubt, be
        interpreted legalistically as “workday.” But as she sat on Bernie’s
        sofa, eyes on a student’s paper, the sharp noise of a cleared throat
        interrupted.
    

    
        “You realize you’ve forfeited today’s question,” the convincer said.
    

    
        She was too surprised by his presence to follow his logic. “What?”
    

    
        “Think, Daggett.”
    

    
        She did—and sighed. “I’m in the wrong office.”
    

    
        “But go ahead,” he said. “As long as I came all the way out here ...”
    

    
        Nearly as much a shock as Hartgrave appearing at all. Before he could
        change his mind, she said, “Composers?”
    

    
        “No.” But it came out slowly. Uncertainly.
    

    
        “You don’t know.” She wagged a finger at him. “Admit it. Ficino said
        way back in the fifteenth century that words set to music had an
        otherworldly power.”
    

    
        “I concede that someone long-dead—”
    

    
        “As many composers are, coincidentally,” she said, laughing.
    

    
        “That someone long-dead,” he repeated, “could have used magic. Probably
        without realizing.”
    

    
        She asked “how?” reflexively. Instead of adding the question to her tab
        and stalking off, he said: “Pulling magic toward you and letting it
        just be feels like—like connecting with the universe at an
        elemental level. An ideal state for composing, no doubt.”
    

    
        Oh, she wanted to try that—the magic part, not the composing. She felt
        remarkably disconnected from the universe. (Losing touch with old
        friends and not bothering to make new ones probably had something to do
        with that …)
    

    
        Hartgrave still hadn’t left, so she tried for a third question. “You’re
        sure magic isn’t sentient?”
    

    
        He nodded. Something about his unsettled expression made her add,
        “But?”
    

    
        “If you look into the abyss, the abyss also looks into you.”
    

    
        Goosebumps sprang to life up and down her arms. “Are you saying magic
        changes you?”
    

    
        “Yes,” he said, then bit his lip. “No.” He made a frustrated movement
        with his hands. “I don’t know. I want the answer to be yes.”
    

    
        “Maybe it acts like an amplifier,” she suggested, trying to unravel his
        meaning. It would explain why he seemed like a portable speaker cranked
        up to unhealthy volumes. “Or ... or it strips a person down to their
        essentials?”
    

    
        He blinked, and it was as if he suddenly realized he was having a
        conversation with her. Her. A scowl took over his face.
    

    
        Striking first, she added, “Like unpleasantness.”
    

    
        She’d launched the insult as a tweak. It hit like a wallop. He actually
        fell back a step, shoulders sagging, mouth opening but nothing coming
        out. Then he turned and left.
    

    
        “Hartgrave—Hartgrave!”
    

    
        She slumped farther into the couch. He’d allowed himself to be drawn
        into an interesting conversation, and the one who’d been the most
        unpleasant about it was still in Bernie’s office.
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An Eye-Opening Cup of Coffee

 


     Well, he started it.
    

    
        This thought made her feel no better. She wanted his expertise in
        matters far removed from computers, and what was she offering beyond
        keeping his secret? Nothing. Not even respect.
    

    
        She should apologize.
        But she couldn’t knock on his door without nullifying their agreement.
        She grabbed a sheet of paper, scratched out a mortifying mea culpa and
        set it by his door—right where the welcome mat belonged if there was
        one, which of course there wasn’t and never would be.
    

    
        After that, she made a tactical retreat.
    

    
        The history department break room, one floor up, was as good a place as
        any for feeling bad about herself. Better, actually, because it was
        impossible to sit there without considering that the history department
        had an entire break room, complete with refrigerator and sink,
        but couldn’t make space for one more office if that office was for her.
    

    
        She laid her head on her arms. If you counted time spent together,
        Hartgrave was the second-closest thing to a friend she had—right after
        Bernie, to whom she hadn’t said much all week. Good God, but that was
        depressing.
    

    
        She was busy, sure—she’d been busy for years. But at some point,
        clearly, that stopped being an explanation for complete isolation and
        became an enabling excuse. It wasn’t even as if all her hard work had
        come to much. She was teaching at a minor college on a contract that
        expired in six months, and then what?
    

    
        She thought of calling her parents just to hear their voices. But they
        would know something was wrong and would ferret it out of her. And then
        the nagging concern in the back of their minds would be her situation
        rather than crop failure, a poor way of repaying them for cheering her
        up. Instead, she seized the faculty coffeepot and set it brewing.
    

    
        If she closed her eyes, she could pretend she was back in the
        goose-wallpaper kitchen with her father as he waited for his
        early-morning fix. (Her mother needed no artificial stimulants to hit
        the fields at 5 a.m.) Emily loathed the taste of coffee, but oh, she
        loved the smell. When the machine stopped percolating, she poured
        herself a cup just to extend the calming by association.
    

    
        Yes, that was nice. She leaned against the countertop and breathed in
        deeply. Then out. Then in.
    

    
        “A novel way to absorb caffeine,” said the person she was resolutely
        not thinking about.
    

    
        The cup slipped from her fingers and cracked into four shards on the
        tile floor.
    

    
        Hartgrave considered the mess. “Now you know how I felt when you burst
        in on me.”
    

    
        She opened her mouth, could think of nothing to say that would be
        guaranteed not to involve her foot, and settled on the ever-versatile,
        “Um ...”
    

    
        “I accept your apology,” he said.
    

    
        She felt slightly less disconnected from the world. Better than
        smelling coffee.
    

    
        “Thank you,” she said, heartbeat decelerating back to normal. “How did
        you find me?”
    

    
        “Asked my enchanted mirror.”
    

    
        Was he kidding? He had to be. But she wanted him to have an
        enchanted mirror, so she said “really?” with great hopefulness.
    

    
        One side of his mouth twitched. Almost a smile—at her expense. “No, not
        really. This was just an obvious place to check.”
    

    
        “Okay,” she said, wagging her finger at him, “but how did you know I
        hadn’t gone home for the night?”
    

    
        “Your bag’s still in the Inferno.”
    

    
        She grinned. “Inferno? Is that what you call the basement?”
    

    
        He shrugged, looking away. Perhaps it embarrassed him to be caught out
        with an imagination. “Seems appropriate.”
    

    
        Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.
        She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or worry about his state of mind.
    

    
        But he was right, “Inferno” did fit the vibe.
    

    
        “Be that as it may,” she said, “there’s no reason you shouldn’t have a
        scrying device. Lots of historical conjurors were said to have owned
        them. Agrippa, for instance.”
    

    
Hartgrave made a dismissive noise. “I read his        De occulta philosophia. A load of crap.”
    

    
        “Oh?” she said, interested. “Why?”
    

    
        “If you really want my opinion, you’ll have to ask tomorrow.”
    

    
        That was her cue to thank him for easing her conscience and wish him a
        pleasant evening. (Well, maybe not “pleasant.” A bad choice of words.)
        But second-closest thing to a friend reasserted itself.
    

    
        She sighed. “Would you like some coffee?”
    

    
        His lips twitched again. “Someone ought to drink it.”
    

    
        Definitely time to acquire real friends.
    

    
        She poured him a cup and turned back just in time to catch him about to
        throw away the remains of the one she’d broken. “Wait—don’t! I want to
        try to fix it.”
    

    
        “You’re deeply attached to this generic Ashburn mug?”
    

    
        “It’s not mine, it’s the department’s.”
    

    
        “They’re ten dollars. Buy a new one.”
    

    
        There would go her life savings. “I’d rather not.”
    

    
        Hartgrave squinted at her as if, of the two of them, she were the
        harder to fathom. Then he sat at the table, cup pieces in hand. When he
        started fitting them together, she caught on and crowded in.
    

    
        “Daggett.”
    

    
        “Right, right.” But she took only one step back, wanting to be as close
        to the action as he’d allow.
    

    
        He wrapped his hands around the four pieces. She just had time to hold
        her breath, and then he let go, revealing a perfectly intact mug. No
        cracks. Not even a hint. Hey, presto.
    

    
        “That’s truly amazing,” she whispered.
    

    
He shrugged in a weary sort of way. What, was he too cool for        magic? What a strange wizard he was. Convincer. Whatever.
    

    
        “Thank you,” she said, reaching for the results. “I’ll put it back.”
    

    
        He whisked the cup away by its handle. “No!”
    

    
        This was odd enough that she couldn’t come up with any response
        besides, “Uh …”
    

    
        “Give it time to sit,” he said. He leapt up and pushed the cup into the
        cabinet—behind other examples, as if he didn’t want her to even look at
        it.
    

    
        She would have suspected he didn’t actually fix it if not for the clear
        evidence that he had. “So it’s, what, not quite ready to be used? You
        were holding it without problems.”
    

    
        “I’m a convincer and you’re not.”
    

    
        “That could be remedied,” she said, trying for nonchalance and failing
        miserably.
    

    
        “No, it couldn’t.”
    

    
        Clearly she hadn’t dripped on him enough.
    

    
        He gave her a measuring look. “Why are you so obsessed with magic?”
    

    
        She laughed. What sort of question was that? “It’s magic.
        Wouldn’t anyone jump at the chance to do it?”
    

    
        He glanced down at his coffee, then back up at her with an expression
        she couldn’t parse. “Even so, you strike me as an outlier.”
    

    
        “It’s my research specialty.”
    

    
        “No, no,” he said, shaking his head, “your level of passion goes way
        beyond scholarly interest. Come on. Why?”
    

    
        She didn’t want to admit she’d never grown out of a childhood fixation.
        It was vaguely embarrassing. But she expected answers from him, so it
        was only fair to reciprocate.
    

    
        “I loved fantasy adventures as a kid,” she muttered. “They made me feel
        like I could go anywhere and do anything.”
    

    
        Wonder of wonders, he didn’t laugh. He just raised his eyebrows in a
        way that invited more details.
    

    
        “Of course, I went nowhere and did nothing,” she said. “But it was so
        easy to live in those made-up worlds for a few hours a day and imagine
        it was just a matter of time before my turn came.”
    

    
        He sighed.
    

    
        The lack of mocking seemed only to underscore what a sorry story this
        was—that even Hartgrave thought it a low blow to make fun of that. She
        had to fill the silence with something.
    

    
        “Everyone believed, once.” She leaned against the table, avoiding his
        eye. “Earth was a mysterious place. And then it wasn’t anymore.”
    

    
        “The world is disenchanted,” he murmured.
    

    
        First Agrippa, now Max Weber. He was clearly better read than his
        bookcase suggested. That raised her opinion of him for the brief time
        it took him to sip his coffee, frown and pop the cup in the microwave.
    

    
The microwave. If she could cast spells, she would        cast them, by gosh.
    

    
        “I refuse to believe you can mend a broken mug simply by willing it but
        you can’t increase the temperature of your coffee,” she said.
    

    
        “I could.” He watched the cup turn, missing the stink eye she was
        giving him. “The microwave is equally good.”
    

    
        “As magic?” There was something insulting about the universe
        choosing him to bestow its secrets upon when she was clearly the one
        who wanted them more. “I don’t understand you. You’ve got unimaginable
        power literally at your fingertips, and you’d just as soon use a piece
        of technology. I think you prefer technology. If I didn’t know
        better ...”
    

    
        She trailed off, feeling as though she’d been staring at a picture of a
        vase that turned, in the blink of an eye, into two faces. “Oh,” she whispered.
    

    
        She had his full attention.
    

    
        “Technology,” she said, gripping the table behind her. “That’s the
        answer. Technology is magic.”
    

    
        Ping!
        declared the microwave.
    

    
        The fleeting dismay on Hartgrave’s face was as good as an answer. He
        crossed his arms and said, “How many times do I have to remind you that
        you’ve used your question already,” but the damage was done. He’d never
        expected her to figure it out, and she had.
    

    
        “Rumpelstiltskin!” She broke into a little jig. “Your name is
        Rumpelstiltskin—”
    

    
        The implications abruptly set in. Euphoria dimmed. Magic and the bane
        of her existence weren’t supposed to have anything to do with each
        other.
    

    
        And if they did, who was pulling the strings?
    

    
        She said, “How”—and stopped, silenced by the dark look on Hartgrave’s
        face. He took two steps toward her. It was all she could do not to
        shrink back.
    

    
        “No,” he said softly—dangerously. And out the door he swept.
    

    
        It should have struck her earlier, perhaps just after he knocked her
        head against the floor, but Hartgrave—slouching, aggravating, sarcastic
        Hartgrave—could manage scary quite credibly. This gnawed at her as she
        picked her way back to his Inferno, half-expecting him to jump out at
        her from the shadows.
    

    
        She thought about turning around and going to her rental for safety’s
        sake, but certain frostbite was worse than possible doom. He probably
        didn’t realize she was sleeping here. And perhaps he didn’t mean to be
        ominous. The way his face twisted could have been a trick of the light.
    

    
        She just didn’t know. She knew very little about him, really. So she
        sat at her apparently magical computer—wasn’t that a kick in
        the pants—and typed “Alexander Hartgrave + Ashburn College” into a
        search engine to see what details of his life it would serve up.
        Hopefully nothing involving violent crimes.
    

    
        “Abracadabra,” she muttered, hitting the enter button.
    

    
        Ashburn, it transpired, posted bios of most full-time employees. (She
        took a detouring moment to search for herself and found she was not
        sufficiently significant for her department to mention even in
        passing.) The college managed to garble her quarry’s
        name—“Hartgarve”—but helpfully identified him as director of the IT
        help desk, with previous employment at Mycro Corp. in California and a
        degree from Cornwall University in England.
    

    
        This explained the indeterminate accent. But the Internet could uncover
        nothing else about him. She poked around Mycro Corp.’s website and
        found no mention of him there; ditto for Cornwall University.
        “Alexander Hartgrave” (and “Alex Hartgrave” and, for good measure,
        “Alexander Hartgarve”) in several search engines returned no hits aside
        from the bio. She tried networking sites. A court case search. A patent
        search. An international newspaper archive search. She even entered his
        name into online telephone directories, for all the good it did her.
    

    
        How could someone so technologically connected be virtually invisible?
        It must be deliberate. Maybe he really was in hiding.
    

    
        What was up with Hartgrave suddenly seemed like an even more intriguing
        question than how magic and tech got intertwined. Not just because the
        two questions might be related, but because a mystery involving a
        shadowy wizard promised adventure.
    

    
        Nothing was more seductive than that.
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Explosions

 


     The mulish twist to Hartgrave’s mouth the next evening told Emily he was
        prepared to hear—and shoot down—a question about technological magic.
        So in the mildest tone possible, she asked, “Why did you come to
        Ashburn?”
    

    
        He blinked. Then he went even more mulish. “No. Next question.”
    

    
        She gave an inward cheer. Mystery! Definitely a mystery! Next line of
        attack: “Who taught you how to do magic?”
    

    
        “Next question that isn’t about me,” he snarled.
    

    
        Undeterred, she asked, “Why are you living in the Inferno?”
    

    
        “Why are you living in the Inferno?”
    

    
        So he had noticed. “Uh ...”
    

    
        “Exactly.”
    

    
        Something about his so there expression made her want to
        laugh. “Fine. I’ll tell you if you tell me.”
    

    
        Both sides of his mouth curved up. A smile, an actual smile. “You
        first.”
    

    
        Oh. Now that she thought about it, her reason was at least as
        embarrassing as never outgrowing a childhood crush on books about
        wizards. She sighed. “I can’t afford to heat my house properly, that’s
        why. Oh, come on—it’s not funny.”
    

    
        He composed himself, but the remains of his laugh were everywhere on
        his face. “And here I assumed you were doing it expressly to annoy me.”
    

    
        “No, that’s just a side benefit. So? What’s your reason?”
    

    
        “Unique architecture.” He let that marinate for a few seconds. “The
        commute’s not bad, either.”
    

    
        She scowled at him. Every time she thought he might be all right,
really, he reminded her that he wasn’t. “You’re supposed to tell me the        truth.”
    

    
        “I always tell you the truth,” he insisted. “And speaking of living
        arrangements, you might want to stop renting that piece of dreck on
        Grand Avenue if you’re sleeping here.”
    

    
        “How did you know—”
    

    
        “Because, Emily Helena Daggett—age twenty-six, credit score of six
        hundred, daughter of John and Helen and a lifelong resident of Iowa,
        college included—I like to know whom I’m dealing with,” he said,
        crossing his arms.
    

    
        Her mouth fell open in outrage. But then, he’d simply had more success
        doing to her what she’d tried to do to him, hadn’t he? She surprised
        herself—and Hartgrave, by the look of it—by bursting into laughter.
    

    
        He shook his head. “You’re a very unusual person.”
    

    
        This just made her laugh harder. “Says the spellcasting IT guy living
        in a hidden room.”
    

    
        “Back to my original point,” he said, leaning against the archway to
        her corridor, making her notice that what she’d taken for a black shirt
        was actually a dark green. (Flashy, for him.) “Get out of your lease,
        and you’ll save money.”
    

    
        “That’s very”—she searched for a word, came upon “thoughtful” and gave
        the sentence up for lost. “But I am using it. Mailbox, shower, washing
        machine ...”
    

    
        He waved this off. “Mail can be delivered to your office. The
        facilities at the athletic center are open to employees. And there’s a
        coin-operated laundry a block from campus.”
    

    
        Holy heck, he was right. And then she wouldn’t be living hand-to-mouth.
        For the first time in years.
    

    
        “Why didn’t I think of that?” she murmured.
    

    
        “Perhaps if you spent less time obsessing over magic and more time
        focusing on your own life …”
    

    
        Ouch.
    

    
        Then he demanded she repay him with a week off from questions.
        Completely predictable.
    

    
        What he did the next evening wasn’t.
    

    
        He showed up.
    

    
        Well-timed, too, because she was right in the midst of trying to lug
        her sleeper sofa down the stairs.
    

    
        “I’m impressed that you took my obviously excellent advice so quickly,”
        he said, grabbing the other end just as the sofa was about to slip from
        her grasp. “But what the feck are you doing, moving this all by
        yourself?”
    

    
        “I can’t ask my students,” she said, wiping her sweat-slick palms on
        her jeans and getting a better grip. “And my family’s at the other end
        of the state, as you probably know.”
    

    
        He didn’t ask about friends, fortunately. He just helped her carry the
        sofa to the corridor that constituted her office and now, she supposed,
        her home.
    

    
        The sofa was small enough that it fit in the corridor lengthwise, so
        she arranged it a few feet beyond the computer in a mirror image of
        Bernie’s setup. There—no one would suspect. Not, of course, that anyone
        besides Bernie, Hartgrave and the cleaning staff ever came down here
        anyway.
    

    
        Hartgrave glanced around. “What’s next?”
    

    
        “That’s everything, thanks.”
    

    
        “Everything?”
    

    
        She shrugged. Sofa, dresser, table, extra bookcase—what else did
        someone with crippling debt really need?
    

    
        He eyed the bookcase, not the one with her academic tomes but the one
        she’d brought in earlier that day, packed to overflowing with her
        childhood collection of fantasy adventures.
    

    
        “This,” he said, shaking his head at the books, “does not in any way
        surprise me.”
    

    
        She snorted.
    

    
        He loitered by her dresser, looking at the framed photographs of her
        parents, of her with her parents, of her parents’ farm. All she could
        see of him was his back, but his usual slouch seemed almost melancholy.
        She couldn’t put her finger on why, exactly. His hands deep in the
        pockets of his long black coat, perhaps, or his silence.
    

    
        “My mother took those photos,” she said, filling the disquieting quiet.
        “That’s my favorite on the end—I keep telling her she ought to sell
        prints.”
    

    
        The barn, five years past due for repainting, had been transfigured
        into beauty by sunset. Her parents’ fields stretched to the horizon, a
        riot of shadow and light—the soybeans actually glowed. That picture was
        the perfect comeback to anyone misinformed enough to call the Midwest
        monotonous.
    

    
        “Iowa,” Hartgrave said with feeling, “is so very, very flat.”
    

    
        If he hadn’t just helped her, she would have thrown him out.
    

   . . . . .


    
        He reappeared the next evening. Probably his way of subtly taunting
        her, since she was forbidden from asking questions for five more days.
    

    
        “Oh, good,” she said, retaliating. “I was just about to page you.”
    

    
        He made a noise of deep aggravation as he glanced at her frozen
        computer. “What have you done this time, Daggett?”
    

    
        “It can’t always be my fault.”
    

    
        She expected to hear why it was in fact always her fault, but
        he said nothing. He hunched over, one hand flat on the PC’s tower, lost
        in thought. Or waiting for something to happen.
    

    
        “Oh,” she said, resisting the urge to slap her forehead. “You’re fixing my
        computer with magic. You were always fixing it with magic,
        weren’t you?”
    

    
        “You should come with a warning.” He hit the restart button. “‘Person
        before you is brighter than she appears.’”
    

    
        “Why, I think that’s a compliment.”
    

    
        “Or an insult, depending on your point of view.”
    

    
        Naturally his compliments were insulting. She leaned toward him from
        her spot on her couch and asked, “Do you use magic to fix everyone’s
        computer?”
    

    
        “No.”
    

    
        “Then how come—”
    

    
        “Daggett.”
    

    
        “Right. Sorry. Week off.”
    

    
        So why did he keep showing up?
    

    
        When he emerged from the shadows the following evening to pick an
        insignificant fight, the answer dawned on her: He was bored. And
        possibly lonely. He apparently preferred arguing with someone who got
        on his nerves to however he normally spent his evenings.
    

    
        How did he normally spend them? What was he doing at Ashburn?
    

    
        He would never tell her directly. She needed to attack the problem
        sideways—she needed to get him talking about his life before Ashburn.
    

    
        She glanced up to find him waving his arms at her like a traffic cop.
        “Are you even listening?”
    

    
        “No.” She tucked her feet under her on the couch. “I have a bone to
        pick with you: Iowa isn’t all flat. It’s very hilly just north of here,
        though I’ll bet you’ve never bothered to look.”
    

    
        Hartgrave made no protest at this change of subject, perhaps because
        one insignificant fight was as good as another. “Go see Germany’s
        mountains,” he said, “and then tell me what’s ‘very hilly.’”
    

    
        Exactly the response she’d counted on. “You miss them,” she suggested,
        trying not to sound avid about it.
    

    
        “I ...” He stopped, and she thought she’d crossed some sort of line.
        But when he spoke—words softer than normal, both in volume and
        sharpness—she guessed that she’d merely surprised him. “I do miss them.
        More than I thought I would.”
    

    
        It made her think better of him, this sign that home called as strongly
        to him as it did to her. “How old were you when you left Germany?”
    

    
        “Seventeen.”
    

    
        “Oh—heading off to college, then.” (As if she didn’t know.)
    

    
        His reaction was remarkable. His face tightened, his slouch increased
        and he said “mm” in a tone that did not invite more questions.
    

    
        “Where?” she asked anyway, unwilling to give up.
    

    
        He turned and headed out. “It’s my week off, Daggett.”
    

    
        “What’s the big deal about telling me you went to Cornwall University?”
        she called to his back, curiosity and exasperation propelling her to
        her feet.
    

    
His coat flared around him as he did a rapid one-eighty.        “What?”
    

    
        “It’s not a secret—it’s on your profile.”
    

    
        “What are you talking about?” He rushed back, eyes wide, face pale.
        “What profile? Where? Daggett!”
    

    
        She wasn’t trying to keep him in suspense, but his reaction—his
        fear—had shocked her momentarily silent. “On—on the Ashburn website,”
        she said. “Didn’t you know?”
    

    
        But no, of course he didn’t. Otherwise his name wouldn’t have been
        misspelled.
    

    
“Admin handles the website,” he said, dashing out of her office. “        Idiots!”
    

    
        The Inferno door slammed shut behind him before she could think of a
        response. She lunged for her computer and printed the profile out,
        suspecting that some of the details would soon disappear.
    

    
        She’d underestimated him. When she checked on the profile fifteen
        minutes later, it was gone—all of it, even “Alexander Hartgarve,
        director of the Office of Information Technology Help Desk.”
    

    
        Oh yes, she was definitely on to something.
    

    . . . . .


    
        The history department met for a staff meeting every other Thursday,
        though Emily had yet to figure out why. It was the academic equivalent
        of a time loop.
    

    
        Professor Fletcher, the pinched-looking chair, always offered an update
        on the humanities building renovation plans that boiled down to “still
        no progress,” but it took ten minutes at minimum because of questions
        and objections. Then Fletcher would open the floor, which was worse.
    

    
        Professor Dettman, the Eastern European specialist, inevitably
        complained that the department was out of some manner of office
        supplies. This would set off an argument, because Professor Tanner,
        American studies, always accused someone or other of filching them.
    

    
        And then Professor Aldridge, a Marxist with a salary three times
        Emily’s, would go off about the appalling favoritism toward the maths
        and sciences at the expense of worthier subjects, example one that the
        engineering department was just swimming in office supplies.
    

    
        This happened at every meeting.
    

    
        Bernie’s advice, when she’d griped to him about it, was not to begrudge
        the professors their little dramas when “little dramas are obviously
        all they’ve got.”
    

    
        This morning, however, she was very begrudging. Never mind the wild
        urge to figure out what was up with Hartgrave—her previous two classes
        generated fifty papers, and she couldn’t delay grading with final exams
        looming. She tapped her pencil on the table and hoped the rest of the
        group felt the crush of deadlines, too.
    

    
        “Coffee, m’dear,” said Professor Blair, sliding a full cup in front of
        her and laying his free hand on her shoulder.
    

    
        She forced a smile. Blair had been teaching Western Civ at Ashburn for
        as long as she’d been alive, but he regarded their age gap as if it
        were nothing. Possibly a side effect of covering six thousand years
        every semester.
    

    
        During Fletcher’s non-update, Emily considered the coffee cup and its
        Ashburn logo—perhaps even the one Hartgrave had convinced back
        together. How amazing it was that a broken cup could be made perfectly
        whole. She rhapsodized to herself along these lines until Dettman’s
        fist hitting the table brought her back to attention.
    

    
        “Yah, I have an issue,” he said. “I’d rather have a pen than an issue,
        but oh what a surprise—no pens!”
    

    
        “And do you know why?” Tanner, of course.
    

    
        Emily, to keep from rolling her eyes, turned them back to the mug. If
        it was the magically repaired one, perhaps there’d be some detectable
        sign. A slight glow? She looked at it without blinking for as long as
        she could. Then she tried squinting at it.
    

    
        “I’ve never been so insulted in my life,” barked Professor
        Brown, the ancient Greece specialist, whose turn it apparently was to
        be accused. For the third time that semester, by Emily’s count.
    

    
        She sighed. How was squinting at cups any less ridiculous than
        retreading the same argument? Why, with a magic-user for a next-door
        neighbor, had she let mysteries sidetrack her from the real goal of
        persuading Hartgrave to give her lessons?
    

    
        “... and it is a, quote, ‘transgression punishable by the docking of
        wages’ ...”
    

    
        She glanced at her watch, recalled that it had once again stopped dead
        and casually shifted in her seat until she could make out the time on
        the conference room clock. Half an hour already? It was no
        sacrifice for Tanner to go on and on, Tanner with her easy load of two
        classes, but some people had five—
    

    
        No, scratch that. One person. Just her.
    

    
        She swallowed a scream.
    

    
        “... a half-dozen pens in the supply closet Friday afternoon. On Monday
        morning—none. And when I left Friday, only one of us remained—”
    

    
        “Two,” Emily said.
    

    
        Everyone looked blankly at her. This was not in the script.
    

    
        “I was here quite late on Friday,” she said.
    

    
        Tanner took a second to consider this and rallied. “Well, that doesn’t
        count—”
    

    
        “I had thought when I accepted this position that I would
        count,” Emily said, heart beating too fast.
    

    
        Of course Ashburn only hired her for scut work—of course they would use
        her up and spit her out when her one-year contract was up. She blinked
        and saw the entire department fixing her with expressions ranging from
        pitying to patronizing.
    

    
        Aldridge, perhaps trying to return to familiar ground, said: “If the
        administration didn’t insist on putting its money into the biology wing
        renovation rather than the humanities building, you would even now be
        in a first-floor office.”
    

    
        “Or perhaps one should have considered academic standing before one
        chose an inane specialty,” Tanner muttered. “If you don’t mind, I was
        trying to make a point.”
    

    
        Emily leapt to her feet before her brain caught up with her reflexes—or
        her mouth. “You’ve been making the same point all semester. If you have
        time to monitor pen movements, I suggest you teach one of the courses
        I’ve been assigned next term. It would give you something constructive
        to do.”
    

    
        “How dare—”
    

    
        “Also,” Emily said, unable to stop, “I move that we skip these
        preposterous meetings from here on out!” She hoisted her cup for
        emphasis. “Can I get a ‘seconded’?”
    

    
        She got a second of scandalized silence, followed by a terrific crack
        as the cup split into four pieces and clattered to the table in a pool
        of cold liquid.
    

    
        The meeting fell apart nearly as quickly. Emily sat by herself in the
        conference room, holding the jagged chunk of porcelain still attached
        to the handle. She’d just had the most disastrous morning of her
        employed life, and she couldn’t concentrate on how to salvage the
        situation. She couldn’t concentrate on anything but the former cup.
    

    
        What had happened was magic. Magic she’d worked.
    

    
        Her hands shook. Not just her hands, but every part of her body. It
        felt as if the entire world was shaking.
    

    
        She’d just done magic.
    

    
        She wanted to say the words out loud, yell them, jump up and down,
        dance the tarantella—and she couldn’t wait to tell Hartgrave. He would
        have to train her. She’d just made something burst apart without trying
        to—without even wanting to.
    

    
        Her breath caught in her throat. Did that mean in a fit of anger she
        might accidentally break other things? Or people?
    

    
        She looked at the wreckage on the table, then at the clock. Five
        minutes to eleven. She had to get help before thirty unsuspecting
        students gathered for her noon class.
    

    
        She fled to the Inferno and paged Hartgrave. Bernie had a Thursday
        class from ten to eleven thirty, which left her alone—pacing—until
        Hartgrave responded to her summons.
    

    
        “I suppose it’s too much to ask that you keep your computer working for
        forty-eight consecutive hours,” he said, no real heat to the complaint.
    

    
        “No, it’s—it’s this.” She held up the cracked-off cup handle.
    

    
        “If you called me here to fix another of your coffee mishaps—”
    

    
        “I didn’t drop it! It spontaneously broke apart. In my hands.”
    

    
        A pained look settled on his face. He gave her the impression of a man
        expecting trouble but trying to put it off.
    

    
        “Hartgrave—”
    

    
        “Come with me,” he said, turning on his heel.
    

    
        She followed him through dimly lit corridors in a frenzy of
anticipation, heartbeat playing a staccato rhythm in her ears. He’d never invited her into his hidden room before, not if you
        didn’t count their original and short-lived agreement.
    

    
        But then, she’d never done magic before, either.
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Contrariwise

 



   This was what she’d wanted for most of her life—first consciously, then
        subconsciously—and her words tumbled over each other in her rush to
        explain. Hartgrave closed the door behind them and leaned against it,
        listening without interrupting. When she skidded to a verbal stop, she
        focused on him long enough to notice that he seemed neither surprised
        nor impressed.
    

    
        “Well?” she said.
    

    
        He sighed. “Well what?”
    

    
        “It was incredible, but I can’t be going around doing magic by
accident, don’t you see? I need your help or I’ll be a hazard—I may        already be a hazard—and I have a class at noon, and all these
        students—oh God, if I hurt a student—”
    

    
        He held up a hand and shook his head. “There’s no danger of that.”
    

    
        “Oh? What about this?” She thrust the cup remnant in his direction.
        “I’m involuntarily doing magic, and you’re standing there making
        assumptions.”
    

    
        “You didn’t do magic.”
    

    
        “Another assumption.”
    

    
        “No, Daggett.” He pushed away from the door. “I know you didn’t.”
    

    
        Now he was simply being unreasonable. She suppressed the urge to stamp
        her foot like a child. “You can’t say that! You weren’t even there.”
    

    
        “Who knows more about magic, you or me?”
    

    
        “You, but—”
    

    
        “Trust me,” he said, looking at her with such intensity that she
        wondered whether he was trying to mesmerize her.
    

    
        Well, it wasn’t working. She glared at him. “I can’t think of anyone I
        trust less.”
    

    
        His lips thinned, but his answer was smooth as silk: “And yet you sleep
        in the Inferno with me.”
    

    
        “Not with you,” she muttered, annoyed at the little swoop down
        her spine his words had triggered. Irritating man with his irritatingly
        striking voice.
    

    
        “And willingly go places with me where no one would ever find
        you,” he said, gesturing around the room.
    

    
        This potentially threatening statement did not deter her. If worst came
        to worst, she had a jagged porcelain shiv at hand.
    

    
        “You have to help me if you don’t want to risk random explosions on
        campus,” she insisted.
    

    
        He screwed up his face, pinched the bridge of his nose and let go of a
        breath in a whooshing exhale. “Listen: You’re not doing magic. You’ll
        never do magic. You are utterly, completely, genetically unable to
        perform the smallest bit of it.”
    

    
        This time she did stamp her foot. “Come on! You can’t expect me to buy
        that. You said everyone’s capable.”
    

    
        “No. I said virtually everyone is capable.” He paused to let that sink
        in. “You are not.”
    

    
        Emily had always thought the idea of hearts skipping beats at times of
        great emotion was romantic nonsense, but hers genuinely halted for an
        instant before accelerating at an alarming pace.
    

    
        It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. He had to be lying.
    

    
        His face gave nothing away.
    

    
        “So everyone but me can do magic—that’s what you want me to believe?”
        Her words wavered. Her whole body was once again shaking, but for an
        entirely different reason than when the cup cracked. “You just don’t
        want to train me, or”—an idea struck full-force—“or you’re afraid I’ll
        be more powerful than you. I really did get through your
        pretend wall, didn’t I—”
    

    
        “I’m sorry to disillusion you,” Hartgrave said, his voice now a weapon
        as sharp as her piece of cup, “but you have not been doing magic. You
        have been undoing it, to my great frustration.”
    

    
        She threw up her hands. “That’s the same thing!”
    

    
        “No.” The louder she got, the quieter he went. “It’s the opposite
        thing. You’re a hurricane cutting a swath of destruction wherever you
        go—you, Daggett, are anti-magic.”
    

    
        She stared at him, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. “What?”
    

    
        “You disrupted my repairs to the cup. You demolished the spells hiding
        this room—yes, there are spells hiding this room,” he added as
        her breath hitched in shock. “And you’ve damaged your computer so many
        times I’ve lost count.”
    

    
        Perhaps he saw in her expression that she was mentally explaining all
        his examples away, gathering the shreds of hope around her. (Spells!
        She’d been doing wild, unhelpful spells!) He leapt forward, catching
        her wrists with his bare hands.
    

    
        And oh God, it was worse than before, much worse. It felt like anarchy.
        Fire licking her skin. Blood drying in her veins.
    

    
        She screamed—and just like that, it was over. He’d let go. The pain
        stopped as completely as if he’d flipped it off with a switch.
    

    
        “See?” He shoved his hands in his coat pockets. “You’ve got anti-magic
        on your skin, probably seeping from your pores. And that hellish agony
        is what happens when it reacts with the magic on me.”
    

    
        Her wrists looked undamaged, but her heartbeat in her ears sounded like
        an endless loop of no no no. That couldn’t be what magic felt
        like, that terrible, wrong-on-every-level sensation. Not magic, which
embraced him and cooperated with him and made        him one with the universe.
    

    
        How could this be happening? She’d spent years dreaming about magic,
        researching it, longing for it—could she honestly be the only person in
        the world incapable of doing it?
    

    
        She looked up, still grasping for a reason it was all a trick. The
        sympathy on Hartgrave’s face stopped her cold.
    

    
        “I’m so sorry, Daggett,” he murmured. “I truly am.”
    

    
        She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling lightheaded as the truth
of his unwanted message squeezed her like a vice. No magic. No magic        ever.
    

    
        She seemed to be running out of air. Strange patterns like black
        fireworks flashed before her eyes. She turned, wanting to get out, and
        the room spun.
    

    
        He caught her from behind. This time, his skin didn’t touch hers. She
        felt only the press of his arms, the warmth of his chest and the thud
        of his rapidly beating heart.
    

    
        “Sit,” he said, voice wavering. He lowered her to the floor and let go
        with a speed that suggested she was radioactive. Which, in a sense, she
        was.
    

    
        She put her head between her knees and swallowed a sob. What were her
        years as an impoverished student, followed by her months as an
        impoverished lecturer, if not an attempt at fantasy fulfillment? To
        find that magic was real—real—and to have it snatched away, to be told
        she was literally destroying it ...
    

    
        Once the dizziness passed, she lifted her head to look at him. “What’s
        wrong with me? Why am I anti-magic? Is it like being born anemic?”
    

    
        Before he could answer any of these questions, she whispered, “Can you
        fix me?”
    

    
        He crouched in front of her. More gently than she would have thought
        possible, he said, “You are not a cup, Daggett.”
    

    
        “Please! I’ll do anything—”
    

    
        “Don’t ever promise that, not to anyone,” he snapped, a
        one-eighty in one second flat. His eyes blazed.
    

    
        She let her head droop between her knees again.
    

    
        “Daggett.”
    

    
        Her throat was too clogged for a response.
    

    
        “Daggett,” Hartgrave repeated, a helpless edge creeping in. “Listen to me:
        You’re not broken. You’re just ... different.”
    

    
        Her snort was desolation itself. A tear leaked from the corner of one
        eye.
    

    
        “You haven’t really lost anything,” he said. “You never had it. Nothing
        has changed.”
    

    
        Everything had changed.
    

    
        “Look at it this way,” he said. “You’re extraordinary.”
    

    
        “Extraordinarily useless, extraordinarily powerless—”
    

    
        His rueful laugh bespoke experience to the contrary. “No. Anyone who
        discounts the power to destroy is a fool.”
    

    
        “I don’t want to destroy!” More tears followed the track forged by the
        pioneer. She sat up and dashed them away. “That’s a horrible curse.”
    

    
        “Yes, well—I’m the one who has to fix your computer.”
    

    
        A sudden recollection: Hartgrave, standing in her office for the first
        time, disgust all over his face. Or … was it dismay?
    

    
        She’d thought at the time that he was reacting to the pile of books she
was shelving, books like A Compleat System of Magick and        Malleus Maleficarum. But no—he’d been reacting to her.
    

    
        “You knew immediately, didn’t you,” she said. “As soon as you met me.”
    

    
        He shrugged. “Suspected.”
    

    
        “What do I look like to you?”
    

    
        A smile ghosted across his face. “A sepia-tone photograph. Brown hair,
        brown eyes, brown sweater, brown pants ...”
    

    
        He paused, as if waiting for a snappy comeback. Perhaps something about
        the pot calling the kettle monochromatic. But she didn’t have it in
        her, and he shifted, smile gone.
    

    
        “Every person has an aura,” he said. “Someone with ability and training
        can see it. Nearly everyone creates small amounts of magic
        continuously—think carbon dioxide—and a minuscule amount hangs about
        them like a faint white corona. Unless they start convincing, that is.
        Then it’s quite bright. I assume it’s the aftereffects of drawing magic
        from the atmosphere.”
    

    
        He paused. “You are also surrounded by a nimbus. But it’s pitch black.”
    

    
        She stared at him in speechless horror.
    

    
        “Which makes sense,” he added, “as any magic that comes into contact
        with you is fried to a crisp.”
    

    
        He said this so conversationally—as if it didn’t matter—that the urge
        to tell him off rose up from the acid in her stomach.
        
            You’ve got the interpersonal skills of a caged bull, you’re
            compulsively secretive and I hate you.
    

    
        Actually, what she felt about him was far too complicated to boil down
        to a single emotion. But the fact remained that he could do
        magic—Hartgrave, who didn’t seem to care about it at all—and she
        couldn’t. Where was the justice in that?
    

    
        “No need to come by at seven anymore,” she said, scrambling to her
        feet.
    

    
        He looked befuddled. “What?”
    

    
        “You never wanted to talk to me anyway, and now the feeling is mutual.”
    

    
        She opened the door and slammed it shut behind her, the thunk
        sounding like the severing of an almost-friendship. It was then that
        she remembered her noon class. Oh no, what time was it?
    

    
        Seven thirty-five, according to her watch. The watch that had stopped
        working just like every other watch she’d ever owned.
    

    
        Because of her. She was the problem.
    

    
        She barreled along the corridors like the destructive hurricane she
        was, shot past Bernie without answering his “where’s the fire” and took
        the stairs two at a time. When she burst into the classroom, she
        discovered she wasn’t late after all. She lectured with furious zeal
        about the Great Depression and returned to her office to grade papers,
        to the possible detriment of the authors.
    

    
        Upsetting enough that she would never cast a spell. Worse still that
        her body stood in opposition to all the everyday things making the
        world tick. But most terrible of all, somehow, was the knowledge that
        she obliterated magic just by existing.
    

    
        “I am become death, the destroyer of worlds,” she whispered, laying her
        head on the essay-covered table.
    

    
        She ached to call her father and tell him everything. Mom was the
        supplier of advice, which she could also use, but at the moment she
        most needed consolation—Dad’s specialty. He cheered her up after
        disappointments and (if she was really, really disappointed) plied her
        with cookies. The day she’d realized she had to take the Ashburn offer,
        the one she’d tossed in a drawer because surely something better would
        come along, he’d driven the two hours to Iowa City with homemade ginger
        snaps.
    

    
        But she couldn’t talk to him about this. He would think she
        was losing it and be uneasy about her mental health for the rest of his
        life. The simple fact that she couldn’t tell her parents she was
        anti-magic made the pain of being so all the more keen.
    

    
        She went to her bookcase, the one packed full of her childhood, and
        pulled out a paperback with a taped-up cover and contents she could
        practically recite from memory. She read about the orphaned hero
        leaving his gray, mundane world for the riotous color and adventure of
        the magical one, and she felt simultaneously better and worse.
    

    
        Two tears fell on a page. She blotted the wet spot with her sleeve and
        closed the book. Hard to use fantasy for comfort now. Back to grading.
    

    
        Just then, the Inferno door creaked open and clicked shut, followed by
        the echoing sound of a man wearing boots. The only man who appeared at
        seven every night.
    

    
        The clock on her desk showed it was in fact the appointed time. He
        showed up—he showed up as if nothing had happened. She turned and found
        him standing in her archway, face an unreadable blank.
    

    
        “Go away,” she said, the words quavering.
    

    
        “I once told you that, if you recall.” He crossed over the threshold
and straddled her computer chair. “Refresh my memory—did you leave        me alone?”
    

    
        “I know you want to enjoy my misery, but could you do it later?”
    

    
        Instead of answering, he spun the chair around and booted up her
        computer.
    

    
        “Hartgrave—”
    

    
        “Yes, yes, I’m reveling in the Schadenfreude,” he muttered.
        “Thanks for that. I was running low.”
    

    
        She watched him at the computer, keys clacking under his agile fingers.
        It was so easy for him and so depressingly difficult for her. Hadn’t
        she always felt different? Wasn’t that why she used to pretend she was
        magical and everyone else wasn’t? And all along, it was the other way
        around.
    

    
        A pensive tune wended from her speakers.
    

    
        “‘Mood Indigo,’” Hartgrave said.
    

    
        “That’s appropriate.”
    

    
        “What an astonishing coincidence.” He stood. “This is my collection.
        Log me off the computer when you don’t want to listen anymore.”
    

    
        She squinted at him. He was behaving like a person trying to make
        someone feel better, or as close to it as he probably could get.
    

    
        “Wait.”
    

    
        He stopped under the arch and looked back, eyebrows raised.
    

    
        “You can stay,” she said. “If you want.”
    

    
        “Oh?”
    

    
        “Misery loves company.”
    

    
        He snorted. “Misery loves making company equally miserable.”
    

    
        She probably owed him an apology—again. But the best she could do was a
        murmured, “It wouldn’t be seven o’clock without you.”
    

    
        She gestured to the couch and he stretched out on it, draping his long
        legs over the arm, making himself fit in a space sized to her nearly
        foot-shorter frame. He looked at her—really looked. “Will you be all
        right?”
    

    
        She shrugged. She didn’t mean to say anything, but the words bubbled up
        and spilled out. “Why didn’t you tell me from the start that I’m
        anti-magic? Why did you let me scheme and plan and—and hope?”
    

    
        “Because the misguided belief that something good might happen is
        better than despair,” he said, and she was struck by the intensity of
        the words. “At least, I thought you would see it that way.”
    

    
        She didn’t. Better to know the truth, as painful as it was. Better to
        know straight away. But she couldn’t fault him for trying to spare her
        this heartache—a strangely touching act from this man of all men.
    

    
        She turned back to the essays, his music almost tangible in the air
        around her, his silent presence more comforting than it had any right
        to be. Not ginger snaps, but far, far better than nothing.
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The Convincer’s Apprentice

 


    Emily had problems unrelated to magic, and they caught up with her the
        next morning between her last classes of the semester.
    

    
        “Oh, there you are,” said Professor Fletcher, standing in the doorway
        that led into the honeycomb of history offices. The department chair
        looked even more no-nonsense than usual in a charcoal-gray suit, her
        dark hair twisted into a tight knot. “Step in for a moment.”
    

    
        Emily followed, clutching her bag full of final exams and hoping for a
        lecture on proper meeting etiquette—not a conversation beginning with
        
            we have reevaluated the necessity of your services next semester
        .
    

    
        Despite the workload, despite the low pay, despite everything, this job
        was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to waste. People with doctorates
        in history were far more numerous than full-time faculty positions. She
        needed Ashburn to ask her to stay once her one-year contract was up.
    

    
        The instant Fletcher closed her office door behind them, Emily blurted,
        “I apologize for my behavior yesterday.”
    

    
        Fletcher’s expression was difficult to read. So was her tone of voice.
        “I’ve been asked to get your assurance that it won’t happen again.”
    

    
        “It won’t. I promise.”
    

    
        “Department employees must comport themselves professionally at
        department meetings, or so I’ve been asked to tell you,” Fletcher said,
        settling behind her desk.
    

    
        “Yes.” Emily shuffled her feet, hands shaking. “I’m really very sorry.”
    

    
        Then Fletcher—unsmiling, pinched-looking Fletcher—leaned back in her
        seat and laughed so hard her shoulders shook.
    

    
        “Oh, Lord,” she said finally, expression transformed into something
        positively mischievous. “That was the best meeting I’ve ever been in.”
    

    
        Emily opened her mouth, decided no response could possibly be adequate
        and closed it.
    

    
        “Listen,” Fletcher said, grin fading. “I know your schedule is rotten.
        I wish I could fix it for you, but I can’t. All I can offer is a bit of
        advice: The only lecturer who turned a contract job into a tenure-track
        position here had excellent feedback from students and several
        published articles.”
    

    
        Emily sighed. A rework of her thesis was scheduled to appear in a minor
        journal within a few months, but that was it so far. Her in-progress
        paper about Enlightenment magic and gender was half-researched at best,
        thanks to her punishing schedule. Well, okay, that and the time eaten
        up on current-day magic and Hartgrave.
    

    
        She returned to the Inferno in the afternoon, her bag now overflowing
        with exams, which she intended to zip through so she could take
        Fletcher’s advice to “get cracking.” But she couldn’t help pausing when
        she saw Bernie. He sat slumped on his couch, surrounded (and partially
        covered) by essays, and he looked thoroughly disgruntled. He wasn’t
        even wearing a hat.
    

    
        “I have to stop being such an entertaining lecturer,” he groused. “Do
        you know I have forty students in my intro to medieval lit course?
        Forty! A specialty in medieval literature ought to ensure minimal
        interest from the masses.”
    

    
        “You’re teaching two classes. I have zero sympathy for you.”
    

    
        “Oh? Do you know that one of my so-called students defines the first
        circle of Dante’s Inferno as ‘punishment via an eternity of limboing’?”
    

    
        She laughed.
    

    
        “Or,” he said, thwapping an essay in his lap, “that I counted three
        different spellings of ‘Chaucer’ in this thing, two of them in the same
        paragraph?”
    

    
        “I’ll see your misspellings and raise you an assertion that Alaska is
        an island south of California. Would have made the gold rush a lot more
        convenient.”
    

    
        He waved a dismissive hand. “You don’t know awful until you’ve read
        last-minute literary analysis. Consider the sophomore who repurposed a
        paper on Moby-Dick to discuss the King Arthur legend.”
    

    
        “Okay,” she said, “I’ll bite. How do you know it used to be a paper
        about Moby-Dick?”
    

    
        “He called Cornwall ‘a symbol of good, evil and the dying whaling
        industry.’”
    

    
        She gasped.
    

    
        “I know,” Bernie said, misunderstanding her shock. “What’s worse, until
        that sentence it was actually a pretty good essay.”
    

    
        She stumbled back to her office, mind whirling. Cornwall. How could she
        have forgotten that the English county where Hartgrave earned his
        degree was also the supposed birthplace of King Arthur? It couldn’t be
        a coincidence. Cornwall, King Arthur, Merlin. That had to be
        why Hartgrave moved there.
    

    
        Except why would he leave?
    

    
        As soon as she graded the last exam, she re-read two King Arthur
        books—guiltily, knowing she needed every free minute to work on her
        academic research. (Perhaps she could shoehorn King Arthur in? The
        legend was still relevant in the Enlightenment ...)
    

    
        The books offered no clues, unless she was supposed to see parallels
        between Hartgrave in his underground lair and Merlin sealed up in a
        cave by the witch Nimue. So she turned to Bernie, but none of his
        tidbits seemed pertinent.
    

    
        After that, she could do nothing but ask the one person with answers.
        She didn’t expect Hartgrave would give her any, not if they had
        something to do with his strange fear of being connected with Cornwall,
        but an angry no-comment would prove she was on the right track.
    

    
        To her disappointment, her question about Merlin—asked the first day
        after his question-free week—didn’t provoke so much as an irritably
        raised eyebrow.
    

    
        “I’ve no idea if he really existed,” Hartgrave said. “I’m only thirty,
        you know.”
    

    
        “Well—do you think he did?”
    

    
        “Why do you think I’ve wasted any time thinking of him at all? Other
        than right now.”
    

    
        She tsked. “Because he’s an allegedly great wizard—oh come on,” she
        added as he scowled at the word, “he wouldn’t have called himself a
        ‘convincer’—and you could learn things from someone like that.”
    

    
        “Daggett, give me one example of a practical hands-on reference to
        magic and I’ll eat my hat.”
    

    
        Completely unfair. How could she give him examples when she couldn’t
        test them herself? But it did seem as if King Arthur and Merlin had
        nothing to do with Hartgrave’s past. It wasn’t a long mental leap to
        the thought that she’d made an adventure out of a molehill. He might be
        nothing more than a private person who disliked questions. Really,
        really disliked questions.
    

    
        She doubted it. But with nothing else she could use to come at his past
        sideways, she went back to her original list of questions and hit him
        with one the next time he appeared.
    

    
        “Why doesn’t everybody know the truth about magic?”
    

    
        He crossed to her couch and settled in, arranging himself just so in
        the too-small space. Good grief, the man was seventy percent legs. “Why
        do you ask?”
    

    
        She stopped staring at his body to give him a look that communicated
        what she thought of the question. “Because it’s bizarre that people
        could be hardwired for magic but have no idea it’s real, of course.”
    

    
        She scooted her chair closer, the better to read his
        expression, but he gazed poker-faced at the ceiling.
    

    
        “Before you imagine some vast conspiracy, please recall that magic fell
        out of favor hundreds of years ago, and hardly anyone has cared to
        expend any effort studying it since.”
    

    
        An uninteresting explanation, so she didn’t want to believe it. Anyway:
        “How could technology run on magic without all the inventors and
        manufacturers being in on it? How could a secret that big stay secret?”
    

    
        “You’re thinking of magic as something otherworldly, but it’s a key
        part of life.” He stopped considering the ceiling and turned his gaze
        to her. “At any point did you learn the
        fundamental forces of nature?”
    

    
        She suspected he was dancing around the question, but she grasped about
        for physics lessons long past. “Gravitational, strong, weak and ...
        electromagnetic?”
    

    
        He nodded. “Think of magic as a fifth force.”
    

    
        It didn’t take much to throw her back into despair over her anti-magic.
        This was more than sufficient.
    

    
        “So the world really is out to get me,” she said, slumping in her
        chair.
    

    
       “An inflated idea of your own significance, don’t you think?”
    

    
        So much for temporarily sensitive Hartgrave. She stuck out her tongue
        at him.
    

    
        “Oh, well put,” he said.
    

    
        “Why do you say it’s like a fifth force? How do you know?”
    

    
        His shoulders shifted in a lying-down sort of shrug. “It’s a conclusion
        based on available data. Why else can I overpower gravity or the
        natural inclination of a broken cup to stay broken? I’m tapping into an
        elemental force that allows me to manipulate the other four.”
    

    
        She leaned forward in her chair and prodded one of his (long, long)
        legs with the tip of her shoe. “You have a knack for talking about
        magic in a way that drains all the magic out of it.”
    

    
        “Oh? Your subject isn’t to your taste once you dig past the wild
        falsehoods, eh?”
    

    
        The anti-magic part certainly wasn’t. “I just don’t see why you want to
        pretend it’s science.”
    

    
        “It is science. Lack of decent research doesn’t change that. I
        shouldn’t even be calling it ‘magic,’ but—” He stopped, grimacing.
        “Force of habit.”
    

    
        He had a point. Chemistry grew from alchemy. Witches healing with
        willow bark were the forerunners of the pharmaceutical industry. And
        many of the primary sources she’d read described magic rituals every
        bit as organized as a biology class dissection.
    

    
        There was nothing very magical about the magic she studied, really, and
        that had never bothered her. So why did she want to argue the point
        with Hartgrave?
    

    
        Well—because the magic she studied wasn’t the magic she actually
        believed in. She hadn’t stopped to think about it that way before, but
        it was glaringly obvious that magic, for her, was the stuff in
        dog-eared paperbacks read by light slanting in through the slats of her
        parents’ barn.
    

    
        She didn’t want to allow that the real version Hartgrave practiced was
        a sensible concept that could be poked and prodded and explained by
        people in white lab coats. There was no charm in that.
    

    
        Though it didn’t matter, did it, since she was—magically speaking—a
        black hole.
    

    
        She sighed. “Are you sure there’s nothing that can be done for my ...
        condition? Someone might have discovered a fix.”
    

    
        “No one has.”
    

    
        “Have you come across anyone else like me?”
    

    
        He glanced at her, one corner of his mouth wavering as if he couldn’t
        decide whether to smile or frown. She prepared for an inspired insult.
        But all he said was, “Never.”
    

    
        “Then how could you know beyond a shadow of a doubt?”
    

    
        “Hard experience,” he muttered. An odd thing to say.
    

    
        “But—”
    

    
        “Daggett, I’m afraid you’ve no choice but to live an entirely
        non-magical life.”
    

    
        She looked down to hide her stricken expression. A few seconds passed
        in heavy silence.
    

    
        “However,” he said.
    

    
        Her “yes?” was breathless.
    

    
        He sat up, eyeing her. “With practice, you might be able to exert some
        control over your magic disruption.”
    

    
        “Oh!”
    

    
        “Might. And it wouldn’t change your inability to do magic.”
    

    
        It would still be an improvement. She leaned in. “What did you have in
        mind?”
    

    
        “I think your body is pumping out magic-disrupting molecules just as
        mine produces magic. There seems to be no ‘off’ switch—trust me, I’ve
        tried—”
    

    
        “On me?” She wondered what he’d done.
    

    
        “On myself.” He’d slipped into the glassy-eyed expression she’d often
        noticed on researchers deep in a knotty problem. “So your best chance
        is learning to dispel what you produce. Magic in the atmosphere doesn’t
        hurt you, correct?”
    

    
        “Right. Only when it’s—well, clinging to you, if that’s the word.”
    

    
        “Because it’s not inert then. Let’s assume anti-magic works the same
        way. Knock your disagreeable particles out of your orbit, and they’ll
        float about harmlessly. I regularly push my magic off me and into the
        general atmosphere.”
    

    
        She squinted at him. “Wait—didn’t you say you need to pull it in to
        cast spells? Why would you push magic away from you?”
    

    
        He stopped gazing into the middle distance and snapped back to
        attention. “Health reasons.”
    

    
        “What—”
    

    
        “Do you want to learn how or not?”
    

    
        “Yes!” She dashed to the table to sit at the chair she hadn’t scooted
        within a yard of him, snatching up a pen and spare piece of paper.
    

    
        He made a sound that was probably a swallowed laugh. “This isn’t a
        lecture, Professor, it’s an experiment. Put those away and close your
        eyes. Right. Now, focus all your attention on sensing the aura around
        you.”
    

    
        “How?”
    

    
        “Just focus.”
    

    
        She didn’t think much of his teaching technique. Entire minutes slogged
        by as she tried, with increasing frustration, to identify something
        that seemed indiscernible.
    

    
        He finally cleared his throat. “Well?”
    

    
        “I can’t feel it at all,” she admitted.
    

    
        The couch creaked. His boot heels clacked against the stone floor. “How
        about now?”
    

    
        Her breath caught in her throat. This time she could feel
        something, the barest hint of pressure on the back of her right hand,
        like hair or a feather.
    

    
        She opened her eyes. He was standing on the other side of the table,
        his hand an inch above hers—and she couldn’t help but jerk back at the
        thought of the pain if he brushed against her.
    

    
        He winced. “I wasn’t going to touch you. I just wanted to show you how
        far my aura extends. Anyway, I was fully charged up those two other
        times.”
    

    
        “You’re not now?”
    

    
        “Magically speaking, I’m as close to normal as I can get.”
    

    
        She gave this due consideration and then held out her hand. “Okay.
        Let’s see what that feels like. For curiosity’s sake.”
    

    
        “Your motto, as near as I can tell,” he muttered, but he retrieved the
        other chair and sat.
    

    
        She braced herself. He simply looked at her hand for a moment—she
        thought of chiromancy, what you might tell about a person’s future from
        the lines on their palm—and then he pressed the pads of his fingers to
        hers. A tentative, barely-there touch.
    

    
        Miracle of miracles, it didn’t hurt. She slid her hand into his.
    

    
        It felt ... odd. Not at all uncomfortable, but definitely not like
        anyone else’s hand. Her skin prickled, tingled.
    

    
        Very interesting. In a … scientific way.
    

    
        She let go, clearing her throat. He stared at his own hand, the one
        she’d been holding. A question—she ought to ask a question. “How do you
        knock magic from your orbit?”
    

    
        He looked up, blinking as if he’d just come back from a mental place
        far away. “Sorry?”
    

    
        She repeated herself. He shrugged. “Once you learn how to sense it’s
        there, it’s not hard. I’m hoping that’s true of anti-magic.”
    

    
        How she hated that name. Anti—diametrically opposed to what
        she wanted and could never have.
    

    
        “We really should think of something better to call it,” she said, as
        if that would make a difference.
    

    
        “It suits, you realize. Do you know anything about antimatter?”
    

    
        She did, in fact. It sounded like science fiction, so it made an
        impression. “It’s basically the opposite of normal matter. When the two
        come into contact, they—” Oh. Right. “They destroy each other,” she
        muttered.
    

    
        “And there’s little antimatter in the universe, a nice parallel.”
    

    
        How much magic had she fried in twenty-six years? How many gadgets had
        she unknowingly broken? She groaned, head in her hands.
    

    
        Hartgrave rapped his knuckles against the table. “Focus, Daggett.”
    

    
        “I know, I know, it just feels like—like I’m guilty of magic
        manslaughter. Unintentionally evil.”
    

    
        “Magic,” he said, voice flat, “has been put to uses that are quite
        intentionally evil.”
    

    
This suggested all sorts of questions.        How do you know, for starters.
    

    
        But the moment was gone. He’d galloped onward. “Remember, the less
        anti-magic clinging to you, the closer to normal you will be, and the
        more likely you’ll be able to use a computer without my continual
        intervention.”
    

    
        She nodded, but he wasn’t finished. “Or to have magic done to you.”
    

    
        “Oh!” She grasped the table with both hands. “Do you think you could
        make me weightless? I’ve always wanted to fly—always!”
    

    
        He stood, a maddening half-smile on his lips. “Practice, then,
        Daggett.”
    

    
        He passed so close by as he swept out that his aura made her skin
        prickle.
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Field Trip

 


Emily took Hartgrave’s directive seriously. But it was like trying to
        hit a home run without a bat or even a clear idea of where to procure
        one.
    

    
        She settled in a lotus position on her couch that evening and large
        parts of the next day, attempting to sense anything unusual about her
        skin. How could it seem unusual, though, after a lifetime spent wearing
        it?
    

    
        She was sending mental commands to her body to just get along with
        magic, pretty please, when Hartgrave arrived at seven o’clock, punctual
        as always. Because she could be distracted temporarily, but not
        forever, she said, “What intentionally evil uses has magic been put
        to?”
    

    
        “No, no, no. I’m here only to see how you’re getting on with your
        aura.”
    

    
        “You owe me an answer a day, you know.”
    

    
        He narrowed his eyes. “If I owe you anything, it’s merely
        something you want, and lessons—if you’ll recall—were higher up your
        priority list.”
    

    
        Magic
        lessons, not instruction in how to be more ordinary. She let out an
        exasperated breath. “You’re not the least bit afraid I’ll tell on you,
        are you?”
    

    
        “No.” He smiled—all teeth. “Do it to me and I’ll do it to you.”
    

    
        “What?”
    

    
        “Your living arrangements break half a dozen school rules.”
    

    
        She gaped at him. Not because she didn’t know it was against the rules,
        but because she’d never considered that was precisely why he’d
        suggested it.
    

    
        “I can’t believe you had the unmitigated gall to imply you were helping
        me when you told me to move in here,” she said.
    

    
        “I was helping you. It just happened to help me, too. Do you
        want lessons? It’s either that or the daily Q&A, but not both.”
    

    
        Unfortunately, she did want lessons. Needed them, really. She gave a
        sour nod.
    

    
        “Come with me to my room, then.”
    

    
        She hadn’t expected that. She zigzagged the corridors with him,
        indignation tinged with curiosity, and headed for his chair after he
        let them in.
    

    
        “No, sit on the bed,” he called out. He crossed the room and did
        likewise. “Give me your hand.”
    

    
        Sitting next to Hartgrave (on his bed, no less) and holding hands—while
        aggravated at him—was not her idea of a good time.
    

    
        “Stop glaring at me, I’m not going to ravish you,” he said. “This is
        purely for”—he grabbed her hand—“bloody buggering hell!”
    

    
        Essentially her reaction, too, though it came out as an incoherent
        noise. At least the agony of contact was quick. She pulled away with
        the speed of a person discovering the stovetop was on. “What did you
        think you were doing?”
    

    
        “I didn’t expect that,” he protested. “I thought you might find it
        helpful if you could feel the process of magic dispersal, but—”
    

    
        “Only if by ‘helpful’ you mean ‘searingly painful’!”
    

    
        He threw up his hands. “I hadn’t started yet! I let my magic build up a
        bit, that’s all. And not nearly as much as I did that last time here,
        so I didn’t count on anything worse than mild irritation.”
    

    
        “An explanation would have been nice. Ahead of time,” she added,
        anticipating him. He closed his mouth, temporarily silenced. “But—well,
        all right, it was a good idea. Could you disperse a small amount now
        and try again?”
    

    
        After a second or two, he held out his hand. She took it, teeth
        gritted. But the sensation was so much better, it was almost as
        surprising as the first attempt. Every spot where his palm and fingers
        touched hers was prickling, smarting, but not truly hurting.
    

    
        She stared at him. “That’s a small amount gone?”
    

    
        He nodded, lips twisting into a thoughtful frown. “Uncharted territory,
        remember.”
    

    
        “What happens now?”
    

    
        “I’ll push more magic away. Pay close attention.”
    

    
        She closed her eyes, focusing on the feeling. Slowly, subtly, it
        diminished to an itch.
    

    
        “Oh,” she whispered, enthralled.
    

    
        “A significant difference, isn’t it?” His voice was nearly as hushed.
“Now I’ll reduce the magic in my aura again. It’s a mental        push. I could use the magic up by casting a minor illusion or
        other small spell, but in this case I’m only trying to cast it off, so
        ...”
    

    
        In a handful of heartbeats, the itch flattened out into a tactile hum.
    

    
        This trivial bit of magic affected her more deeply than all the spells
        she’d actually been able to see. This one felt like participating. Like
        being enchanted. She sat stock still, hardly breathing, as her left
        hand tingled everywhere his skin pressed against hers.
    

    
        He cleared his throat. “Daggett ...”
    

    
        “Mm?”
    

    
        “Would you care to give it a try, or do you intend to simply sit here
        all night, holding my hand?”
    

    
        That broke the spell. Figuratively speaking. She opened her eyes and
        found him considering her with a half-smile.
    

    
        It was profoundly disconcerting in a way she couldn’t fully articulate.
    

    
        She pulled free. “Of course I want to try. I’m just waiting for
        instructions.”
    

    
        “Oh? All right. First: Give me back your hand.”
    

    
        “We’re done with the show and tell, aren’t we?”
    

    
        He elbowed her. “How do you think you’ll know if you’re pushing any of
        your anti-magic away? Wouldn’t it be handy to have a method
        for checking?”
    

    
        Indisputable. Also a terrible pun. (Which, OK, she loved.) She
        suppressed a snort and slipped her fingers around his.
    

    
        “Next,” he said, “you’re on your own. I haven’t the foggiest idea how
        to get anti-magic to do anything. Perhaps you’ll have more luck—it’s
        yours, after all.”
    

    
        She focused on their entwined hands as she visualized the hum turning
        to nothing. He had very long fingers—pianist hands, her mother would
        say. She could easily imagine them racing up and down the keys, playing
        something stormy by Rachmaninoff.
    

    
        Except that wasn’t what she was supposed to be thinking about, so she
        stared at the wall instead. What must it have been like for Hartgrave
        to find this room for the first time? He surely would have been—no, no,
        no, she had to focus.
    

    
        When she caught herself contemplating his head, thinking shaved-bald
        was a smart move if you believed in contagious magic and its precept
        that your hair in the wrong hands could doom you, she decided she’d
        better just close her eyes.
    

    
        A long while later, she’d reached Hartgrave-level tetchiness. Nothing
        was working. If anything, the humming had advanced toward itching. Her
        back hurt, her hand was going numb, she was very aware of him sitting
        next to her—and she was starving.
    

    
        “Thank you for trying,” she said, “but I think we’d better call it a
        night.”
    

    
        “Giving up so easily?”
    

    
        “No,” she said. “Giving in to extreme hunger.”
    

    
        “All right, then.” He stood, stretching. “I could eat. Let’s go.”
    

    
        Wait, did he just invite her to dinner with him? Was this some sort of
        surreptitious date?
    

    
        “Well? Are you or are you not starving?” He raised a challenging
        eyebrow that in no way implied tender feelings.
    

    
        She laughed at herself—picturing Hartgrave falling for her required a
        more active imagination than even she had—and followed him out of the
        Inferno.
    

    
        Ashburn closed its cafeteria during winter break, and she’d heard that
        just about everything near the college was similarly shuttered—business
        was glacial when the students went home. But Hartgrave seemed to have a
        destination in mind, so she let him lead the way off campus.
    

    
        They walked five blocks through empty streets before coming upon a
        hole-in-the-wall with a neon sign that, thanks to an unlit “d,”
        declared the establishment to be “Mexican Foo.” She’d passed by once
        before, perhaps a month prior to moving into the Inferno, and had
        managed a sort-of laugh at the thought that she couldn’t afford to eat
        there. Now she could. Not, of course, that she wanted to.
    

    
        Hartgrave stepped up to Mexican Foo’s door and opened it.
    

    
        Oh, no. Was he serious?
    

    
        Apparently so. He walked past an unmanned greeter’s stand to a corner
        table near the kitchen door, putting in her hands a menu he’d swiped
        along the way. They were the only customers in the place. Maybe the
        only people—no sign of the wait staff.
    

    
        She perched on a chair, feeling like an interloper. “Are you sure this
        restaurant is open? I mean, where is everyone?”
    

    
        “It’s past eight. All good Iowans are tightly tucked up in their beds.”
    

    
        “The next time you insult my state, you snobby European—”
    

    
        “You’re such an easy mark, Daggett.” He flashed a there-and-gone grin,
        looking thoroughly disreputable with his black wool cap pulled nearly
        to his eyes. “Hurry up and decide what you want.”
    

    
        She snorted. “I don’t see what good it’ll do to decide, what with no
        waiters.”
    

    
        “Hey!” His bellow startled her so badly that she hit her knees against
        the table. “Du hast Kundschaft, du Idiot!”
    

    
        “Ich hab einen Idioten als Kunden,” a male voice bellowed back.
    

    
        A moment later, the owner of the voice emerged—a ruddy-faced man,
        perhaps mid-forties, with an enormous stomach that rolled over his belt
        and hung there impressively.
    

    
        “Ich dachte, du kommst heute nicht,” the man said, coming through the kitchen door, but then he caught
        sight of her and broke into a broad smile.
        
            “Aha! Höchste Zeit, dass du dir ein Mädchen zugelegt hast. Bloß
            schade, dass sie verrückt ist.”
    

    
        “Nein, nein, sie ist nicht mein Mädchen,” Hartgrave muttered.
    

    
        The man issued a booming laugh. “Noch nicht, was?”
    

    
        “I” and “girl” and “no” were the only words Emily caught in their
        rapid-fire delivery. She blinked at the Germans—Hartgrave had never
        before seemed so German—and felt lost.
    

    
        Hartgrave gestured to the man. “Daggett, this charming restaurateur is
        Wilhelm Durr. Willi, Dr. Emily Daggett. Kein Wort,” he added
        as Willi raised both eyebrows in his direction.
    

    
        She offered Willi her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”
    

    
        “It is a rare honor,” he said, accent thick as a good milkshake, “to
        have someone so beautiful as you for which to cook.”
    

    
        “Whom,” muttered her companion. “For whom.”
    

    
        That didn’t strike her as the biggest error in Willi’s declaration, but
        perhaps Hartgrave thought he had sufficiently covered her lack of
        personal charms already. (Or maybe he didn’t want to be called a
        vulture again.)
    

    
        Willi gestured to her menu with the spatula he held in one hand. “What
        would you like to eat?”
    

    
        “Oh—um ...” She dove behind it.
    

    
        “I wouldn’t order the burritos if I were you,” Hartgrave said. “Or the
        tostadas. Or the enchiladas.”
    

    
        She looked up in time to see Willi swat him on the back of the head
        with the spatula. She definitely liked this man.
    

    
        “How about fajitas?” she asked.
    

    
        “Not awful,” Hartgrave allowed, shooting a furtive look at the kitchen
        implement.
    

    
        But Willi was already bustling off to the kitchen, whistling a merry
        tune and waving the spatula like a conductor’s baton.
    

    
        “And I’ll have the usual, you mannerless Einfaltspinsel,”
        Hartgrave called after him, getting nothing but a wafting chuckle in
        answer.
    

    
        The food arrived quickly, and more than they’d ordered. Willi pulled
        out a chair for himself and set a heaped-full plate in front of it.
    

    
        “It’s lucky you came now, Alexander,” he said to Hartgrave, who gave
        what seemed like a wince at the use of his first name but didn’t
        object. (Remarkable, since he objected to everything.) “Any later, and
        you would be missing the chance to eat with me.”
    

    
        “Ach,” Hartgrave said, making a taco disappear. “So close.”
    

    
        Willi rolled his eyes in her direction. “You see what I put up with?”
    

    
        These men were clearly friends despite the insults. Which, perhaps,
        meant Hartgrave considered her a friend.
    

    
        The front door opened with a rattle. A familiar voice called, “Anyone
        home?”
    

    
        “Bernie!” Willi pushed himself to his feet. “Come here, sit, while I am
        bringing you something.”
    

    
        Emily waved to her co-worker as he came around the bend in a
        bright-blue newsboy cap. “Fancy seeing you outside the madhouse!”
    

    
        “Likewise,” Bernie said, blinking in evident surprise, which only grew
        as he caught sight of the other person at the table. “Oho—so
        you won’t go to dinner with me, but you’ll go with him?” He clutched at
        his heart, a gesture ruined by his mischievous grin. “I’m crushed.”
    

    
        She couldn’t think of an explanation that would keep Bernie from
teasing her the entire spring semester. Certainly        we were hungry after spending an hour on his bed wouldn’t do.
    

    
        But her newly appointed tutor stepped into the breach. “Perhaps if
        you’d remained on campus long enough to be on hand when she was
        starving and helpless, you would have had more luck.”
    

    
        Masterful response. It sounded specific but wasn’t—and yet no one could
        accuse him of lying. She shot a relieved smile Hartgrave’s way, which
        turned to a frown as she wondered how often he had put this skill to
        use with her.
    

    
        Also: “Helpless?” She wrinkled her nose at him.
    

    
        “So, then,” Bernie said, glancing between her and Hartgrave, grin still
        in place, “does this mean—”
    

    
        “No,” Hartgrave said. Firmly.
    

    
        She suppressed a snicker. Yep, definitely not a date.
    

    
        At that point Willi arrived with a plate of nachos, which probably
        saved them from an escalation of nosy questions.
    

    
        The food was surprisingly good. (She mentally apologized to Willi for
        judging his restaurant by its exterior.) For several minutes, they did
        nothing but eat.
    

    
        Then Bernie said, “Doing anything for Christmas, Em?”
    

    
        She swallowed the last bite of her second-to-last fajita. “Going home
        to visit my folks.”
    

    
        Hartgrave looked up, frowning. “Oh?”
    

    
        “I haven’t seen them all semester,” she said, wondering why she was
        justifying herself.
    

    
        “How are you planning on getting there?”
    

    
        “Well, it’s a three-or-so-hour drive ...”
    

    
        He raised an eyebrow. “Does your vehicle often break down on you?”
    

    
        She gasped. She so rarely went anywhere that she hadn’t thought of the
        inherent problem: Her car, even at twelve years old, was a complicated
        piece of technology. Magic was probably shot right through it.
    

    
        She’d driven to Ashburn without mishap, if you didn’t count the radio
        display refusing to display anything, but what if something important
        broke halfway home? What if—oh God—the brakes failed?
    

    
        She pushed out of her seat, unable to put more food into her churning
        stomach. Both Bernie and Willi stopped eating to look at her.
    

    
        “I—I’ve got to go,” she croaked. “I forgot to take care of something at
        work.”
    

    
        “Stay, eat,” Willi insisted. “All this food—”
    

    
        “Share it with Ballantine,” Hartgrave said, shrugging on his coat as he
        rose. He held out several bills. “Thank you for dinner.”
    

    
        “Nein, nein, nein
        .”
    

    
        “Willi, I am paying you.”
    

    
        “He insults my hospitality!” the man growled, looking angry for the
        first time in an evening of many insults.
    

    
        She thought of tucking what she owed under her plate, but she was
        diverted by the sight of Hartgrave darting behind Willi and
        stuffing his money down the back of the man’s shirt. Well, that was one
        way ...
    

    
        “Let’s see you get that out in time to throw it at me,” Hartgrave said,
        grabbing her elbow and towing her toward the door.
    

    
        “Wait,” she said, looking over her shoulder.
    

    
        “Yes, you better run!” Willi’s attempt to untuck his
        shirt was undercut by his decision to also shake a fist at the man. “Mistkerl!”
    

    
        “Have a safe trip, Em,” Bernie called into the fray.
    

    
        “You are welcome of course anytime, Dr. Daggett,” the voice of the
        proprietor declared the moment before the door slammed shut behind
        them.
    

    
        “Well,” Hartgrave said, letting go of her, “that was better than
        usual.”
    

    
        She threw up her arms. “But my bill!”
    

    
        “I covered it.”
    

    
        “Oh. Well—here’s my share,” she said, holding out thirteen dollars.
    

    
        He waved it away and set off toward campus, head down against the wind.
    

    
        She caught up with him. “Don’t make me stick money down your
        shirt.”
    

    
        “Next time, you pick up the check.”
    

    
        Next time?
    

    
        “Now, as I’d like to collect on that IOU, let’s discuss this trip to
        your parents’ house,” he said.
    

    
        She stuffed the money into her coat pocket. “What am I going to do? It
        never occurred to me that there’s magic in cars.”
    

    
        “Has yours ever done anything inexplicable?”
    

    
        She nodded. “I’ve never gotten into an accident, but I haven’t driven
        it much.”
    

    
        He lapsed into his middle-distance researcher stare. As the seconds
        turned to minutes and they crossed onto campus, she could take it no
        longer.
    

    
        “Please, there must be something I can do,” she said. “I can’t stay
        here over Christmas—I really can’t. They’re expecting me, and I miss
        them.”
    

    
        He sighed. It sounded different, somehow, from a huff of irritation.
        Almost sad. “When are you leaving?”
    

    
        “The day after tomorrow.”
    

    
        “And tomorrow? Do you have plans?”
    

    
        Working on her research paper. But rather than get into that, she
        simply shook her head.
    

    
        “You do now,” he said. “Expect me at 8 a.m.”
    

    
        Grateful and horrified in equal measure, she said, “You’re going to
        give me lessons all day?”
    

    
        “I am.”
    

    
        She groaned. “I’ll just be wasting your time—I’m getting nowhere.”
    

    
        “Perhaps you simply required a deadline,” he said.
    

    
        She groaned even more deeply. How many deadlines carried a risk of
        actual death if you missed them?
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Opposites

 



    She handed him a cup of coffee when he slouched into her office/home the
        next morning, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows in the universal
        symbol of impending work. (Why did that always look so good? She
        pondered the question for a second, realized she was ogling his arms,
        and made herself stop.)
    

    
        “I know you had other ideas about how to spend your Saturday ...” she
        said by way of apology.
    

    
        He snorted as he sank into her couch. “I had other ideas about how to
        spend the entire semester. You, Daggett, are a monumental distraction.”
    

    
        “And you’re not?” She grinned at him. “It’s a wonder I’ve gotten any
        work done with a real, live wizard—”
    

    
        Oops.
    

    
        “I mean convincer,” she said, racing to get it out before he could. The
        tight line of his shoulders softened. “You know, I can’t help wondering
        ...”
    

    
        “Yes?” He stared up at her, eyes narrowed.
    

    
        A lost cause. She jettisoned her question about what he had against
        “wizard” and found another one that would do instead. “How long have
        you known Willi?”
    

    
        “Several years.”
    

    
        “I like him.”
    

    
        “Well, there’s no accounting for taste.”
    

    
        She sat on the couch, realized she was a bit too close to him,
        contemplated shifting away and decided to stay put. “You like him,
        too.”
    

    
        “I don’t like anyone,” Hartgrave said, an assertion undermined by the
        mischievous twist to his lips.
    

    
        Merely to needle him, she said, “You spend an awful lot of time with
        me.”
    

    
        The twist of his lips now looked suspiciously like a grin.
    

    
        “You’re thinking of saying that it certainly has been awful, aren’t
        you,” she said, elbowing him.
    

    
        “I figured I’d wait and you’d say it for me.”
    

    
        She laughed. He almost-grinned some more.
    

    
        What had they been talking about? Oh, yes—his friend. She gave herself
        a mental shake and said: “Does Willi know your secret? Is he a
        convincer too?”
    

    
She’d never seen a smile vanish as instantaneously as his did.        “Daggett.”
    

    
        Conversations with him were a minefield.
    

    
        He stuck out his hand and she took it, trying to concentrate on why
        they were there—not to talk or joke or be friendly, but to get her
        problem under control so she didn’t do herself in. His skin prickled
        hers in an accusing way. Try as she might, she couldn’t get the feeling
        to subside.
    

    
        She let silence stumble past, flat-footed, before giving in to
        temptation. “Why are you helping me?”
    

    
        “Well, I do admit to some hope that it will mean less work for me in
        the long run.”
    

    
        She shook her head. “But today you’re making sure I get home and back.
        If I die tomorrow, you’ll have less work immediately.”
    

    
        “Hmm ... true.” He took a thoughtful sip of coffee. “Though why wait
        for tomorrow when I could simply dispose of you now?”
    

    
        Of course he was having her on. But she’d already leapt to her feet
        before her brain caught up with her body.
    

    
        A zing of painful magic followed.
    

    
        “Ow!” she snapped, wrenching her hand away and rubbing it. “Did you do
        that on purpose? What the heck!”
    

    
        His wide-eyed look gave her the momentary impression of surprise. Then
        he got up and glared down at her. “Look, you ungrateful pillock—”
    

    
        “Ungrateful … what?”
    

    
        “I’m doing you a tremendous favor, and all you do is complain.
        You’re not even trying!”
    

    
        “Hey,” she murmured, hurt.
    

    
        “It’s a wonder you ever managed to earn a PhD or complete anything
        because the minute something requires a bit of hard work, you give up—”
    

    
        “Hey,” she said, annoyed.
    

    
        “—and if you ever question my teaching methods again, I’ll sit in on
your classes and loudly critique every foolish decision you make!”
    

    
        She was trying to think of a reply that sufficiently conveyed what an
        utter jerk he was when he thrust both hands around hers. An instant of
        contact on par with the other awful times he’d touched her fully
        charged.
    

    
        He let go with a whoop. “Hah! I’m brilliant!”
    

    
        “Get out,” she spat, stuffing her abused hands into her pockets.
    

    
        “Wait, calm down—”
    

    
        “Calm down? Calm down?”
    

    
        “I wanted to make you angry, Daggett,” he said in a tone of voice that
        suggested this was a perfectly reasonable point.
    

    
        “Well, I want to kick one or both of your shins—” And then it
        clicked. She gaped at him. “Are you saying it wasn’t—you weren’t—”
    

    
        “Exactly. I didn’t add more magic to my aura just now. That reaction
        was entirely your anti-magic at work.”
    

    
        She rubbed her temples because what this suggested made her head hurt.
        “Are you telling me that my body pumps out more of it when I’m mad?”
    

    
        “Apparently.”
    

    
        She groaned. What a stupid, stupid power.
    

    
        “This is a breakthrough, you know.” He held out a hand. “May I?”
    

    
        Steeling herself for more unpleasantness, she took it. And let out a
        breath when touching him brought on nothing worse than the sensation of
        having clapped her hands too long and hard.
    

    
        “Ah, that’s already much better,” he said. “Either anti-magic quickly
        becomes inactive, or it’s not staying put in your aura ... There, can
        you feel that?”
    

    
        She could. The sharp stinging gave way to itching. Then tingling.
    

    
        She let go, the better to think. Touching him was distracting.
    

    
        “I don’t know that it’s only anger,” she said. “That time you’d just
        told me I was anti-magic, I was more upset than mad.”
    

    
        “Anti-magic production could be sped up by adrenaline, then. It’s not
        that way with magic, I’m sure of it.”
    

    
        He strode around her office for a moment, an air of suppressed
        excitement about him. But in the end he merely offered up the blazingly
        obvious.
    

    
        “Well—let’s see what difference it makes if you’re absolutely calm.”
    

    
        “I think this would be one of those cases in which the scientist’s
        presence ruins the experiment,” she muttered, falling back on the
        couch. She shouldn’t care about his opinion of her—as long as it didn’t
        stop him from helping with her anti-magic—and it annoyed her that she
        apparently did.
    

    
        He slipped his hand around hers, the itchy bite of that skin-to-skin
        contact sending goosebumps up her arm. “The scientist would like to
        point out that he didn’t mean any of that nonsense he said,” Hartgrave
        murmured.
    

    
        Very, very distracting.
    

    
        Focus.
    

    
        But no matter how calm she managed to get as they sat there together,
        the humming feeling remained. Maybe serenity wasn’t enough.
    

    
        At lunchtime, they made passable ham sandwiches from the ingredients
        she’d stashed in the history-department kitchen and brought the food
        back to her office. He seemed more comfortable in the Inferno, and it
        was probably the place where she could do the least harm—no tech beyond
        her computer and telephone. Well, and the lights, depending on one’s
        definition of technology.
    

    
        Good grief, why had she never thought to ask?
    

    
        She waited for Hartgrave to finish chewing the bite of sandwich he was
        working on, then pounced. “What everyday items have magic in them?”
    

    
        “Daggett, for the love of—”
    

    
        “No, I need to know,” she protested. “What if I hadn’t
        mentioned I was driving home this weekend?”
    

    
        He looked appropriately discomfited. “You’re right—I’m sorry. Computers
        and anything with an embedded computer.”
    

    
        “That’s—um—a lot of things, isn’t it?”
    

    
        “Airplanes, mobile phones, cameras, watches, microwaves and just about
        every other household appliance, to name a few.”
    

    
        She chewed her lip, trying to think through her technology mishaps.
        “I’ve never been on a plane or owned a camera or cell phone—”
    

    
        “Good God, you’re a Luddite.”
    

    
        “Well, it’s a good thing, don’t you think? Anyway, I have had
        many watches, all dead now, but I use the microwave upstairs all the
        time and I’ve never damaged it. At least, I don’t think I have.”
    

    
        He poured himself more water and handed her the bottle, the unexpected
        brush of his fingers against hers sparking the nerve endings halfway up
        her arm. “You probably aren’t spending enough time with your hands on
        it. The entire box isn’t magic, so it has some protection. You’d have
        to stand there touching it for a while.”
    

    
        She rubbed her arm absentmindedly and sighed. “Like I do with my
        wretched PC.”
    

    
        “I’ve been meaning to ask—how did you manage to get anything done on
        computers before you became my problem? Or did you never own one of
        those either?”
    

    
        Her laugh was rueful. “My family did, but wouldn’t you know, it never
        worked right, so I lost interest. In college, I wrote my essays out
        longhand and typed them up in the computer lab. Made it through without
        mishap, usually.”
    

    
        “No doubt because you didn’t use any of the machines there for long,”
        he said.
    

    
        Something about his gaze made her feel almost as itchy as if he were
        touching her. Then his words penetrated. “Wouldn’t that mean I’d be
        okay in the car?”
    

    
        He shot her one of his patented looks. “Don’t bank your life on it.
        You’ve been lucky, Daggett—you shouldn’t push it.”
    

    
        She rested her head in her hands. Her dangerous, dangerous hands. There
        had to be a way to get home, had to ...
    

    
        “Come with me,” she said, looking up at him. Begging him.
    

    
        His eyes widened. Then he narrowed them, like he was trying to read her
        and couldn’t.
    

    
        “Come on.” She put a hand on his bare arm without thinking and felt the
        zing past the crook of her elbow this time. A bit breathlessly, she
        added: “You haven’t really lived in Iowa until you’ve spent a
        few nights on a farm.”
    

    
        “I don’t think I’m the ideal addition to a family holiday,” he
        muttered.
    

    
        “My parents would be delighted. It’s just the three of us, and half our
        board games require four at minimum.” She managed a lopsided grin.
        “Really, you’d be very welcome. Unless—unless you have other plans?”
    

    
        “No.” He sounded irresolute. He looked over his shoulder, toward the
        corridor outside her office.
    

    
        “So come. Good company, great food and I won’t have to worry about
        careening off the road ...”
    

    
        He snapped back to attention. “No,” he said again. But this
        time it wasn’t irresolute. More like furious.
    

    
        “But—”
    

    
        “I’ve no interest in adding mechanic to the list of things I do for you
        without recompense.”
    

    
        That was unfair. She’d offered from the start to pay him for tutoring,
        and he’d sneered—what did he want from her?
    

    
        “Oh, that’s right.” She crossed her arms. “I’d forgotten you can’t
        leave town, thanks to the evil sorcerer.”
    

    
        He pushed back from the table and stood. She thought he would walk out
        on her, but he stomped to the couch and sat. To continue working on her
        problem for no recompense, apparently.
    

    
        Half of her wanted to thank him again, and the other half wanted to
        blow a raspberry at him. She finished the last bit of her sandwich,
        compiling other examples of his mulishness until one gave her an idea.
    

    
        “What if I don’t touch the car? Would that work?”
    

    
        He heaved a sigh. “Unless you can steer with your mind—”
    

    
        “No, no. I’ll show you.”
    

    
        She retrieved her thick pair of winter gloves, pulled them on and
        grasped both his hands—with no ill effects, not counting his deepening
        frown.
    

    
        “Hah! I’m brilliant,” she said, which should have elicited at
        least a snort from him, but no. She cleared her throat. “I remembered I
        couldn’t feel a thing that time you ‘helped’ me out of your chair. You
        had gloves on.”
    

    
        “Yes, but there’s no guarantee that would work for long.”
    

    
        “Sounds like an experiment.”
    

    
        He gestured to the other side of the couch. “Sit, then, and stop
        hovering over me.”
    

    
        The minutes ticked by with nary a tickle. Her idea was proving sound.
        But he was unusually—aggressively—silent. He wasn’t looking at her, and
        he was sitting as far from her as the couch allowed.
    

    
        Finally she could stand it no longer. “Hartgrave ...”
    

    
        “What.”
    

    
        “What’s wrong? What have I done?”
    

    
        “You’ve no right to ask me that,” he said to the floor, as if he wanted
        it to relay the message. “You’ve traded your questions away.”
    

    
        She wanted to shake him. “It’s not that kind of question.”
    

    
        “Oh? It’s not an attempt to extract information from me against my
        will?”
    

    
        “No, it’s an attempt to find out why you’re upset, because I care about
        you, you dolt!”
    

    
        He abandoned his grim perusal of the floor to eye her. “My ability to
        do things for you, you mean.”
    

    
        The pang of guilt this brought on was as sharp as heartburn. Of course
        he would think that. Hadn’t she been telling herself the same thing?
    

    
        She scooted closer and put her other hand on his. “Whatever it may look
        like, I do care about you, Hartgrave. You. Not simply what you know.”
    

    
        She was about to add that he was the closest thing to a friend she
        had—she was now spending far more time with him than
        Bernie—but she didn’t get the chance. Because he sliced through the
        space separating them and kissed her.
    

    
        She didn’t register any sensation at all for a second, so great was her
        shock, but then her nerve endings roared back to life. Everywhere his
        skin touched hers—his lips on her lips, his hand cradling her jaw, the
        tip of his nose against her cheek—prickled, itched, buzzed.
    

    
        It felt really good. No—good was a massive understatement. She
        gasped. He pressed in further, tongue touching hers, and the aftershock
        zipped to every part of her body.
    

    
        That was when reason belatedly kicked in. She jerked back, trying to
        get her tingling mouth to form the words, “I can’t kiss you yet, I
        hardly know you”—and all that came out was a shaky, “Can’t—know!”
    

    
        This sounded far worse.
    

    
        He leapt off the couch, face twisted in mortification. She said
        “no!”—this time meaning the word he’d thought he’d heard—and added,
        “Wait!”
    

    
        He didn’t wait. He was already out of her office, and in the few
        seconds it took to get up and dash after him, he’d already ducked into
        a corridor and out of view. She ran to his room, hoping to beat him
        there and make him listen, but no—the soft thud of the other
        door closing, the one leading out of the Inferno, proved that he’d
        doubled back and escaped.
    

    
        She tried to find him. She rushed from the building and jogged to
        Mexican Foo (dark, door locked), then walked back to campus, winded,
        and with increasingly heavy feet took herself to just about every
        square inch of the college.
    

    
        Eventually she returned to her empty office. It was possible—just
        barely—that he’d show up at seven o’clock, if only to insist her
        kissing was terrible and he was glad he’d never have to suffer the
        experience again. He hadn’t missed their appointment before, not once.
        Like a standing date. She wondered when he’d begun to see it that
        way—and when exactly she’d changed her mind about him. Because she had,
        almost without noticing.
    

    
        He was fascinating, challenging, provoking. Apparently she liked
        bickering. Also, men who looked like vultures. Under the barrage of
        constant exposure, her subconscious had made the executive decision
        that he wasn’t ugly, he was striking—all angles and sharp edges. And
        good God, that kiss ...
    

    
        But getting involved with a man who refused to answer questions about
        his past, who seemed to dislike any questions on principle, would be a
        monumentally stupid thing to do.
    

    
        All purely academic, because it was now seven fifteen. He wasn’t
        coming. He was holed up somewhere, humiliated. Even if she could find
        him and force him to listen to what she’d meant to say, he wouldn’t
        like that much better—he’d probably think she was trying to manipulate
        him into a relationship-for-information exchange.
    

    
        On that lovely thought, she got ready for bed. It might have been only
        seven fifteen, but her feet hurt, her heart ached and she had a long
        drive ahead of her that she hoped would not end in disaster.
    

    . . . . .


    
        Emily woke the next morning to find an old cell phone, the not-smart
        kind, and a piece of scrap paper sitting on her table. At the top of
the note was a telephone number. Underneath:        If your car gives you trouble, pull over immediately—underlined twice—and call me.
    

    
        She gaped at it. Then she dashed for her gloves and dialed the number
        with awkward fingers.
    

    
        “Yes?” Hartgrave—tense.
    

    
        “It’s ...” She faltered. How should she identify herself? “It’s
        Daggett. I’m—”
    

    
        “Where are you?”
    

    
        “In my office, but that doesn’t matter, I’m—”
    

    
        “Nothing’s wrong with your car?”
    

    
        “No, but—”
    

    
        “Nothing’s happened to you?”
    

    
        “No, listen—”
    

    
        “Goodbye,” he said. The word sounded extremely final.
    

    
        “Hartgrave! It wasn’t what you thought yesterday, that’s not what I
        meant!”
    

    
        There was no one to hear. He’d hung up.
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You Can Run

 


She didn’t try to engineer an excuse to call Hartgrave from the road.
        Rather the reverse: Besides wearing her thick gloves, she stopped every
        half-hour to get out and give the car an anti-magic break.
    

    
        So she arrived without mishap. But he loomed over her Christmas
        vacation, memories of him popping up like specters at unexpected
moments, making her stomach zip and clench and sink. She        missed him. The arguments. The quarter, half and occasionally
        whole smiles. That kiss.
    

    
        (God, that kiss.)
    

    
        Her magic problem was forever jumping out at her, too. For instance,
        when her father wanted her to try the new global positioning system
        that could pilot his tractor.
    

    
        For decades, he’d been saving spare change in glass jars squirreled
        through the house, and this was what he’d finally decided to spend it
        all on. No way was she touching the thing and ruining it.
    

    
        “How about you use it and I’ll watch,” she said, backing away.
    

    
        Her father chuckled, running a hand through his thinning but
        still-brown hair. “Never did like technology, did you?”
    

    
        Oh, if only it were that. “It’s more that it doesn’t like me.”
    

    
        He must have caught the undercurrent to those words because he stopped
        gazing with soppy affection at his new toy and shot her a look of mild
        concern. “Something wrong, Em?”
    

    
        “No,” she lied, wishing yet again that she could tell him.
    

    
        “Hmm,” he said, which was what he always said when he wanted a better
        answer.
    

    
        “Dad—”
    

    
        “Hmm.”
    

    
        “It’s just ... complicated.”
    

    
        He shook his head in a decidedly rueful way. “Ah. A man.”
    

    
        That was an accurate answer to what was wrong. She sighed and
        nodded.
    

    
        “Not going so well, I take it,” he said.
    

    
        Every nerve in her body buzzed at the memory of Hartgrave’s lips,
        hands, tongue. Then that part of the mental replay was over, pushing
        forward to the look on his face as she pulled away.
    

    
        “It’s not going anywhere. It doesn’t matter,” she added, wincing at
        this second lie and hastening to tack on a truth: “I’m sure you would
        think he was inappropriate, anyway.”
    

    
        “Oh dear.” He slung an arm around her shoulders and led her out of the
        barn. “Inappropriate people are always the hardest to get over. Darn
        inconsiderate of them ... Would you like some cookies?”
    

    
        She laughed, leaning into his wiry frame, and the tight knot of anxiety
        eased. Difficult to remain worked up about Hartgrave, anti-magic and
        her precarious position in the world when her position in this small
        corner of it was so familiar and comfortable.
    

    
        But four days later, she approached her car for the trip back with the
        anxious knot filling her entire stomach.
    

    
        “Drive straight there so you don’t get caught in that storm they’re
        forecasting,” her father said, setting in her trunk a full-to-bursting
        box of books—Christmas presents and old college texts she hadn’t gotten
        around to moving.
    

    
        Her mother snapped one last photograph with her professional-grade
        camera—that was what she’d spent her squirreled coins on—and
        stood on her toes to kiss the top of Emily’s head, a childhood ritual
        she refused to relinquish just because a certain daughter was now
        slightly taller than she was.
    

    
        “I wish you’d get a cell phone for emergencies,” her mother lamented.
        “Really—we’ll pay the bill if you can’t manage it yet. You should have
        let us cover your tuition, you know—”
    

    
        “Mom,” Emily cut in with fond exasperation. Given enough time, all
        conversations with her mother came around to student loans. “I’m fine
        now. Actually have money in the bank and everything. Anyway, someone
        lent me a phone for this trip.”
    

    
        “Oh! That was nice.”
    

    
        “Yes.” Emily sighed. “It was.”
    

    
        She drove off, white-knuckled under her gloves, but everything seemed
        okay—until roughly thirty miles from Ashburn. Then she heard an ominous
        clunk. She stopped on the shoulder, willing it to be a normal sort of
        clunk, and kept the motor running while waiting to see what would
        happen.
    

    
        Nothing, as it turned out. No warning lights blinked on. No other
        unusual sounds manifested. Accelerating back onto the highway in the
        deepening dusk, she crossed her toes and hoped for the best.
    

    
        Twenty-five miles from Ashburn, the “check engine” light flickered on,
        and she admitted defeat.
    

    
        Hartgrave’s voice was faint over the scratchy connection, but the
        emotion in it was unmistakable. “What.”
    

    
        “My car,” she said, leaning against the headrest and wondering if it
        wouldn’t have been better to simply walk the twenty-five miles back to
        campus.
    

    
        “Did you pull over?” This time he sounded far more worried than
        annoyed.
    

    
        “Yes.”
    

    
        “Get out. Now. Stay at a safe distance.”
    

    
        She thought about arguing that “check engine” did not usually mean
        “imminent explosion,” but opted to just follow his instructions.
    

    
        “Where are you?” he asked as she shut the door behind her and stood,
        shivering, in the lightly falling snow.
    

    
        “Just outside Clear Lake. Interstate 35, near U.S. 18.”
    

    
        “How near?”
    

    
        “Half a mile south,” she said, looking at the sign that announced this
        fact.
    

    
        A pause, punctuated by faint clicking noises. “Anyone around?”
    

    
        “Um ... no.”
    

    
        “Right. Hang on.”
    

    
        The connection went dead.
    

    
        Before she could decide whether he’d hung up on her again or whether it
        was just the bad reception, something popped into view beyond the road
        sign, dark amid the swirling flakes. No, wait—someone. Someone
        wearing a black coat and wool cap. Holy crap.
    

    
        She ran to meet him, all her intentions of starting with an apology
        driven clear out of her head. “That was amazing!”
    

    
        He looked at her car rather than at her, his long coat blowing wildly
        around his boots. “What happened?”
    

    
        She told him. Without comment, he slid into the driver’s seat and laid
        his hands on the dashboard. His frown deepened.
    

    
        “Well, it’s not the engine control unit or the instrument panel,” he
        muttered.
    

    
        He spent a few more moments feeling up her car while she watched, skin
        tingling, envying the junker. Then he popped the hood. They stared at
        the contents, playing a miserable version of “what’s wrong with this
        picture.”
    

    
        She came up with the answer first. “Oh! The alternator belt’s gone.”
    

    
        Hartgrave blinked at her. “What?”
    

    
        She’d seen enough tractors at all angles to know what a vehicle was
        supposed to look like under the hood. She pointed: “Right there.”
    

    
        “Scheiße.”
    

    
        “How could I have been responsible for this?”
    

    
        He let the hood fall shut with a resounding bang. “You weren’t. An
        alternator belt is mechanical, not electronic.”
    

    
        “Then—”
    

    
        “Your car is a piece of dreck and chose this evening to break down.”
    

    
        She shook her fist at the sky. “Damn you, irony!”
    

    
        “Exactly. Now go pop the hood and try to start the car.”
    

    
        “Pop the—why did you close it, then?”
    

    
        “I desperately needed to slam something.”
    

    
        She laughed. He looked as if he’d been about to smile in return but
        thought better of it, and her stomach did its zip-clench-sink routine
        so rapidly, she had to steady herself on the car.
    

    
        She almost launched into her kiss-debacle explanation right then. But
        he hunched more deeply into his coat, rubbing his arms, and she knew it
        would have to wait until they were both out of the cold.
    

    
        Her first attempt at starting the car went nowhere. The battery was
        clearly stone dead. Hopeless, even if another car stopped to help—a
        jumpstart wasn’t enough without an alternator belt.
    

    
        “Again,” Hartgrave yelled from behind the open hood.
    

    
        Still, he’d just traveled twenty-five miles in seconds, so why couldn’t
        he reanimate expired car parts? She had a vivid image of him lifting
        both arms skyward and funneling lightning directly to the battery,
        cackling in grand mad-scientist fashion.
    

    
        She turned the key a second time. The engine flared to life, sputtered
        and stopped.
    

    
        “Verdammt noch mal!
        Again!”
    

    
        This time, it took. He jumped into the passenger seat and she hit the
        accelerator.
    

    
        “Thank you,” she said, realizing she’d forgotten that part.
    

    
        “Don’t thank me yet.” He made a half-hearted effort to brush the snow
        off his coat. “I’ve no idea how long this will hold.”
    

    
        “No, I mean—thank you for coming. It was very good of you.”
    

    
        He said nothing. She took a deep breath—explaining what she’d meant
        post-kiss would need to be done without pauses—but at the first
        syllable, her car shuddered. The warning lights all blinked and the
        engine stalled out.
    

    
        She just managed to force the vehicle over to the shoulder, and it came
        to a gasping halt not far from the exit for U.S. 18 east.
    

    
        “Half a mile. Brilliant.” Hartgrave slumped further into the seat. “I
        can’t do this fifty more times.”
    

    
        “You recharged the battery a small amount?”
    

    
        He nodded. “It would need to be recharged entirely to have any hope of
        getting back to Ashburn, and I can’t do it, I’d have to—”
    

    
        He stopped. She waited for him to go on, then gave him a tentative
        prod. “You’d have to what?”
    

    
        “Nothing.” He rubbed the heels of his hands over his closed eyes. “I
        can’t, all right? If the belt were still attached to the car, I could
        repair it, but as it is—we’re stuck.”
    

    
        “But—but you can go anywhere. You could take us both home
        right now, couldn’t you? Well, maybe not me,” she amended. Sadly. “But
        you could go and ask Bernie Ballantine to come get me—he would, he’s a
        sweetheart.”
    

    
        “No.”
    

    
        “He is—”
    

    
        “No, I mean—I can’t go,” Hartgrave said.
    

    
        “What? Why?”
    

    
        “In the name of all that’s holy, stop asking questions!”
    

    
        She stared at him, bewildered. Well, perfect segue: “That’s why I had
        to stop kissing you.”
    

    
        His eyes went wide. She pressed on at top speed.
    

    
        “I really enjoyed it but I don’t know you, and that’s what I was trying
        to say, but it came out missing a few things, pretty much everything
except the verbs, and I’d love to get to know you better so I        could kiss you because that was about ten times better than
        every previous kiss I’ve had put together, and I can’t stop thinking
        about you, but I realize you’re not wild about—”
    

    
        “Daggett!” He said it like a plea.
    

    
        “Right. Stopping now.”
    

    
        He rubbed his hands together to warm them, or possibly to buy himself
        some time. She waited in a frenzy of anticipation, expecting nothing
        good but hoping, hoping he would see a way for their competing
        needs to not be in conflict.
    

    
        “I won’t talk about my past. Don’t try to—to entice me,” he said. He’d
        started this speech as hard and unmovable as a boulder, but then he
        looked up at her and his voice broke.
    

    
        A hollow ache spread from her chest in just the way it had when he’d
        told her she would never do magic. So this too was impossible. She
        searched for something to say and came up with, “Bloody buggering
        hell.”
    

    
        He worked his mouth open, abruptly shut it, then opened it again. A
        choked noise came out.
    

    
        Laughter.
    

    
        “Well,” she said, hard-pressed not to join in, the curse had sounded so
        ridiculous falling from her lips, “at least that wasn’t at all
        enticing.”
    

    
        He reached out and tucked a few errant strands of hair behind her ear,
        leaving a prickling trail in his wake. “You’re the only person who can
        make me laugh. That’s incredibly enticing.”
    

    
        She shucked off a glove, caught his hand and held it, looking at their
        intertwined fingers, thinking of their auras meshing at the point of
        contact. “We’ll have to stop spending time together, won’t we? One of
        us will give in, otherwise, and we’ll end up resenting each other.”
    

    
        He didn’t disagree. He raised her hand to his lips, giving her another
        example of what she’d be missing, and let go.
    

    
        She swallowed, trying to regain her composure. They couldn’t keep
        sitting here, or she might give in immediately. “What should we do
        about getting home?”
    

    
        “Well ... calling in Ballantine isn’t a bad idea.”
    

    
        She hated to admit it, since she’d suggested it, but: “I don’t actually
        know his phone number.”
    

    
        “I’ve got it.”
    

    
        “Really?” She found this as surprising as if he’d admitted to owning a
        collection of loudly colored shirts. She’d never seen the two men even
        talk to each other, except for that once at Mexican Foo. “How did you
        come to—”
    

    
        “Sod
        it. There’s no signal.” He glared at his cell phone. “How can I be
        getting no signal in a state that’s so very—”
    

    
        “Don’t you dare say ‘flat.’”
    

    
        “So very much in need of reception to communicate with people in more
        interesting states. Check the other phone.”
    

    
        He didn’t sound hopeful, which was just as well, because that didn’t
        work either. Emily handed it back to him.
    

    
        “We know it works well enough for a call half a mile south,” she said,
        slipping her bare hand into her glove and trying not to think about his
        lips on her skin.
    

    
        He looked out at the snow and groaned. “I suppose there’s nothing else
        for it.”
    

    
        “I’ll go; you can stay,” she said, taking pity on him. He wasn’t
        dressed for the worsening storm. No gloves, no scarf.
    

    
        “What sort of man would I be—”
    

    
        “One who understands how royally pissed off I get when people treat me
        like I’m helpless.”
    

    
        “Right then, equal-opportunity misery. We’ll both go.” He tucked the
        phones into his pockets. “But not half a mile back, not when there’s a
        restaurant over there that we can sit in while we wait for Ballantine.”
    

    
        “Over there” was at the end of the ramp on the other side of
        I-35. Uneasiness flared up like a candle. It would be far quicker to
        cut across the road than follow the eastbound ramp to 18 and double
        back, but it was, after all, an interstate highway. And it passed
        through Clear Lake, where the plane carrying Buddy Holly and a handful
        of other pop stars crashed all those years ago—a plane they’d taken
        because the bus kept breaking down.
    

    
        This was obviously a place where irony hovered, waiting for victims. It
        had been snowing that night, too.
    

    
        Hartgrave, who’d stepped out of the car, stuck his head back in. “Have
        you decided you are in fact helpless?”
    

    
        “Sorry, I’m coming.” She pulled on her hat and jumped out. “I was just
        imagining the worst.”
    

    
        “What, frostbite?”
    

    
        “No, getting hit by a truck.”
    

    
        His lips turned up in that half-smile that was so him, the way
        she would always picture him. “The road’s empty, you know.”
    

    
        “No, it’s not,” she said, gesturing to a vehicle so far off that its
        headlights were nearly indistinguishable from the snow.
    

    
        “That’s five minutes away,” he said, exaggerating but not by much.
        “Let’s go, or I really will end up with frostbite.”
    

    
        She took off at a sprint. She got as far as the middle of the
        southbound span when irony caught up.
    

    
        “Ow,” she said, down on her hands and one bruised knee. She didn’t even
        know why she’d fallen, it had happened so fast.
    

    
        Hartgrave leaned in. “Are you all right?”
    

    
        She took a quick inventory. “Yes, fine,” she said, accepting his hand
        up. But when she tried to get the heck off the highway—
    

    
        “Oh, God. I’m stuck.”
    

    
        She’d managed to wedge her foot completely into a small pothole.
        Tugging only made her lose her balance.
    

    
        “Hang on, hang on,” he said, clearly trying not to laugh at her
        predicament.
    

    
        But the smile died on his lips when he couldn’t get her free, either.
    

    
        The headlights no longer looked far away. They were getting bigger at a
        rate that suggested high speed—perhaps as fast as her heart was now
        pumping. Blood roared in her ears.
    

    
        “Get the boot off, just get it off,” he barked. “No, not with those
        gloves on—I’ll work on the laces, just be ready to pull it
off—damn it! Why did you make the knots so bloody        tight?”
    

    
        She could hardly hear him. The vehicle barreling toward them was a
        truck. A huge, jacked-up pickup truck.
    

    
        “Magic!” she choked out. “Use magic! Hartgrave!”
    

    
        He tried once more to undo the knot, something like anguish twisting
        his face, before jerking both hands back and aiming them at the
        pavement near her foot. “Don’t move.”
    

    
        Brakes squealed. The driver must finally have noticed them. Thank God—
    

    
        And just like that, the truck fishtailed violently, spinning, its
        entire length stretched across the highway. A dozen feet from impact. A
        yard. Inches.
    

    
        It passed right through the space where she was standing, only she
        wasn’t standing there anymore. She was wrapped in Hartgrave’s arms,
        cheek pressed against his chest, feet dangling in the air at least
        thirty feet above the proceedings.
    

    
        The vehicle stopped and disgorged the driver, a rattled-looking
        teenager. The boy stared back along the road, then turned his head both
        directions to scan the shoulders. He did not, of course, think to look
        up. Eventually he climbed back into the truck and drove off at a speed
        so slow it would have been amusing, if Emily were in any condition to
        be amused.
    

    
        She wasn’t even in a condition to properly enjoy the flying.
    

    
        “I think,” she said, voice sounding all wrong, “that I might pass out.”
    

    
        “No!” Hartgrave maneuvered them onto the side of the road they’d been
trying to reach. “Stay conscious—we have to get out of here        now. Fuck,” he added, which seemed an odd thing to say,
        considering that he’d just saved them. “Fuck fuck fuck.”
    

    
        “What’s—”
    

    
        “Take off a glove and give me your hand,” he said, holding his out.
        “Quickly!”
    

    
        Befuddled, she did.
    

    
        “Gah!” she cried in tandem with his “bugger!” It hurt. (It
        also cleared the about-to-faint feeling right out of her system.)
    

    
        “Right, that settles that,” he said, not explaining what, exactly,
        settled what. “Can you walk? Can you run?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she said instantly, because she knew she had to. Something was
        clearly wrong.
    

    
        She tore off across the snow-covered patch of land beside the ramp,
        Hartgrave behind her only—she assumed—because he worried she might
        again lose her footing.
    

    
        “Hurry,” he said, “hurry, hurry ...”
    

    
        She couldn’t think what had happened to make him so agitated. They were
        alive. The driver was alive. And no one knew he’d managed it with an
        impressive bit of magic.
    

    
        Almost directly in front of them, two women materialized out of thin
        air.
    

    
        They wore long, pale coats and fierce expressions. If she’d had any
        doubt their appearance was what Hartgrave had feared, his sharp intake
        of breath would have erased it.
    

    
        He jumped in front of her. His phone’s frantic beep-beep-beep alert
        went off, and she suddenly realized what it was: Morse code. SOS.
    

    
        One of the women had a dark bob that stood out against the snowstorm
like ink on paper. Her companion’s hair was a brilliant crimson.        Snow White and Rose Red, her brain supplied as if this were
        the contribution she most needed right now.
    

    
        The next second, luminescent magic sizzled from the women’s fingers,
        racing outward—not directly at her or Hartgrave, but around them all.
        Like that, the four of them were hemmed in by a sizable dome. Trapped.
        Hartgrave was casting, too—a barrier between them and the two women,
        splitting the dome in half.
    

    
        Could this possibly be what it looked like? Had he been hiding in
        Ashburn from some sort of magical hit squad?
    

    
        She’d wanted adventure. She’d wanted to know Hartgrave’s secret. Two
        wishes fulfilled for the price of one—a price that might be far too
        high.
    

    
        “You’re supposed to be dead,” Rose Red said to Hartgrave, breaking the
        fraught silence. She sounded British—and furious.
    

    
        “Wasn’t really in the mood for it,” he said, the tightness in his voice
        undercutting the devil-may-care words.
    

    
        Emily forced herself to breathe and consider the options. No one else
        was nearby, no one was likely to see them from the road, but there had
        to be something she could do. She was anti-magic, for Pete’s sake—this
was the one time that cruel twist of fate could be helpful.        She ought to be the one jumping in front of him.
    

    
        Except she’d never had an instantaneous effect on Hartgrave’s
        enchantments, and if any magic was instantaneously fatal ...
    

    
        Rose Red was saying something. Emily refocused in time to catch, “And
        Kincaid will be very interested to hear what you’ve been up
        to.” The woman’s scowl deepened. “But I’m just as happy to bring you
        back to him in pieces. Your choice.”
    

    
        “You know you’re not getting out of this,” Snow White added.
    

    
        Hartgrave shot Emily a look of infinite meaning, and in that instant
        she knew. He couldn’t get them out—but she could.
    

    
        She was the key. She was.
    

    
        A heady feeling, despite the danger. No, because of it. She
        could show what she was made of and compensate for the little matter of
        being rendered helpless by asphalt.
    

    
        As she tore off her gloves, he whispered, “Wait until we’re both at the
        edge—I need to be in arm’s reach. And don’t touch my shield.”
    

    
        At that, his barrier glowed red. But he didn’t need to distinguish it
        from the air, as it happened, because the next moment the Sisters Grimm
        sent a wave of fire roaring against it.
    

    
        Hartgrave, who’d been taking a few cautious steps away from the center
        of the dome, staggered backward, shouting a warning. Emily hit the
        ground right before flames burst through a scorched-black weak spot and
        whizzed across the space she’d just been occupying.
    

    
        “Stay behind me!” he ordered, shoring up his spell. To the attackers,
        he added, “She has nothing to do with this—let her go.”
    

    
        Rose Red’s laugh was chilly. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Drop our
        defenses so you can go, you mean.”
    

    
        Hartgrave crab-walked two more steps to the left. Emily followed,
        wondering why he didn’t just run to the edge of the dome, and feeling
        even more perplexed when he stopped altogether.
    

    
        “What do you plan to do with her? That is,” he added, “if you don’t
        inadvertently kill her trying to get to me.”
    

    
        “I’m sure Kincaid will have ideas,” Snow White said. Ominously.
    

    
        Hartgrave, shuffling a yard closer to the shimmering edge, bit off a
        curse as two more flames sizzled through hairline fractures in his
        shield. It seemed as if each movement sapped at his defensive position.
    

    
        Rose Red called out: “Already tiring, are you? Your shield is
        collapsing.”
    

    
        She was right. It had curved, melting under the barrage. Hartgrave
        opened his mouth to respond and had a coughing fit instead.
    

    
        “We’re close enough, damn it,” Emily hissed. “Let me try!”
    

    
        She took his answering cough to mean “go right ahead,” leapt the
        remaining half-dozen feet and pushed both hands onto the barrier.
    

    
        Nothing happened.
    

    
        She leaned her entire body into it, knees trembling as anxiety kicked
        up to full-out fear. Hartgrave’s faint red shield, the only thing
        standing between them and immolation, was well and truly failing. Tiny
        bits of fire broke through at multiple pinprick points—she ducked to
        avoid one—and he couldn’t do anything about it, couldn’t stop coughing.
    

    
        They were going to die.
    

    
        “This is not what I meant by adventure!” she yelled to no one in
        particular—and with a hiss and a pop, the dome evaporated.
    

    
        She stumbled into the storm it had been holding at bay. When she got
        herself turned around, expecting to find spells rushing at her, she
        discovered their attackers were trapped—caught in an even smaller dome.
        A red one. She laughed in nervous relief: Holes notwithstanding,
        Hartgrave’s wall hadn’t warped—he’d altered it on purpose.
    

    
        The next second, he barreled into her.
    

    
        “Be calm,” he said in a rasp that proved he hadn’t feigned his
        condition. “Now.”
    

    
        The hit squadders—yelling bloody murder—pummeled his altered spell.
Already, new scorch marks formed. She wanted to shout:        Calm? Calm?!
    

    
        He grabbed her right hand with palsied fingers. Oh, the pain.
        “I’m not”—he coughed—“leaving without you.”
    

    
        “All right.” She expelled a breath through gritted teeth. “All right.
        Calm.”
    

    
        The sensation where they touched eased from terrible to merely bad.
    

    
        “Focus.” He fell to his knees in the snow, pulling her with him. “You
        can do it, I have faith in you ...”
    

    
        Impossible to ignore the shouted threats, but she tried. Calm. Calm as
        a spring breeze or a silvery lake or a snowy night, a snowy night with
        absolutely no murderous magic-users.
    

    
        Hartgrave dropped her hand, threw his arms around her and—
    

    
        What happened next was the strangest sensation. Nothing—that was what
        it felt like. Pure nothing.
    

    
        The damp chill of snow disappeared. The pressure of his fingers
        dissolved. The sound of infuriated killers receded to a silence so
        total, the idea of noise was ridiculous.
    

    
        When the world rushed back in the form of what appeared to her dazed
        eyes to be a room, it was too much. She fell forward on her hands, head
        spinning.
    

    
        Beside her, Hartgrave was coughing hard enough to dislodge a rib. When
        the fit subsided, he took a rattling breath and said with hoarse
        finality: “Those were wizards.”
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Coming to an Understanding

 


 A full minute passed before she could open her eyes and lift her head.
        They’d landed in Hartgrave’s hidden room. He was pushing the door shut,
        an effort that seemed to be the final straw, because he then swayed and
        fell.
    

    
        She staggered over to him. His eyes were screwed shut, his teeth
        clenched, face a subtle shade of gray. A horrible thought gripping her,
        she reached for his hand—and felt nothing but ice-cold skin, not even a
        low hum, despite how worked up she was.
    

    
        “Hartgrave ...” Her voice trembled. “Are you all right?”
    

    
        He cracked open one eye. “Do I”—he coughed—“look all right?”
    

    
        “No,” she snapped, anxiety making her testy. “You looked like you could
        be dead, and I was trying to rule that out.”
    

    
        “Death,” he said, pausing to breathe with effort, “might be
        preferable.”
    

    
        Probably a good sign that he had energy for sarcasm.
    

    
        “Are we safe here?” She looked at the door. “They can’t follow us?”
    

    
        “They’ve no way”—he wheezed—“of knowing where we went.”
    

    
        He tugged his still-beeping phone out of his pocket and silenced it
        with shaking fingers. It took three attempts.
    

    
        She bit her lip. “Any point going to the emergency room?”
    

    
        He shook his head.
    

    
        “At least let me get you to bed, then,” she said, taking his hands. But
        despite both their efforts, he couldn’t get up.
    

    
        She sat next to him on the floor, warming his chilly hands with hers.
        “What did they do to you?”
    

    
        He caught his breath, or close to it. “I’ve overextended myself.
        Couldn’t pull in magic at the rate I needed. Had to tap reserves.”
    

    
        “What, you were drawing it out of your body?” She shuddered as
        he made an affirmative noise. “Wouldn’t—wouldn’t that be like sucking
        oxygen out of your bloodstream before your body’s done with it?”
    

    
        “Yes. Very like.”
    

    
        She held his hands tighter. “What can we do?”
    

    
        “Time, the great healer.”
    

    
        “I don’t suppose you can draw magic into your body from the atmosphere
        to replace what you’ve lost ...”
    

    
        “No. Magic goes out, not in.” He paused; he was still breathing
        heavily. “Besides, I have to produce magic to draw more around me.
        Right now”—he shifted in a vain attempt to find a comfortable position
        on the stone floor—“I can’t do magic any more than you can.”
    

    
        “Here,” she murmured, slipping an arm around him. They sat like that
        for a while, Hartgrave’s breathing and skin tone slowly returning to
        normal as he leaned against her, his body warm against hers.
    

    
        Her spirits improved as he did. They’d successfully escaped. He would
        be all right. And she’d had an honest-to-goodness adventure, by gosh.
    

    
        “Well—go ahead.”
    

    
        She looked up at him in confusion.
    

    
        “Ask your questions,” he clarified with the air of someone about to
        face an ordeal, as if he hadn’t just come through something far worse.
        “No doubt you have enough queued up to keep us here for the next
        month.”
    

    
        Her heart zipped at the implications. Did that mean … No, no, one thing
        at a time. “Just to be absolutely clear: You, Hartgrave, are telling
        me, Daggett, to ask you questions?”
    

    
        His laugh warmed her right through, despite its raspy edge. “I can’t
        pretend I don’t owe you some answers after that near-death experience.
        Besides, the harm I was trying to avoid has already been done.”
    

    
        She considered this, lining up the clues she’d gleaned over the weeks.
        “Are those women from Cornwall?”
    

    
        He nodded.
    

    
        “Do they target certain magic-users?”
    

    
        “Yes,” he said, his tone suggesting he hadn’t expected that mental
        leap.
    

    
        Hah! So her first instinct had been right after all—he was
        hiding.
    

    
        “How’s this,” she said. “You went to Cornwall University, figured out
        how to use magic—or possibly the other way around, but whichever, they
        found out about you and decided to take you out. You faked your own
        death, fled here because the American Midwest is the last place they’d
        look for a snobby European, and everything was fine until tonight, when
        they somehow discovered you again.”
    

    
        Now he looked truly taken aback, so she tapped her free hand against
        her knee, trying to unravel the rest and impress him further. “Can they
        track the use of magic? Wait—that’s not right, you’ve been using magic
        all along ...”
    

    
        “You’re close.” He glanced down at the hand he didn’t have around her
        shoulder, splaying it out, palm up. “Every aura is unique, like a
        fingerprint. But auras of people who use magic are also strong enough
        that satellites can pick them up as they would any other signal. The
        group those killers belong to combines global positioning systems with
        fifth-force manipulation, and voilà: They can see where all
        the magic-users are, all the time.”
    

    
        “But not you?”
    

    
He pulled her a little closer. She could hear the        thud-thud-thud of his heart beating too fast, the conversation
        probably resurrecting bad memories. “I was fortunate enough to work out
        a way of remaining under the radar.”
    

    
        This abruptly brought to mind his declaration that he’d taught himself
        how to push magic away for “health reasons.”
    

    
        “If you keep the magic in your aura below a certain amount, they can’t
        see you,” she said. “That’s it, isn’t it. ‘Health reasons’!” She shot
        him a look. “You continually misled me.”
    

    
        “I was being careful.” He paused. “I’ve never lied to you.”
    

    
        She used up the remainder of the look and moved on, wanting to get more
        answers while the getting was good. “So how could you do any magic?”
    

    
        “Small manipulations, like fixing your cup or your computer—they don’t
        require much fuel. It’s only with bigger feats that I’d have to pull so
        much magic to me, I’d go over the top.”
    

    
        “Like ... flying,” she whispered, feeling sick. This had been her
        fault. None of it would have happened if she’d walked across the
        highway slowly, or for that matter had taken her car in for a
        pre-Christmas checkup.
    

    
        How terribly heroic.
    

    
        “Hartgrave ... I’m sorry—I’m so sorry.”
    

    
        He frowned. “What are you suggesting? That I should have let you die?”
    

    
        “No, but—”
    

    
        “It was an accident. I don’t blame you.”
    

    
        It shouldn’t have mattered, not when she was blaming herself, but his
        absolution helped. She pressed closer, reassured by the steady rise and
        fall of his chest, and was diverted for a moment by the realization
        that they were breathing perfectly in sync.
    

    
        Then logic reasserted itself. “Wait—why are you able to fly in here?”
    

    
        She could feel rather than hear his chuckle. “Because, as implausible
        as it might seem at a little college in the middle of nowhere, this
        room is the neatest bit of magic I’ve ever seen.”
    

    
        “What? What do you mean?”
    

    
        “Magic-tight, one way. It can drift in, but it can’t get out. I’ve no
        idea how; it’s clearly old magic,” he added, anticipating the question
        about to fall from her lips. “But the point is, I can safely do
        anything in this room as long as the door’s closed. Their system can’t
        pick me up. And that, to more fully answer one of your earlier
        questions, is the reason I live here.”
    

    
        Who could have built such a relic? How she would love to know. Her mind
        drifted down the path of fanciful speculation for about ten yards
        before pulling up short. “Oh no! When I barged in on you that first
        time—”
    

    
        “A tiny burst of aura isn’t enough for the tracking system. It requires
        five uninterrupted seconds to recognize the signal.”
    

    
        Ah. She grimaced. “That’s why you fell. You had no choice.”
    

    
        “Well—and because I was startled into it. But it’s entirely why I
        didn’t use any magic afterward to hide myself. The consequences of you
        seeing me weren’t quite as dire as the consequences of you not
        seeing me. Also”—he angled his head to catch her eye, his smile
        sharp-edged—“I did foolishly assume you’d run straight off to get help,
        not dawdle about.”
    

    
        She shifted away from him, wincing. “No wonder you detested me.”
    

    
        “I just wished you were working elsewhere—I was sure you’d undo the
        enchantment on this room if you got too close to it.” Before she could
        manage more than a sharp intake of breath at that, he added: “But to my
        great surprise, you don’t.”
    

    
        He took her free hand in his, rubbing his thumb down her palm. It
        tickled. His magic was reviving.
    

    
        “And then I changed my mind about you,” he said, “and thought it a
        fool’s errand to get you to change yours about me.”
    

    
        Her laugh was breathless. “You certainly made a rotten first
        impression. Horrible man, blaming me for my computer troubles when you
        knew it wasn’t anything I could help.”
    

    
        “A perfectly accurate first impression. I am horrible.”
    

    
        His delivery was as deadpan as usual. She gave him credit for insulting
        himself as thoroughly as he’d ever insulted her.
    

    
        “Daggett,” he murmured, looking up from their intertwined hands. He
        stopped, as if searching for the words.
    

    
        She wanted him. He wanted her. And now, it seemed, there was nothing
        standing in the way. Forget words. She pressed in.
    

    
        This time when their lips touched, the tingling charge rushed all the
        way down her spine. He groaned, a sound nearly as arousing as the
        physical contact. She snaked a hand around the back of his smooth head
        to pull him closer, to feel more of him, and wondered as the buzz
        sizzled along her arm if people could actually pass out from sensory
        overload.
    

    
        This was magic in a way that made even teleportation seem second-hand.
And alongside that, equally powerful, all the things that were simply        him: the wiry strength in his arms as they wound around her,
        the sandpaper-scratch of his jaw, the faint forest scent that did
        things to her with every inhale.
    

    
        He pulled her onto his lap, and when she had the wherewithal to think
        anything but guh, she realized her heart was pumping just as
        fast as when she’d been fighting for dear life.
    

    
        Kissing him was utterly intoxicating. What would it be like to do more?
    

    
        He broke away first, breathing the air of the room like a man surfacing
        from deep water.
    

    
        “I don’t want to stop,” he said in answer to her inarticulate noise of
        protest, his hands rubbing circles on her back. “But I’ve got the
        rather pressing matter of what to do now that the wizards know I’m not
        as deceased as advertised.”
    

    
        She had no reason to question why those particular wizards didn’t call
        themselves witches (perhaps they too had looked into the etymology of
        the words and knew the gender-neutral history). Anyway, that wasn’t the
        most noteworthy part of his declaration.
    

    
        She scrambled off his lap, alarm making her clumsy. “You said they
        wouldn’t be able to track you here!”
    

    
        “Not with magic. If they make inquiries, however, they could stumble
        upon the fact that a college less than thirty miles from their
        encounter with me employs an Alexander Hartgrave, and that would be
        that.”
    

    
        She groaned, and not in the pleasant way of the past few minutes. “For
        Pete’s sake, why didn’t you make up a fake name? Isn’t that the first
        order of business for a person on the run?”
    

    
        “Oh yes,” he muttered, retrieving his cell phone from a pocket and
        glancing at it. “You try getting a white-collar job with no green card
        or Social Security number. I happen to have a tech-worker visa, and I
        was damn well going to use it.”
    

    
        She hadn’t thought of it that way. She supposed persons on the run
        didn’t typically use academia as their bolt-hole. Besides, he must have
        thought he’d be safe if he kept himself invisible online.
    

    
        Wait ...
    

    
        “The Ashburn profile,” she said, gripping his arms.
    

    
        “Gone,” he said.
    

    
        “No, I mean the search-engine caches! The wizards will find you the
        minute they search for your name—”
    

    
        “Also gone.” He looked pleased with himself.
    

    
        Handy thing, computer skills. So: His future seemed to hinge on there
        being no reason for the Sisters Grimm to think of calling the
        university and asking for him. Not dreadful odds, but not great,
        considering its proximity to Clear Lake.
    

    
        “Well,” she said, slipping a hand into his, “what are we going to do?”
    

    
        “We?”
    

    
        She frowned at him. “Of course ‘we.’ Even if you refuse to blame me for
        causing this crisis, you saved my life.”
    

    
        “So? You saved mine afterward.”
    

    
        “By that measure, you saved mine twice! I repay my debts.”
    

    
        His smile was faint, but it was a smile. “Except for dinner.”
    

    
        “Oh yeah? I’ll rectify that right now.” She paused long enough
        to notice he still looked a bit off. “Um ... maybe I should get takeout
        while you rest.”
    

    
        “No.” He got to his feet with care. “Let’s go to Willi’s.”
    

    . . . . .


    
        “You’re late,” someone called out as they entered Mexican Foo.
    

    
        It sounded like Bernie. It was Bernie. He was sitting at a
        table with Willi, his back to the door, broad-brimmed fedora at a
        jaunty angle on his head.
    

    
        “Let’s hurry up and eat so we can—oh,” he said, catching sight of her
        as he turned in his chair. “Uh—hello, Em.”
    

    
        The whole exchange was odd. As odd as Hartgrave having Bernie’s phone
        number. Wait ...
    

    
        “She knows,” Hartgrave said to the men.
    

    
        “No,” she gasped, unable to believe what this signified even though
        she’d already been most of the way there. “Bernie and Willi?”
    

    
        “She knows some of it,” Hartgrave amended, collapsing in a chair.
    

    
        She turned on Bernie. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Then she
        gestured to Hartgrave and added, “Never mind—I know why.”
    

    
        The English professor rolled his eyes. “Exactly. Speaking of which”—he
        poked Hartgrave—“what brings on this change of heart?”
    

    
        Hartgrave sighed. “The Organization’s found me.”
    

    
        The effect was immediate. Bernie choked and coughed. Willi pushed out
of his chair with surprising speed for one so portly and shouted,        “Wo sind sie?”
    

    
        “Long gone, both of them,” Hartgrave said, apparently answering the
        question. He laid his cell phone on the table. A map of the
        country—colorless, with the exception of several blood-red dots on the
        West Coast—filled the screen.
    

    
        “Wizards,” he said to her, pointing to the dots. “As for the ones we’re
        particularly interested in ...”
    

    
        He selected “Crawford, Gwendolyn” from a list of names on a pull-down
        menu. The map spun, stopped at England and zoomed in on an area at the
        southwest tip—the dots so numerous there, they formed a red blob, like
        a wound. She sucked in a breath, startled and disturbed. Cornwall.
    

    
        Hartgrave moved his cursor into the mass. Names popped up and
        disappeared, too quickly for her to read, until he got to the one
        labeled “Crawford, Gwendolyn.”
    

    
        “And where there’s Crawford”—he inched to the dot next to hers—“aha.”
    

    
        “Shaw, Verity,” read the screen. Emily wondered which was Snow White
        and which was Rose Red. Also, how Hartgrave got his hands on the same
        sort of tracking system they had. He might have worked out how to make
        one, once he’d learned it was possible, but she preferred to imagine a
        more interesting origin. Pushed into his hands by a reformed-but-doomed
        member of the group—take it, they’re about to come after you
        ...
    

    
        “And Kincaid makes three,” Hartgrave said, bringing her back to
        reality, which was plenty interesting enough. “That ought to be quite a
        conversation they’re having.”
    

    
        “Alexander!” Willi banged his fist on the table, staring daggers at
        Hartgrave. “Enough! Will you explain please what has happened!”
    

    
        “Yes, damn it,” Bernie said, clutching the cheery yellow table. “Do
        they know about the plan? Do they know about us?”
    

    
        Hartgrave put his phone away. “No. It’s not as bad as that.”
    

    
        He then summarized the events of the evening—leaving Willi even more
        agitated. The man was all but tearing his hair out. “They will be on
        guard now! It will never work!”
    

    
        She jumped in. “What won’t work? What plan?”
    

    
        That silenced everyone. Willi and Bernie looked at Hartgrave, who
        scowled in a manner that telegraphed a complete unwillingness to
        explain.
    

    
        “Oh, go ahead,” Bernie said. He leaned toward her and added, “I thought
        he ought to tell you the whole story as soon as you found out about his
        extracurricular activities, but I was overruled.”
    

    
        “And you know what I thought,” Willi snapped at Hartgrave,
        gesturing aggressively.
    

    
        “I remember quite well, thank you,” Hartgrave said, an unmistakable
        warning there.
    

    
        She crossed her arms. “So we’re back to ‘stop asking questions,’ are
        we?”
    

    
        It hit the mark. He looked away, rubbing his neck. “We’re trying to
        prevent—”
    

    
        “No, no, start at the beginning,” Bernie said.
    

    
        “She knows the gist of my situation,” Hartgrave said. Through clenched
        teeth.
    

    
        “Yes,” Bernie said, “but what about our situations?”
    

    
        Hartgrave glanced at Willi.
    

    
        “I get us something to eat,” the restaurateur murmured, disappearing
        stoop-shouldered behind the kitchen doors. From enraged to subdued in
        thirty seconds.
    

    
        “As you have already guessed,” Hartgrave said, his voice even softer
        than Willi’s, “this group of wizards—the ‘Organization,’ as they call
        themselves—eliminates other magic-users as they crop up. Their victims
        are, you understand, perfectly innocent people who stumbled upon magic
        in one way or another.”
    

    
“Wait,” she said, suddenly cold. “Do you mean they—they eliminate        all other magic-users? How many people have they killed?”
    

    
        He made a helpless gesture. “Only they know. Possibly hundreds.”
    

    
        Oh God. Hundreds. She couldn’t get her mind around hundreds.
        She’d assumed they were targeting a select few, the people with
        potential to become threats.
    

    
        “One of them,” Hartgrave added, “was Willi’s wife.”
    

    
        Her heart sank.
    

    
        Bernie gave Hartgrave a pat on the arm. “I would’ve been another, if it
        weren’t for him. He found me before they came calling.”
    

    
        She leaned in, feeling ill. “But Willi’s wife ... ?”
    

    
        “I tried.” Hartgrave fixed his gaze on a wall, not looking at her or
        Bernie. “It isn’t a simple matter, getting strangers to believe they’re
        in danger from something so fantastical. Five years ago, I told Anna
        Durr she had to stop doing magic. We got into an argument, and I was
        still trying to persuade her when the Organization’s leader appeared.
        Popped right into the living room ...”
    

    
        He stopped, swallowing with effort. “She was two feet away. She didn’t
        have a chance against him. Willi walked into the flat the moment after
        it happened, only to see her—see her—”
    

    
        Bernie, perhaps sensing his assistance was required, stepped in. “He
        got Willi out. Saved his life. But after that, Hartgrave was as good as
        dead.”
    

    
        “So he made it appear as if he was,” she mumbled. To think she’d been
        excited when she’d pieced together the bare details of his history a
        half-hour ago.
    

    
        “Yes,” Hartgrave said, finding his tongue, “and then I ran here and
        have been hiding underground, like a rat, ever since.”
    

    
        Bernie gave him a few more pats. “I was the one who found the hidden
        room, by the by,” he added in an aside to her. “It’s the reason I got
        caught up in all this. The air’s more parts magic than oxygen in that
        place—anyone wandering in would start spontaneously casting spells.
        Er—sorry, Em. No offense.”
    

    
        “He knows about the anti-magic,” Hartgrave said, waving a weary hand at
        her.
    

    
        She rubbed her temples. This seemed a bit off the key subject of
        murderous wizards.
    

    
        “We have to stop them,” she said. “How do we stop them?”
    

    
        “We’ve been working on that,” Bernie said, “but it’s been
        more—ah—theoretical than practical so far.”
    

    
        Hartgrave sighed. “He means we’ve accomplished sod all.”
    

    
        “And he means we’ve managed nothing—speak English, man! But we
        certainly have done something. Or rather, he has. He’s getting to
        nearly all the newly minted convincers before they are.”
    

    
        “Oh.” The word came out of her mouth in nearly a whisper. “Oh,        Hartgrave—”
    

    
        “Don’t look at me like I’ve done something noble. It’s my bloody
        responsibility,” he snapped.
    

    
        The man was a hero, was precisely what she’d aspired to be her entire
        childhood, and he’d just waved it off as if it were embarrassing.
    

    
        “I’ll admire you if I want to,” she shot back. “Because it is
        admirable, not to mention potentially fatal.”
    

    
        He raised his eyebrows. “And you think going after the Organization
        directly wouldn’t be?”
    

    
        “Well—if we can dismantle their operations, that’s a one-time strike
        instead of a never-ending defensive war,” she said. “If you keep
        pushing your luck, it’ll eventually run out.”
    

    
        “It may already have,” he reminded her.
    

    
        On that cheerful note, Willi returned with dinner.
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Plans Unveiled

 


The meal was painfully quiet. Emily wanted to tell Willi how sorry she
        was, but she couldn’t manage to break the silence. And “so sorry” was
        woefully insufficient.
    

    
        In the end, it was Willi himself who spoke first. He shifted his
        bloodshot gaze to Hartgrave. “Does Dr. Daggett know the plan?”
    

    
        As Hartgrave hesitated, Bernie jumped in. “No, actually.” He turned to
        her, his serious expression hitting harder than the others’ because
        she’d rarely seen him without a grin. “We’re trying to take out their
        tracking system.”
    

    
        She’d assumed as much. That would make the problem way more
        surmountable. But if she’d understood Hartgrave, they weren’t close to
        accomplishing it. “What’s the set-up? Do you even know where it is?”
    

    
        “They have it in the cellar of their headquarters,” said Willi, who
        either didn’t notice Hartgrave glaring at him or (more likely) didn’t
        care.
    

    
        “The building is never empty,” Bernie said. “That’s problem one.”
    

    
        “And if they’ve protected the system with magic,” she said, thinking
        this through with a frown, “then none of you could destroy it without
        first showing up on it.”
    

    
        She didn’t add “but I could.” Not yet. The idea made her heart
        beat faster, though. Adventure. Adventure for a noble cause.
    

    
        Bernie nodded at what she hadn’t left unspoken. “We found a bit of a
        workaround, but even so, we can’t sneak in and give it a try while the
        most dangerous wizards are there in the house. Requires a misdirection
        strategy. Risky, of course.”
    

    
        Willi waved a hand, as if to suggest that Bernie overstated the hazard.
        “Two of us charge up to draw away the dangerous ones. We lead them on
        a—what sort of chase did you say?” He glanced at Bernie. “Bird?”
    

    
        “Wild goose,” Bernie said. “Teleporting around the world, timing the
        jumps so we’re always one location ahead of them. Meanwhile, the third
        man takes out the protections around the tracking system by alternating
        low-level magic with more powerful bursts too short to set off its
        alarms.”
    

    
        “And as I’m the only one of us who can manage that,” Hartgrave said,
        arms crossed, “it casts them as the bait.”
    

    
        Bernie rolled his eyes. “It took us ten months just to get him to
        consider the idea.”
    

    
        Hartgrave leaned toward her. “I’m not being unreasonable. The system’s
        so well fortified, those two would have to keep up the wild-goose chase
        for more than an hour. Which certain people,” he added, looking
        pointedly at Bernie, “demonstrably cannot do.”
    

    
        “And now what?” Willi’s glare, aimed at Hartgrave, seemed like a
        rebuke. “You believe it will be better now they know you are not dead?”
    

    
        Before Hartgrave could answer, Willi turned and caught one of her hands
        in both of his. It stung—calm, she wasn’t—but he gave no sign of
        noticing.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett, you have the power to help. You could go with
        Alexander—you could get through the protections much faster. Please,
        please, will you help?”
    

    
        She took a deep, life-changing breath.
    

    
        “No,” Hartgrave snapped, eyes blazing. “She’s not tagging along like it’s
        an effing field trip! It’s bad enough you two seem determined to put
        yourselves in deadly peril, but I draw the line at enlisting a girl who
        has no idea what she’s getting herself into!”
    

    
        Emily took another deep breath, the last one having run out.
    

    
        “Hartgrave,” she said, “I’m twenty-six years old, and you can’t order
        me around.”
    

    
        The tips of his ears flushed red.
    

    
        “Willi,” she said, “I give you my word that I will help.”
    

    
        Willi made a sound suspiciously close to a sob. Hartgrave sprang from
        his chair and said, “You can’t do this without me, and I refuse to go
        along with it.”
    

    
        “Alexander.” Willi’s voice was sharp. Grim. “I owe you my life. But that does not
        mean you are not also owing me something.”
    

    
        All the excess color in Hartgrave’s face drained away.
    

    
        “We must stop them,” she put in. “You know that.”
    

    
        He sat down, saying nothing. As good as a yes.
    

    
        Willi’s expression shifted to something that couldn’t exactly be called
        happiness, but certainly had a great deal in common with satisfaction.
    

    
        “It will be fine,” he said to Hartgrave. “You will see.”
    

    
        “Well,” Bernie said, his upbeat tone sounding a shade forced, “welcome
        to our federation of freedom fighters, Em. Great to have you. I’d love
        to stay and chat, but I really ought to be getting home. Unless you
        still want to practice tonight?”
    

    
        This last was aimed at Hartgrave. He shook his head.
    

    
        “Until tomorrow, then,” Willi said, rising. “Sleep well.”
    

    
        “Wait.” She fumbled in her purse. “I need to pay you.”
    

    
Willi put up his hands as if to ward off such an eventuality.        “Never.”
    

    
        “But it’s my turn—”
    

    
        “He’s extracted a far larger payment from you already,” Hartgrave said,
        jaw tight. “You’ll see.”
    

    
        She waited until they were out of the restaurant, heading back to
        campus, before taking this on. “I seem to recall you thinking I wasn’t
        entirely helpless two hours ago.”
    

    
        “You were incredibly lucky. I can’t believe you want to risk yourself
like that again—” He stopped, shaking his head. “Actually, I        can believe it. It’s just the sort of thing that someone who
        goes after apparent intruders, barges into mysterious rooms and hangs
        around a man who gave her a head injury would be likely to do.”
    

    
        This was said so matter-of-factly—and was so patently true—that her
        exasperation gave way to a laugh. “Perhaps I’m just a bit adventurous.”
    

    
        He threw up his hands. “Perhaps you’ve read a few too many adventures.”
    

    
        Also true. Still: “These wizards are killing people. Doesn’t every fiber
        of your being cry out against that? Don’t you feel you absolutely must
        do something?”
    

    
        They’d come to a stop. He stared into the distance in a way that made
        her think what he saw wasn’t Main Street, the campus beyond or anything
        else in town.
    

    
        “Yes.” The word came out choked. He was slouching more than ever, as if
        he wanted to curl up into a ball. “Every day.”
    

    
        Heart twisting, she wrapped her arms around him. He let out a
        shuddering breath and pressed her closer.
    

    
        “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you,” he murmured into her
        hair.
    

    
        “Maybe this is my grand purpose. Have you thought of that? You can’t
        stand in the way of someone’s grand purpose—it’s impolite.”
    

    
        His laugh sounded soggy. She gave him a moment and stepped back, going
        up on her toes to brush her lips against his. “I’ll be careful. I
        promise.”
    

    
        They walked the rest of the way to the Inferno in silence, Emily
        deciding that now was not the time to make him talk. But oh—the
        questions. She had so many.
    

    
        She kept them contained when he suggested she sleep in his room for
        safety’s sake—in his bed, no less, though not with him in it. She
        distracted herself for a few minutes more by calling her parents on his
        old cell phone to let them know she got back OK, not (of course)
        mentioning what had actually happened on the trip.
    

    
        The questions began to slip out, however, after he convinced magic to
        form a second bed a few feet shy of the first.
    

    
        “Do you know why they’re killing convincers?” she asked.
    

    
        Her guess: a modern witch hunt. If this group was carrying out a
        complicated plan for world domination and wanted no magical
        competition—
    

    
        “Microchips,” he said.
    

    
        She blinked. “Uh ...”
    

    
        “It’s at least partly that, anyway. A microchip is the brain of a
        computer. They’re in cars, mobile phones—”
    

    
        “Cameras, watches, microwaves and just about every other household
        appliance,” she said, recognizing his list as the one he’d recited the
        day before she left to visit her parents.
    

    
        The angle of his lips was decidedly ironic. “I’m touched. I’d no idea
        you paid such close attention to anything I said.”
    

    
        Her recall ability was excellent, a handy skill for test-taking. And
        for dealing with this man.
    

    
        “I remember everything you’ve said.” She gave him a pointed look. “For
        instance, you also told me there was no conspiracy to keep magic quiet.
        But what, there is? This Organization has something to do with
        all these devices?”
    

    
        “I never explicitly said there was no conspiracy—”
    

    
        “Honestly! Did you ever once give me a straight answer?”
    

    
        “See it from my point of view.” He sat on the edge of his magical,
        semi-transparent bed, looking so earnest it was hard to be angry at
        him. “My one advantage over them was that they thought me dead, so
        secrecy was critical. It wasn’t about you. I haven’t told anyone
        besides Willi and Ballantine, and they were already inextricably caught
        up in it.”
    

    
        She walked between the beds, careful not to touch the one made of
        magic, and perched on the other. They were close enough that she could
        reach out and run her fingers down his thigh, but she abstained—as
        tempting as it was.
    

    
        (What would it feel like to touch more than his hands and face, skin to
        skin?)
    

    
        “I think …” Her voice wavered. She cleared it and tried again. “I think
        it might have been a good idea to recruit more help. Or go to the CIA.”
    

    
        He shook his head. “I don’t want to put more people at risk. And I’ve
        no hope of persuading the authorities that magic even exists.”
    

    
        “I found you very convincing on that point,” she said, unable to
        resist.
    

    
        He rolled his eyes at the pun, leaning his elbows on the thighs she was
        very aware she was not touching. “Yes, because that’s what you
        desperately wanted. Most everyone else—particularly people in official
        government positions—would see a rip-roaring magician. Law enforcers
        are not, as a rule, inclined to believe outlandish things. And even if
        they were,” he muttered, “Kincaid would outmaneuver them.”
    

    
        Kincaid? Oh, right—both wizards had mentioned that name. “The evil
        overlord?”
    

    
        She thought she might get another round of rolled eyes—if not a
        full-blown snort—but he gave no sign he thought this description was at
        all overstated.
    

    
        “Yes,” he said heavily.
    

    
        Now she had a thousand more questions.
    

    
        “Wait,” she said, holding up a hand. “Microchips. Explain the part
        about microchips.”
    

    
        He sighed. Perhaps he’d spent so much time keeping secrets that he was
        loath to tell them, even now.
    

    
        After a moment, he said, “Early microchips had a few thousand
        transistors apiece, and there was nothing magical about them. Now it’s
        hundreds of millions, and here’s the rub: Transistors that small won’t
        work. Not without fifth-force manipulation, I mean. At some point, a
        magic-user intervened in the process.”
    

    
        “Kincaid?”
    

    
        “No. I don’t know who, but it wasn’t Kincaid. He’s not an innovator.
        Perhaps he learned how to do it from the inventor and then killed
        them.”
    

    
        She shuddered.
    

    
        “Exactly,” he said. “Now he’s got a stable of wizards who handle that
        critical step for all the microchip producers—for a fee. A substantial
        one.”
    

    
        Oh man. “How many people in the companies know?”
    

    
        “Very, very few. Kincaid’s people come in under the guise of ‘quality
        assurance’ prior to testing. It’s fast work. One wizard can handle
        multiple production facilities.”
    

    
        “How did you find all this out?”
    

    
        He hesitated again, staring at his hands. She cast back to his work
        experience, fleetingly online, and grasped at the answer before he gave
        it.
    

    
        “That California company you worked for,” she said. “It’s a microchip
        manufacturer, isn’t it?”
    

    
        He looked up, eyes and mouth wide open. No doubt he never expected she
        would make the connection. “Yes.”
    

    
        “And you can see auras.”
    

    
        She couldn’t help but be a bit pleased with herself for
        working it out on her own, though the expression on his face and the
        slump of his shoulders persuaded her to move on. Uncovering the truth
        couldn’t have been pleasant for him.
    

    
        “All right,” she said. “So ... so this Kincaid runs a profitable
        business. But I don’t see why he should have to kill anyone outside the
        Organization who figures out how to do magic. He’s a wizard.
        He could make billions in fake cash if he wanted.”
    

    
        Hartgrave leaned a little closer. “Illusions are good enough for some
        things—I’m sure Crawford and Shaw worked one into the spell they cast
        around us, to keep anyone outside it from seeing anything—but they
        aren’t fine-detail enough for counterfeiting. Besides, manipulated
        magic dissipates eventually, illusions quickest of all.”
    

    
        “Still—wait, all spells dissipate? What about this room?”
    

    
        “An exception.”
    

    
        She again wondered who had constructed it—who, how, when and why. But
        this was no time for digressions. “Fine, I’ll accept that Kincaid can’t
        manufacture his own money. But that couldn’t be the only reason he’s
        murdering people, could it?”
    

    
        “Only his psychiatrist could say—if he has one, which I doubt.”
Hartgrave rose from the bed, making for the wardrobe. “But he        has got a highly lucrative monopoly with a service most anyone
        could be trained to provide. Some would go to extreme lengths to
        maintain such a lovely status quo. Would you like the clean sheets?”
    

    
        She’d had a point she was going to make, but his question derailed her.
        “Um ... No. No, all yours.”
    

    
        Good grief, she could feel herself blushing at the thought of sleeping
        on his sheets and breathing in the echo of his aftershave. He might
        have come first to the attraction party, but she’d clearly made up for
        lost time since arriving.
    

    
        How was she supposed to sleep at all, lying a yard away from him?
    

    
        Her personal rule was no sex with anybody until she’d dated them at
        least a month. Not simply known. Actually dated. So far, she’d
        never had trouble waiting—not that she’d had a tremendous number of
        lovers, or even enough to count on all the fingers of one hand. It was
        a blow to her sense of self-restraint that she was sorely tempted to
        sleep with this man right now, less than three hours after their first
        real kiss.
    

    
        She cleared her throat, trying to pick up the threads of the
        conversation. Lucrative monopoly ... extreme lengths ... Oh yes.
    

    
        “I don’t see why a limited number of self-made convincers would
        threaten Kincaid’s business.”
    

    
        “Ah,” he said, pulling the coverlet into place on his bespelled bed,
        “but there would be a tipping point. If a handful of people teach
        themselves, and they teach others, and those others teach others ...”
    

    
        “Then the truth about magic would become common knowledge,” she said,
        seeing his point. A few convincers could be written off as stage
        performers, or kooks, but not thousands.
    

    
        “Absent intervention, information spreads quickly now.” He sat on his
        temporary bed. “In large part thanks to microchips.”
    

    
        She frowned. “But wouldn’t a trail of murders cause its own problems?”
    

    
        “You’d be surprised how often the authorities think it’s an accident or
        suicide. A woman is found in her bath with a plugged-in hair dryer, the
        lone occupant of a house ‘trips’ down the steps and breaks his neck, a
        man ‘falls,’ puncturing a lung—”
    

    
        “Stop, stop!” She thought of Willi’s wife and had to swallow the urge
        to be sick.
    

    
        Hartgrave winced. “I’m sorry. I’ve lived with this for so long ...”
    

    
        “When will we go? Tomorrow? The day after? When?”
    

    
        His expression went from apologetic to horror-struck in record time.
        “Neither! If I’m having your assistance forced on me, I’m spending
        several weeks training you first.”
    

    
        “Forced! You drive me absolutely—wait, what sort of training?”
    

    
        He blinked. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “That is you to a
        T, Daggett.”
    

    
        “‘Daggett,’ eh? Are you going to keep calling me that?”
    

    
        He reached across the small space separating their beds and ran his
        fingers down the line of her jaw, leaving a teasing, prickling trail.
        “I like it. It’s an obstinate sort of name that fits you perfectly.”
    

    
        How alluring it was that he knew her, knew her shortcomings, and wanted
        her all the more.
    

    
        “Now that you mention it,” she said, catching his hand and getting a
        pleasant little jolt, “I prefer your last name, too. Even though
‘Hartgrave’ sounds like it ought to belong to someone        absolutely appalling. And does.”
    

    
        “Mm.” He leaned in and nipped at her ear. “One wonders why you’re
        fraternizing with appalling people.”
    

    
        He began working his way down her neck. Argh, that felt good.
    

    
        “I’m fond of the one in question,” she said, breathless and
        lightheaded.
    

    
        Then he kissed her.
    

    
        She pressed closer, stomach turning cartwheels as his magic zipped
        along her skin. The initial shock of contact was so explosive, it
        blanked out every other sensation. But that receded, leaving Hartgrave.
    

    
Really, magic had little to do with why she wanted him. It was        him, plain and simple.
    

    
        She pulled back after a while—possibly a long while—and looked at their
        twined hands as she caught her breath. A change of subject, that was
        what she needed. Something that didn’t involve tearing his clothes off.
    

    
        The mild nipping of his magic suggested a question. “Hartgrave—how is
        it that you stayed under the Organization’s radar before they found you
        at Willi’s home?”
    

    
        He looked completely wrong-footed. Perhaps she should have tried for a
        segue, or at least started with something that wouldn’t imply her mind
        had been wandering while her body was otherwise engaged.
    

    
        “Sorry,” she said. “It occurred to me just now—you couldn’t have known
        to keep your magic levels down from the get-go, right?”
    

    
        The sound that came from his throat wasn’t exactly a groan, but it was
        close. He fell back on his conjured bed, covering his eyes. His skin
        wasn’t back to a healthy shade, even now, and his hands trembled.
    

    
        “Please, no more questions tonight. I’m way past my tolerance level.”
    

    
        “You’re still unwell,” she said, anxious for him and upset at herself.
        She should have noticed sooner.
    

    
        “Exhausted. Better tomorrow.”
    

    
        “Could you use help getting ready for bed?”
    

    
        He smiled. Faint, ironic, but there. “Are you offering to undress me?”
    

    
        She hadn’t meant it that way, but now undressing him was once again all
        she could think about. So much for changing the subject.
    

    
        He had the good taste not to tease further. “The bathroom’s all yours,”
        he said, gesturing behind him. “I should be able to manage on my own
        once you’re done.”
    

    
        As she brushed her teeth, she ticked off all the reasons to wait.
        Topping the list: Getting to know him better first—the day’s
        revelations were a start, but only a start. Surely she could last a
        month if she focused.
    

    
        Nothing focused the mind like a need to save the world, or at least
        part of it.
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Practice, Practice

 


The next morning, they’d just finished breakfasting on food from
        Hartgrave’s mini-fridge (unplugged, powered by magic) when Willi showed
        up, a bleary-eyed Bernie in his wake. It was the first time she’d ever
        seen the latter on campus before nine o’clock.
    

    
        Willi shucked off his coat and pushed up his sleeves. “Ready?”
    

    
        Hartgrave shook his head. “First, we’ve got to do something about Dr.
        Daggett’s car. If we don’t handle this properly, we’ll lead them right
        to us.”
    

    
        That gave her a start—not because she thought he was right, but because
        she’d forgotten all about her poor wreck of a vehicle.
    

    
        “Why should they think it has anything to do with us? You’re a
        convincer. They’ll assume you popped into Clear Lake for some reason,”
        she said. “Which you did, actually.”
    

    
        Bernie, finishing a tremendous yawn, nodded his agreement. “A
        broken-down car on the side of the road in a snowstorm—that’s hardly
        suspicious.”
    

    
        “They’re not going to overlook the possibility of a connection,”
        Hartgrave said. “They have no other clues to go on. Here, take a look
        at this.”
    

    
        He held up his cell phone so they could see what was on the screen. A
        map of Clear Lake. Dead center: two red dots.
    

    
        “Crawford and Shaw—the ones from last night,” he added, no doubt for
        her benefit. “They’ve been back for the last two hours.”
    

    
        She must have slept right through the SOS. She stared, aghast.
    

    
        “It’ll be fine,” Bernie said. “Really. We’ll call the nearest mechanic
        at eight sharp, have them tow it in and then we’ll just let it sit in
        the shop until after our fait is accompli. No
        appearance by any of us. No connection. Give them a story about how you
        were on the way to the airport and won’t be back for a month, at which
        point you’ll bring the key so they can repair it. We can wire the
        payment using an assumed name.”
    

    
        That eased her mind. But Hartgrave, pacing about, did not look
        appeased. “What if they’ve already looked inside the car?”
    

    
        She patted him on the arm as he passed by. “Don’t worry ...”
    

    
        “Don’t worry! Look, you don’t want them to know who you are. You were
        so bundled up yesterday, I doubt they could identify you by sight, but
        if they work out your name—”
    

    
        “They won’t,” she said. “They can’t get it by calling in my license
        plate number and asking, because it’s against state law to give out any
        particulars. And there’s nothing in the car but unwrapped Christmas
        presents. I keep my registration and insurance card in my wallet.”
    

    
        He considered this for a moment. “Well. All right, then.”
    

    
        Bernie grinned at her. “His idea of high praise.”
    

    
        After they’d settled things with a mechanic, she insisted on more
        details of the plan she’d agreed to help see through. “Tell me about
        the time problem.”
    

    
        “It’s me,” Bernie said. “I can keep my end of the wild-goose chase
        going for thirteen minutes, and then I run out of steam and can’t
        manage any more teleportation jumps.”
    

    
        She glanced at Hartgrave. “How much time do you need to get to the
        tracking program?”
    

    
        He looked none too happy about the conversation, but he answered the
        question. “About three minutes. It’s in their cellar, and we can’t jump
        directly into the building.”
    

    
        She bit her lip. “So I have ten minutes to take out the magical
        safeguards. Is that possible?”
    

    
        Hartgrave shrugged. “It would take me an hour.”
    

    
        “You know what sort of magical security system we’ll be facing?”
    

    
        He nodded.
    

    
        Well—that was fortunate. “Can you set up a simulation for me?”
    

    
        “Yes. Better sit,” he added, gesturing to the chair by the beds. “This
        will take a while.”
    

    
        He and the other men spent at least ten minutes casting magic
        indistinguishable from the air around them. Finally, Bernie—voice
        muffled—said: “Okay, Em! Have at it.”
    

    
        She stood and inched forward, expecting booby traps.
    

    
        “It’s the same sort of defense you got through last night, only more
        so,” Hartgrave said. “Barriers upon barriers upon barriers. Stop when
        it gets to be too much.”
    

    
        She stepped toward the men, palms out, until she met resistance—a faint
        flash of something rippling away from her fingertips like
        water disturbed by a stone.
    

    
        At first she made excellent progress, even though every obstacle that
        fell had another right behind it, sometimes as close as an inch. After
        a while, however, she felt as if she’d been out in the sun too long.
        Drained. Parched. Worse than farm work on the most uncomfortable day of
        summer—even concentrating was a struggle.
    

    
        She thought of the people whose lives would suddenly be at risk when
        they discovered magic. And of Hartgrave claiming her help had been
        forced on him. She pushed onward.
    

    
        He caught her as she stumbled through the last barrier, her legs
        shaking, ears ringing. Bernie and Willi were both jumping about,
        whooping like madmen. The sight made her giggle. The giggle sounded so
        ridiculous, she laughed.
    

    
        “Ten minutes, three seconds!” Willi pulled her in for a hug, catching
        Hartgrave as well since he was holding her upright, which struck her as
        even funnier. “We can do this—we can actually do this!”
    

    
        She couldn’t seem to catch her breath, which might have had something
        to do with her inability to stop laughing, and that was also
        funny, though slightly less so if she blacked out from lack of oxygen
        ...
    

    
        Oh God, what was happening?
    

    
        “Water!” Hartgrave scooped her into his arms and rushed back the
        direction she’d come. “Hurry!”
    

    
        Into the chair she went. A bottle was pressed to her lips; she drank
        until it was empty. Then she slumped back, like a marionette with its
strings cut, and couldn’t manage even so much as an        I feel terrible.
    

    
        Someone—Hartgrave?—put a cold compress over her eyes. It helped. A
        little.
    

    
        “Are—are you all right?” Definitely Hartgrave.
    

    
        Her answer was more groan than assent.
    

    
        “Damn it, why didn’t you listen to me?” (Still Hartgrave. Of
        course.)
    

    
        His face came into view, pinched, as he switched the damp cloth with a
        freshly cooled one. “Where does it hurt? What are your symptoms?”
    

    
        “Hot, tired, achy.” She considered adding “intoxicated,” but that
        sensation had passed. “Is that how it was for you yesterday?”
    

    
        “Not exactly, but the result seems to be every bit as incapacitating.”
        He made an aggravated sound that was almost a growl. “I hope you’ve
        learned your lesson. Don’t overdo it. Perhaps you’ll
        eventually manage ten minutes without hurting yourself, if you
        practice, but don’t even think about pulling a stunt like that again.”
    

    
        She had enough energy to remove the second facecloth and grin at him.
        “What was that you said about more practice?”
    

    
        His glare communicated one emotion. His tense shoulders relaxing
        betrayed another. “I think you’ve had quite enough for one morning.”
    

    
        Bernie, hovering nearby, said, “Do you need anything? More water?”
    

    
        She shook her head. “Why don’t you let me watch you practice.”
    

    
        “Okay, but it gets dull fast. And it takes a while.”
    

    
        “Just thirteen minutes, right?”
    

    
        “Actually,” he said, “I can do the wild-goose routine for twice as long
        in here, give or take. But that’s not a fair measure. It’s easier to
        use magic in this room because there’s so much of it.”
    

    
        “Pulling magic to you, this takes energy,” Willi said. “It is tiring.”
    

    
        “Wait,” she said, squinting at them. “How could you possibly know you
        can wild-goose for only half as long outside this room?”
    

    
        “I’ve done in-versus-out tests, ones that stayed under the radar,”
        Hartgrave said.
    

    
        “And I got my baseball cap only half as far off the ground when I
        walked out of here the first time and tried to levitate it again,”
        Bernie said. “To prove I hadn’t just had the hallucination to end all
        hallucinations, of course ...”
    

    
        He grinned. Emily reciprocated. Then it occurred to her that this would
        have been the death of him, had Hartgrave not intervened, and she was
        no longer amused.
    

    
        “All right,” Bernie said, nodding to Hartgrave and pushing up his
        sleeves. “Shall we?”
    

    
        He disappeared with a sound like a soft hiss, reappearing halfway
        across the room.
    

    
        “Five,” Hartgrave called out. Like a warning. “Four. Three ...”
    

    
        Bernie screwed up his face in concentration, palms outstretched.
        Hartgrave finished the countdown—with “now” in place of “zero”—and
        Bernie disappeared.
    

    
        The moment after, Hartgrave materialized almost exactly where Bernie
        had been. And started a new countdown.
    

    
        So he was playing the role of an Organization wizard, trying to
        overtake Bernie but forced to wait for the man’s aura to register on
        the tracking system between jumps. Five seconds, he had said. It took
        five seconds.
    

    
        Equally unsettled and engrossed, she craned her neck to look for
        Bernie. He was just behind her chair, and he winked at her.
    

    
        But after he teleported several hundred more times, he wasn’t in any
        shape for fooling around. His face glistened; the hair under his pork
        pie hat was damp. He gasped for air like an out-of-shape man in the last
        stretches of a marathon.
    

    
        “Uncle, uncle,” he wheezed as Hartgrave finally overtook him.
    

    
        Hartgrave crossed his arms. “If they catch you, don’t say that.”
    

    
        “Well, obviously.”
        Bernie weaved unsteadily toward her and leaned against the high-backed
        chair. “I’ll ask for directions to London Bridge.”
    

    
        Aha, so Hartgrave used his icy stare of death on other people, too. He
        cracked his knuckles and said, “If you can’t take this seriously—”
    

    
        “You’ll find someone else?” Bernie rolled his eyes. “How’d I do,
        Willi?”
    

    
        “Twenty-five minutes, fifty-nine seconds.”
    

    
        Bernie gave a whoop. “More-or-less good enough!” He jabbed a finger at
        Hartgrave. “Hah, hah and another hah!”
    

    
        His entire arm wobbled.
    

    
        “Like to sit?” she whispered.
    

    
        “Yes, would you mind?” he said under his breath, a bit desperately.
    

    
        No wonder Hartgrave was so worried about this part of the plan. She
        gave up her seat and walked over to him, glad her legs could once again
        hold her weight.
    

    
        “Is the chase really necessary?” she asked in an undertone, not wanting
        to hurt Bernie’s feelings. “Why not lie in wait until they’re all out
        running errands or kicking puppies?”
    

    
        He shook his head. “Kincaid almost always stays in headquarters.
        Crawford and Shaw are frequently there, too. I’ve never, not once, seen
        all three gone at the same time”—he tapped his phone, with its tracking
        program—“and they’re far and away the most dangerous of the bunch.
        Distraction is vital.”
    

    
        “But if they’ve never left headquarters together before, why are you
        sure they’ll all come out for Bernie and Willi?”
    

    
        “Given sufficient reason ...” He shrugged. “They don’t want magic to
        become common knowledge, so two autodidacts popping wildly about the
        world should draw them out, and fast.”
    

    
        “Auto ... ?”
    

    
        “Sorry—autodidact. Self-taught person. Magically self-taught, in this
        case.” He lapsed into silence for a few seconds, then shook his head.
        “Crawford and Shaw always stick together, probably in case an
        autodidact proves unusually tough, so I expect they’ll go after one of
        our guys and Kincaid will take the other.”
    

    
        She thought about this. “How dangerous is he? Kincaid, I mean—how good
        is he at magic?”
    

    
        Hartgrave gave a small but unmistakable shudder. “Very.”
    

    
        That set her off, too. She hoped Bernie wouldn’t draw him.
    

    
        “Well?” Willi—tapping his foot. “Are we talking or are we working?”
    

    
        No question he took it seriously.
    

    
        Hartgrave fetched two more bottles of water from beneath the bed,
        tossed one to Bernie and drank the other. Then he gestured to Willi.
        “All right. Go ahead.”
    

    
        She sat on the non-magical bed and leaned toward Bernie as the
        inexorable countdown once again echoed around the room. “How does
        Hartgrave have the energy to do it again with hardly a break?”
    

    
        Bernie’s soft huff of laughter sounded rueful. “He’s a lot better at
        this than either of us, that’s how.”
    

    
        But not better than the Organization hitwomen. And they, apparently,
        weren’t as powerful as Kincaid. Avoiding a direct confrontation would
        be critical—especially one involving Bernie.
    

    
        She eyed him, biting her lip. He was in good shape for his age—she
        would have guessed fifty instead of sixty if he hadn’t
        mentioned when he went to college—but now it was all she could do not
        to see him as fragile.
    

    
        Bernie caught her staring. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
    

    
        “Are you sure you should be doing this? You know,” she said, nodding
        toward Willi and Hartgrave across the room, “this?”
    

    
        “Well,” he said, “my doctor did recommend I get more exercise ...”
    

    
        She wanted to shake the man. “Bernie! This could kill you.”
    

    
        “You too.” He raised his eyebrows at her. “Have you thought about
        that?”
    

    
        She knew it, of course, but she hadn’t spent more than a passing moment
        thinking about it. Her assignment was far less dangerous than his. But
        even so—people risked their lives every day, and for pointless reasons.
        To drive somewhere a few minutes faster. To get an adrenaline rush. To
        fit in. If she wanted to be a bit heroic, if she wanted to help stop
        the villains and save innocent people, why shouldn’t she?
    

    
        Bernie, though, had never struck her as the rush-into-danger type. He
        struck her as the do-it-for-a-laugh type.
    

    
        “Just tell me the reason you’re involved in this,” she said. “For real,
        no joking.”
    

    
        He squirmed, cheeks going pink. Finally, he muttered, “‘Cowards die
        many times before their deaths; the valiant never taste of death but
        once.’”
    

    
        Vaguely familiar. When in doubt: “Shakespeare?”
    

    
        “Julius Caesar,” he said, the only part of this strange morning that reminded her he
        was, in fact, an English professor. “Of course, Caesar said that right
        before doing something stupid, but never mind that. The point is, what
        have I done with my life? Nothing. Nothing lasting, anyway. No grand
        love affairs. No children. No students inspired to take up medieval lit
        as a career. I’d like to do something that might outlive me.”
    

    
        A good reason. Not that different from hers, actually.
    

    
        “So—if you’re asking whether I’m taking this seriously, yes, I am.” He
        frowned at his hands. “I’m just fairly lousy at it.”
    

    
        She cleared her throat. “Look at it this way: You’re way better at
        magic than I am.”
    

    
        He snorted and glanced over his shoulder at thin air shimmering and
        reshaping itself into Willi. “Too bad the ‘powerful old wizard’
        archetype doesn’t hold true if you’re already pretty old when you
        start.”
    

    
        They watched Willi and Hartgrave for a while—easy to get mesmerized by
        the sheer repetition of it—before she tried a question to which she
        figured she already knew the answer. “Are you sure this plan is the
        only way?”
    

    
        “Seems to be. Apparently those three always have the magical equivalent
        of Kevlar around them, so sneak attacks are a no-go.”
    

    
        She wrinkled her nose at him. “Not very heroic, anyway.”
    

    
        “More heroic than what they’re doing.”
    

    
        Indisputable. She went back to watching Willi disappear and reappear,
        his mouth set in an unwavering line, his eyes hard.
    

    . . . . .


    
        “No, not yet,” Hartgrave said the next morning. He put a hand on her
        shoulder to restrain her from getting back to work on the wall of magic
        she’d taken a pause from pummeling. “You’re going to learn to pace
        yourself, Daggett.”
    

    
        She sighed, trying not to fidget. More seconds ticked by.
    

    
        “All right, continue,” he said.
    

    
        When she finally broke through, she suffered none of the symptoms that
        had made the previous attempt so uncomfortable. But Willi’s stopwatch
        app recorded a disappointing twenty minutes, thirty-one seconds.
    

    
        “Oh, come on,” she said, scowling at Hartgrave.
    

    
        He glowered back. “Safety first, then speed.”
    

    
        “Don’t fret,” Bernie muttered, patting her on the back. “You still beat
        Safety Boy here by a considerable margin.”
    

    
        “Safety Boy” had all sorts of rules for her. Each practice could at
        most be thirty seconds faster than the last, and only if she showed no
sign of overheating or fatigue. If she looked the tiniest bit tired, he        added thirty seconds. And she was permitted just four rounds
        of practice a day.
    

    
        After a week and a half of this, she burst through to Willi and Bernie
        at ten minutes, one second. They pulled her into a jig and capped it by
        kissing her on opposite cheeks.
    

    
        Hartgrave limited himself to a “well done,” though his smile promised
        more later. Bernie, snorting, gave her a little push toward Hartgrave
        and said, “Go on.”
    

    
        “Ja, you two are not fooling anyone,” Willi said.
    

    
        Oh. She looked at Hartgrave, seeing in his flushed face the same
        pleased embarrassment she felt. He put his arms around her, leaned in
        and brushed his lips against hers.
    

    
        His cell-phone alarm interrupted. SOS. SOS. SOS.
    

    
        They leapt apart, Hartgrave cursing and grappling in his pocket for the
        phone. Everyone crowded around, trying to see the screen as he zoomed
        in on the problem. Had they been found? Were they about to be attacked?
        Heart pounding, she looked at the street names and saw none she
        recognized. Hoffman, Preston, Biddle ...
    

    
        “Not the Organization,” Hartgrave said, tapping the pulsating dot,
        which she belatedly noticed was green, not red. Coordinates appeared
        above it.
    

    
        She shivered. “An autodidact?”
    

    
        He nodded. This brought no real relief. An autodidact about to draw the
        Organization’s attention was nearly as bad, because she knew what he
        was going to do.
    

    
        Hartgrave zoomed out on the map, revealing highways and a harbor and
        the city’s name. Baltimore. “Ballantine, pick me up afterward at the
        airport. Willi, stay with Daggett.”
    

    
        And he was off, running to the wardrobe, flinging on his black duster
        like a superhero donning a cape. She dashed after him, catching up just
        as he reached the door.
    

    
        “Don’t leave this room,” he said, a fierceness to the order that raised
        her hackles.
    

    
        She stifled her inclination to spit out something equally snappish.
        What she said instead was, “Come back.”
    

    
        He nodded, opened the door a crack and with a flicker was
        gone—answering the question of how to teleport from a room that
        wouldn’t let magic out, though at the moment she didn’t care.
    

    
        Bernie jogged over and pulled the door shut, shooting her an anxious
        look he’d probably meant to go unnoticed. Willi sat on the bed, the
        real one, staring at the wall with unfocused eyes.
    

    
        She might never see Hartgrave again.
    

    
        “Oh God,” she said, all her muscles trembling at once.
    

    
        Bernie took her arm and led her to the chair. “It’s okay,” he said.
        “It’s okay, Em, it’ll be okay.”
    

    
        She leaned back and squeezed her eyes shut. “Saying it over and over
        doesn’t make it true.”
    

    
        “He’s done this a lot. Dozens of times.”
    

    
        “Yeah, that’s why the families of firefighters never worry.”
    

    
        Bernie put a hand over hers, yelped and retreated.
    

    
        “Not a good idea to touch my bare skin when I’m upset,” she said,
        rubbing her hand. “Guess Hartgrave didn’t mention that.”
    

    
        “Probably saw no reason for anyone to touch you but him,” Bernie said,
        which would have been enough to get a laugh out of her if she didn’t
        immediately wonder whether that sweet kiss would be their last.
    

    
        She swallowed with effort. “How much time does he have? Ten minutes?
        Five?”
    

    
        “What? No! All day.”
    

    
        He looked too surprised to be lying. She felt instantly calmer. “So
        when they showed up in two minutes flat after Hartgrave blipped onto
        their radar, that was—”
    

    
        “—extremely unusual,” he said, emphasizing both words. “For the
        run-of-the-mill autodidact, they give it a day to see if the aura
        persists. Sometimes people do minor, unconscious magic and won’t ever
        manage it again. It’s not at all like what we’re planning—when Willi
        and I leap into the great wide yonder, we’re counting on a much
        speedier response. Anyway, the Organization doesn’t know Hartgrave is
        warning off autodidacts, so they have no reason to show up in Baltimore
        until tomorrow.”
    

    
        This seemed so reasonable, so likely, that she managed a shaky smile.
        Then she glanced past him and saw how shattered Willi looked.
    

    
        “Bernie ...”
    

    
        “He’s not thinking about Hartgrave,” Bernie whispered.
    

    
        Oh. Of course.
    

    
        She got to her feet, walked with care around Hartgrave’s conjured bed
        and sat next to Willi, ignoring Bernie’s hissed warnings to leave well
        enough alone. “Could you explain to me what should happen now? I’m
        worried.”
    

    
        Willi turned and blinked, focusing with evident effort. She’d just
        decided that Bernie was right, trying to distract him was a bad idea,
        when he pulled his cell phone from a voluminous coat pocket.
    

    
        “Here is the autodidact.” He pointed at the green dot. “At home, or
        inside someone’s home,” he added, zooming in until they got an aerial
        photograph of the street, a patchwork of old rowhouses and vacant lots.
        “Alexander jumps usually to a back yard.”
    

    
        She frowned at the map. “Why not just teleport into the house? Would be
        a good way to prove he’s not making it all up.”
    

    
        “No, that would be a good way to get shot,” Bernie put in. “Infinitely
        better to knock on the door.”
    

    
        “And what, ask to be invited in for tea?”
    

    
        Bernie shrugged. “He’s persuasive. And he manages to bring most of them
        around—keep in mind they’re usually aware something odd just happened,
        even if they don’t suspect they did magic. So they’re automatically
        more receptive than the average person. All he had to do in my case was
        pop off a minor spell that stayed under the radar and show me this
        program—with me on the map in living green color, and the ominous mass
        of red in Cornwall.”
    

    
        She hugged her knees to her chest. “But the ones who don’t come around
        ...”
    

    
        “They die,” Willi said, voice flat.
    

    
        They sat around his cell phone for a long while, saying nothing. The
        dot kept blinking with infuriating regularity. She glared at it until
        she could stand it no longer.
    

    
        “If I don’t do something, I’ll scream.”
    

    
        Willi eyed her. “We could practice.” A grim smile flickered for an
        instant on his face. “No one is now around who would stop you from
        practicing as much as you want.”
    

    
        She gave a choked laugh. “Good idea.”
    

    
        The two men cast barriers for her to disintegrate until she was
        exhausted, and then they made her take a nap. When she woke at 11 p.m.,
        the autodidact was still on the radar. And no one had heard a thing
        from Hartgrave.
    

    
        It was already the next day in England. How early would Crawford and
        Shaw set out?
    

    
        So much for sort-of calm.
    

    
        “No, no, this is a good sign,” Bernie insisted—too brightly. “If the
        autodidact were going to toss him out, they would’ve done it already.
        I’m sure he’s teaching whomever it is how to push magic away.”
    

    
        She wrapped her shaking arms around herself, staring at the accursed
        green dot. “But it’s been six hours! How long does it usually take?”
    

    
        Bernie glanced at Willi, then back at the screen. At that moment, the
        dot blinked out of existence.
    

    
        “There we go,” Bernie said, the words twining with a sigh of obvious
        relief. “Give him another fifteen minutes or so, and he’ll be out of
        there—he always calls when he’s on his way to the airport.”
    

    
        She spent the time pacing, expecting every second that one of the men’s
        cell phones would ring, but she still nearly jumped out of her skin
        when the call finally came.
    

    
        Willi answered. “Hallo? Right. Gut. Ja, Wiedersehen.”
    

    
        He handed her the cell. She hit the speaker-phone button and dropped it
        on the bed, afraid that even a short conversation without gloves might
        fry it.
    

    
        Hartgrave’s voice on the other end of the line sounded as tense as
        she’d ever heard it, save for that disastrous evening in Clear Lake.
        “Daggett? There are no direct flights from here to Des Moines. It’s
        going to be hours. Better go to bed.”
    

    
        “I don’t think I can,” she said. “I’ll wait up and come with Bernie to
        bring you back.”
    

    
        “No,” he snapped. “Stay there. Stay.”
    

    
        Okay, that was over the line. What was she, a dog? “I won’t,” she
        snapped back, her well of restraint tapped out.
    

    
        “Daggett, so help me God, if you’re in Ballantine’s car when I walk out
        of the airport, I’m turning around and going back in.”
    

    
        “I’ll bundle up—I’m not going to damage it.”
    

    
        “That’s not the objection,” he said, raising his voice. “I don’t want
        you to leave the safety of the room.”
    

    
        “Oh? Well, I don’t want to be your effing Rapunzel!”
    

    
        “My—what?”
    

    
        “Rapunzel,” she hissed. “You know: Trapped in a tower? Completely
        useless character? One of those German fairy tales you claim make your
        ears bleed?”
    

    
        Behind her came the sound of someone, either Bernie or Willi,
        desperately trying not to laugh. Hartgrave coughed, which seemed a wise
        move, as it gave him plausible deniability that he was doing the exact
        same thing.
    

    
        “Am I the prince or the wicked witch in this scenario?” he inquired.
    

    
        She wasn’t ready for the argument to be over, even if the turn it had
        taken was absurd. She frowned at the phone. “I’m serious. I’m
        not a damsel in distress, and I won’t let you make me into one. Anyway,
        what will you do when the semester starts? Bar me from teaching my
        classes?”
    

    
        Six seconds went by before he responded, enough time for Willi to
        mutter “what is a ‘damsel’?” to Bernie and get a whispered answer back.
    

    
        “Please,” Hartgrave murmured. “I’m very worried about what could happen
        to you. Please stay there until it’s time to take the system out—it
        won’t be long now.”
    

    
        Oh.
        “When?” The word quivered with tension and excitement.
    

    
        “A few more days—just enough for some self-defense lessons.”
    

    
        Her mind was full of what the next few days would be like.
    

    
        “Daggett?” he said, breaking into her reverie.
    

    
        “Sorry. Yes—okay. I’ll stay.”
    

    
        He let out a long breath. “Thank you.”
    

    
        She thought of and discarded one response after another.
        
            I’ve been beside myself all evening. I’ve never felt this way about
            anyone. I won’t be right until you’re back here, safe.
        
        She glanced over her shoulder at Bernie and Willi, both studiously
        pretending they weren’t listening.
    

    
        Her hesitation gave Hartgrave the final word.
    

    
        “By the way, I promise I’ve never thought of you as Rapunzel,”
        he said. “Your hair’s far too short for that.”
    

    
        Willi went home to get some sleep, promising to return in four hours
        when Bernie would leave for the trek to Des Moines International
        Airport. Forget Rapunzel—she felt like a child. Or a lightly guarded
        prisoner.
    

    
        Bernie settled in the chair. “You really think you won’t be able to
        sleep?”
    

    
        “Yes.”
    

    
        He grinned. “So ... you and Hartgrave.”
    

    
        When she didn’t take this bait, he said, “Well?”
    

    
        “What, you want the whole story?” She sat cross-legged on the bed,
        feeling like a participant in the weirdest sleepover ever. “It’s the
        usual: Girl and boy dislike each other, girl discovers boy is a
        magic-user and pesters him, boy decides he actually likes girl for some
        odd reason, boy kisses girl—”
    

    
        “When?”
    

    
        “The first time? Right before I left for Christmas. I was so shocked,
        it ended badly.”
    

    
        “Hah! Willi owes me ten bucks.”
    

    
She stared at him. “Did you two reprobates have some sort of pool going?”
    

    
        “No, no, I bet him that Hartgrave’s foul mood while you were gone was
the result of rejected attentions. Willi thought he was just grumpy        because you were gone. But a pool would have been a good idea,
        too.”
    

    
        “That’s—that’s ...” She tried to glare at him but couldn’t quite manage
        it. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, trying to make money off his
        hurt feelings.”
    

    
        “Oh, I am. Thoroughly.”
    

    
        That felt like the first of a two-shoe routine. She raised her
        eyebrows, waiting for him to drop the other one.
    

    
        “You know,” he said, as if this were just occurring to him, “you ought
        to yell at Willi when he gets back. Be sure to tell him how terrible it
        was that we were making light of Hartgrave right after his attentions
        had been rejected.”
    

    
        She blew a raspberry at him.
    

    
        They waited quietly for a while, Bernie dipping into and out of sleep.
        As the time neared for him to leave, she asked the question nipping at
        her since Hartgrave insisted—ordered—that she stay.
    

    
        “Am I making a mistake, getting involved with him?”
    

    
        Bernie squinted at her, yawning. “You’re asking for relationship advice
        from the guy who’s never been serious enough with anyone to have an
        anniversary?”
    

    
        “You know him. You know him a lot better than I do.”
    

    
        “Longer than you, but probably not better,” he said. “He’s had such bad
        experiences with people, he’s loath to trust anyone—I’ve had the
        darndest time persuading him to tell me things I obviously need to
        know.”
    

    
        “Sounds familiar,” she muttered.
    

    
        “Right? That’s my point—the faults I know about, you know about, too.
        He’s not easygoing. He always insists on his way, and sure, he’s often
        right, but it’s aggravating. And he’s got a biting sense of humor.”
    

    
        She nodded, though she’d stopped seeing those things as faults and
        started thinking of them as essential parts of him, bitter ingredients
        that made for a flavorful stew.
    

    
        Bernie stretched, rubbing his back. “But he’s very honorable. He’s
        spent years trying to right a wrong when it would have been better for
        him personally to do nothing. And he saved my life,” he added, wagging
        a finger at her, “so in conclusion: He’s perfection itself, and don’t
        you dare break his heart.”
    

    
        Always back to jokes. She pondered how to get a serious answer out of
        him and settled on, “What if I were your daughter? Would you give your
        blessing then?”
    

    
        He considered this for so long, she was sure the answer would be no,
        and it filled her with anxiety. She didn’t want it to be no.
        She wanted it to be—
    

    
        “Yes,” he said. “I would. But c’mon—it doesn’t matter, does it? You
        can’t tell me this is some passing fling. He’s on a perfectly safe
        plane ride home, and you’re so worried about him, you’re up at three in
        the morning.”
    

    
        The world rearranged itself around her as she acknowledged the truth of
        this. She didn’t simply like him. At some point she’d sprinted far
        beyond that emotion.
    

    
        “You’re right,” she said. “But it makes me feel better to have your
        approval anyway.”
    

    
        The next four hours, Willi sat with her, earning major brownie points
        by plying her with actual brownies. Then—finally—the door opened and
        Hartgrave stumbled in.
    

    
        She threw her arms around him, careful to avoid skin. He pressed her
        closer.
    

    
        Willi cleared his throat. “When will we practice?”
    

    
        “Come by after lunch,” Hartgrave said, voice froggy with exhaustion.
    

    
        “Okay. Good night—ah, morning.”
    

    
        When the door closed behind Willi, Hartgrave took her hand—without ill
        effect—and walked with her to the side-by-side beds.
    

    
        “Why did it take so long?” she asked. “Did your autodidact refuse to
        believe in magic?”
    

    
        He sighed. “She believed, all right. She could see she’d hit on a sure
        way to protect herself from the neighborhood bad guys, and she didn’t
        want to hear anything to the contrary.”
    

    
        “What did you do?”
    

    
        “I eventually convinced her.”
    

    
        He raised his free hand in the direction of the chandelier, which
        obligingly powered down, throwing the room into darkness.
    

    
        Without letting go of his other hand, she settled against the pillows.
        “It’s a very good thing, what you’re doing.”
    

    
        He sighed again, saying nothing. It must be hard for him not to think
        of the autodidacts who couldn’t be persuaded. The situations where he
        had to go home without success, then watch from Ashburn as the green
        dot blinked out because the person it represented was dead.
    

    
        Which reminded her: How had he avoided becoming a dot (or whatever its
        equivalent was) on the Organization’s tracking system?
    

    
        He didn’t seem to be near sleep. He was rubbing circles on her palm in
        an absentminded fashion. She turned over to look at him, a dark shape
        in the shadows to her still-adjusting eyes.
    

    
        “Hartgrave?”
    

    
        “Mm?”
    

    
        “You never told me how you steered clear of the Organization before you
        found Bernie and this room.”
    

    
        The circles on her palm stopped.
    

    
        “Their tracking system is relatively recent,” he said. “Before, their
        only options were fanning out randomly to look for tell-tale auras and
        finding the occasional online boaster.”
    

    
        “Oh. They would miss a lot of people that way, wouldn’t they?”
    

    
        “Yes,” he said. Bitterly.
    

    
        “Was Willi’s wife—that is, did the system come online before ... ?”
    

    
        This time, his “yes” was barely a whisper.
    

    
        She swallowed. “I’m sorry.”
    

    
        “Not as much as”—he shifted in the bed, turning toward her—“as Willi
        is, I assure you.”
    

    
        Easy to recall the way the man had looked that evening, reliving his
        wife’s death while Hartgrave tried to save another self-taught
        convincer. She’d never lost a loved one to anything but old age and
        could only imagine the heartache. What if it had been her parents
        instead of his wife? What if it had been Hartgrave?
    

    
        She shivered and laced her fingers with his. “How did you discover they
        were using this system to kill people?”
    

    
        The answer didn’t come immediately, and when it arrived, it was
        unsatisfying. “By accident.”
    

    
        She waited for more, but more was not forthcoming. Bernie’s complaint—I’ve had the darndest time persuading him to tell me things I need
            to know—replayed in her head.
    

    
        “And? You’re the world’s worst storyteller, Hartgrave.”
    

    
        “I’m glad you find this so entertaining,” he snapped, pulling his hand
        from hers, “but my darling Pandora, how badly do you want to know?”
    

    
        She sucked in a breath, anger and shame battling for the upper hand.
        Shame won. He couldn’t have picked a better cautionary image than
        Pandora—who, contrary to popular opinion, made the world a worse place
        by opening a jar, not a box. Curiosity was a flaw they shared, she and
        Pandora. She’d been so focused on what had happened, she hadn’t given a
        thought to how it might make him feel to tell it.
    

    
        Her grandfather didn’t want to talk about the war. Her Great-Aunt Dot
        didn’t want to talk about the day Great-Uncle Mike fell in the
        backyard, heart gone still. Grasping for details was cruel, especially
        when she could picture well enough what Hartgrave’s case entailed: the
        horror of stumbling onto a great injustice, feeling you had to do
        something, but at best being able merely to keep it at bay.
    

    
        “Well?” Apparently his question had not been rhetorical.
    

    
        “I don’t want to know that badly.” She swallowed over a lump in her
        throat. “I’m sorry.”
    

    
        He clambered off the bed, and for a second, she thought he would storm
        off. To sleep in her office, maybe. But he knelt on the floor between
        the beds, looking penitent instead of angry.
    

    
        “I realize it must seem fascinating to you—almost like an adventure
        novel,” he said. “And I know, I definitely know, that I ought to make
        my life an open book to you. But Daggett—there’s nothing I
        hate to talk about more than the Organization.”
    

    
        She hugged him, feeling even guiltier. When they pulled apart, he sat
        back on his heels and said, “I’ll answer non-magical questions about my
        life. Assuming you’re interested.”
    

    
        Did he think she was more attracted to the aura around him, literal as
        well as figurative, than to him alone? How wrong he was.
    

    
        “I’m extremely interested,” she said. “Tell me about your
        family.”
    

    
        “Mm. My grandfather raised me. If, that is, you’d call shouting
        interspersed with ignoring ‘raising.’ Half the appeal of an English
        university was getting far away from him.”
    

    
        “What about your parents?”
    

    
        “Dead.”
    

    
        No wonder he disliked talking about his past. “I’m sorry,” she
        whispered.
    

    
        “Me too.”
    

    
        “How? Wait, you don’t have to tell me.”
    

    
        He brushed his hand against hers, a there-and-gone bit of contact that
        nipped against her skin. “It’s all right. Auto accident, that’s how.”
    

    
        A sudden, awful possibility occurred to her. “You don’t think ...”
    

    
        “What?”
    

    
        “They might have been convincers—”
    

    
        To her surprise, he snorted. “And Kincaid came to get them? No, nothing
        so melodramatic. He doesn’t work that way. As far as I know, all the
        murders he’s committed—or ordered, more like—have been at the victim’s
        home, away from potential witnesses.”
    

    
        She pressed back the inevitable questions. She wasn’t going to pry,
        darn it.
    

    
        “Besides,” he added, “I was there.”
    

    
        “What?” she gasped, the question popping out before she could stop it.
    

    
        “I was seven, but I remember it well enough. My father was driving in a
        snowstorm, lost control of the car and crashed into a guardrail. Killed
        instantly—my mother, too. Had I been sitting anywhere but the left side
        of the back seat, I’d have been dead as well.”
    

    
        “Oh,” she said in a horrified whisper. To have that happen at age
        seven—to be in the car, a helpless witness to his parents’ deaths ...
        She shuddered. “How could you bear it?”
    

    
        “Well—you eventually come to terms with dreadful things. Only assuming
        they weren’t your own fault.”
    

    
        She put her arms around him, pressing her lips to the top of his head.
        He remained there for a while, leaning against her, and it felt
        charged, like a held breath. He would hardly need to move at all to be
        in bed with her.
    

    
        But she had just enough self-control not to suggest it, and he didn’t
        test her willpower.
    

    
        “I suppose we ought to try to get some sleep,” he murmured, pulling
        back. “Willi will be here immediately after lunch whether we’re up or
        not, and I want to start self-defense practice with you today.”
    

    
        Self-defense. A few days until adventure.
    

    
        He slipped back into his bed, and she lay in hers, unable to turn her
        mind off. She had a useful power, a dark sorcerer to overcome and an
        orphaned hero to fight alongside. He was right: It did seem like an
        adventure novel. It was all the fantasy-book dreams of her childhood
        come to life.
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The next afternoon, Hartgrave set Bernie and Willi practicing with each
        other on one side of the room and decreed that the other was for magic
        versus anti-magic combat.
    

    
        He raised his hands and a challenging eyebrow. “Ready?”
    

    
        She pushed up her sleeves and put out her own hands, the excited
        anxiety that churned in her stomach promising plenty of what Hartgrave
        had once called her disagreeable particles. “Oh, I’m ready.”
    

    
        She wasn’t.
    

    
        When his red-tinted spell hit her, she had only a nanosecond for it to
        register as smooth and hard—just like one of his barriers—before it
        pushed her backward at a rapid clip. She pressed bare skin against it
        and tried to project anti-magic with all her might, which had to be
        considerable given the spike of adrenaline brought on by fear, but it
        wouldn’t give. Oh God, she would hit a wall—
    

    
        The red barrier abruptly stopped. Hartgrave had let up. She slid to a
        halt, arms pinwheeling.
    

    
        “You can’t disrupt magic nearly as easily when your opponent pumps in
        reinforcements,” he said. “Don’t you dare get complacent.”
    

    
        “I won’t,” she said, shaky and mortified.
    

    
        He mercifully ratcheted the next lesson down about ten notches, having
        her take apart barriers that (like the last one) he continued to
        bolster with magic but (unlike the last one) stayed put. Each took half
        a minute to destroy, an age compared with the seconds required for the
        sort she’d practiced on before.
    

    
        “You will get better,” Hartgrave called out when she took a water
        break. Something about his delivery sounded more like a threat than
        encouragement.
    

    
        When she trotted back, Willi had joined Hartgrave. The former was
        shaking his head at the latter.
    

    
        “Alexander,” he said, “you are being too optimistic. She is not able to
        protect herself. You will need to do it.”
    

    
        Hartgrave answered before she could insert herself into this
        conversation about her. “Yes, well—you may be right.”
    

    
        “No,” she said, a little annoyed. “Give me more of a chance than that.”
    

    
        Willi offered an apologetic shrug. “If we had more time—but even then,
        I do not think so. He is more suited to this. You are”—Willi waved a
        hand toward her—“delicate.”
    

    
        “What,” she ground out, very annoyed.
    

    
        “I mean you are not made for this sort of thing,” he said, as if the
        previous statement required clarification instead of rapid
        backtracking. “Let Alexander take care of it. This is a job for the
        men.”
    

    
        “You—”
    

    
        That was all she managed to get out before Hartgrave shot a spell at
        her. It hit her bare arms and fizzled to nothing at almost the same
        instant—which was also the moment she realized this was a setup to make
        her good and angry. Again. And she’d fallen for it—again.
    

    
        “Oh yeah,” Hartgrave said, “really pissed off is definitely
        the way to go.”
    

    
        “I did not mean it,” Willi said quickly, raising his hands. “You are
        not a damsel.”
    

    
        “Damn right,” she muttered.
    

    
        Hartgrave looked as if he were swallowing laughter. He really was the
        most provoking man she’d ever met.
    

    
        “Were you bolstering that spell?” she asked, managing to sound only a
        touch grumpy.
    

    
        “No, but you’ve never cut through magic that fast before,” Hartgrave
        said. “So just remember: Scared is okay, but mad is better.”
    

    
        After that, they practiced with illusory fireballs, with prison domes
        like the one that had trapped them in Clear Lake, with magic that
        dragged her to and fro. She focused on what the Organization did to
        people, what they did to Willi’s wife, and got progressively better.
    

    
        In between, Hartgrave put her through an exercise requiring the other
        extreme of the emotional spectrum, necessary for getting to
        Organization headquarters—the stomach-churning, head-spinning jump of
        teleportation.
    

    
        “I don’t know what would happen if we attempted this while you were
        producing any significant amount of anti-magic,” Hartgrave said by way
        of introduction, “but it seems to me that our molecules might never
        re-form. And as you’ve noticed, we do have a bit of consciousness in
        that state, so it would be one of those worse-than-death fates. Do be
        careful.”
    

    
        She halfheartedly thwacked him on the arm. “Why on earth would you tell
        me that if you wanted me to be calm?”
    

    
        “You managed it while being attacked,” he said, eyebrows raised.
    

    
        Well—true. With effort she managed it again, and he popped around the
        room with her until she could go through the unnerving experience
        without her legs feeling like jelly when those body parts came back
        together.
    

    
        But they wouldn’t be able to jump directly into the house, protected as
        it likely was by shielding to prevent intrusion. Instead, they would
        have to land nearby and break in—while avoiding the motion detectors
        all over the lawn.
    

    
        That produced yet another exercise in the pauses between self-defense:
        Walking well above the ground on magically hardened air. No
        sweat—certainly much easier for her to do than for Hartgrave to create.
    

    
        Making an airborne sidewalk while staying under the radar required him
        to charge up and cast as much as he could in under five seconds, all
        while ensuring he used up enough magic in the process, and he’d only
        recently gotten the knack of it.
    

    
        She skipped along the altered air, having great fun with it. Hartgrave
        watched, saying nothing. It struck her when she jumped down that he
        looked rather grim.
    

    
        That was her only warning. As she stretched, he cast something at
        her—and she couldn’t put her arms back down.
    

    
        “This is not a game, Daggett,” he said. “You could be attacked at any
        moment.”
    

    
        “Oh, come on,” she said.
    

    
        His spell had caught her at the elbows, and those were covered by her
        shirt, a bad start. She struggled to get her hands in a position where
        she could reach the conjured binds. Then she craned her neck to try to
        put her forehead to some use. In the end, she could do nothing but get
        as angry as possible and wait for that to work.
    

    
        It took more than five minutes.
    

    
        She glared at him as she rubbed her abused elbows. “Are you still
        trying to persuade me not to go?”
    

    
        His eyes had a guarded look to them. “Is it working?”
    

    
        “No. Name a date. It’s already—wait, what is today? I’m losing
        track of time down here.”
    

    
        “Tuesday. January twenty-first.”
    

    
        Anxiety twinged in her stomach, but not for any Organizational reason.
        She’d burned through almost all her break, the break she’d intended
        after Professor Fletcher’s warning to spend madly writing a paper good
        enough for a journal to publish. She needed to get it done before her
        contract was up in May, and managing that during the spring
        semester—while teaching five classes—would be difficult at best.
    

    
        Well. She would just have to do it somehow. Getting an offer from
        Ashburn beyond her one-year contract was likely her only chance for a
        career in academia, considering her lack of options last year and the
        new crop of history PhDs set to be disgorged in the spring.
    

    
        She took a deep breath. Time enough to worry about that later. The
        career she’d spent eight years preparing for was important, but in no
        way could it outrank saving innocent people from mass murderers. And
        anyway, she had every intention of managing both.
    

    
        Hartgrave was nominally watching Willi and Bernie practice at the other
        end of the room. Perhaps he thought he’d successfully dodged her effort
        to get him to pick the day they would set their plan in motion. But
        probably not, considering all the prior examples she’d given him of
        single-minded pigheadedness.
    

    
        “Spring semester starts next week,” she said. “I have a meeting about
        it Friday. If you think I’m ready, we ought to go.”
    

    
        He looked at her, expression impenetrable. “You’re never going to be
        ready, Daggett, in the same way the rest of us are never going to be
        ready. They’re more powerful than we are. You do understand that?”
    

    
        Yes. That was part of the appeal. It was childish and silly, and she
        would never admit it to him, but there it was. She’d wanted an
        adventure, wanted to battle great evil, and now she was about to get
        her wish, fifteen years after the fact. She couldn’t endure the strain
        of sitting around while he went adventuring by himself, but she
        considered with significantly more excitement than fear the prospect of
        going together.
    

    
        She cleared her throat and came up with a more rational response. “If
        we can stick with the plan, none of us will have to go head to head
        with them.”
    

    
        He ran a hand over his eyes. “All right. Tomorrow, 7 p.m.”
    

    
        Her heart accelerated so fast, she had to put out a hand to steady
        herself on him. Tomorrow.
    

    
        “Okay,” she said. “Good.”
    

    . . . . .


    
        By the time they took a well-deserved break for dinner at Mexican Foo,
        everyone but Hartgrave was caught up in pre-mission euphoria.
    

    
        “To thirty minutes!” Bernie raised his glass of beer, Willi’s one
        culinary nod to his country of origin. “To thirty minutes, six
        seconds—my personal record!”
    

    
        “As you’ve reminded us at least thirty times so far today,” Hartgrave
        said, though he was the first to drink to the toast. Thirty minutes in
        the room translated to fifteen minutes outside it, and that was good
        news indeed.
    

    
        “To Dr. Daggett,” Willi said, topping off everyone’s glasses. “Full of
        courage!”
    

    
        She grinned at Hartgrave. “Or foolishness, depending on whom you ask.”
    

    
        “No comment,” he said, clinking her glass.
    

    
        Keeping hers raised, she added, “To all of us. May the forces of good
        overcome evil.”
    

    
        “How about, ‘May we overcome them,’” Hartgrave said
        dryly. “Just in case the gods of toasts have any doubt which is which.”
    

    
        She managed to not spit out her mouthful of beer, but it was close.
        “That’s by far the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard all month.”
    

    
        Bernie slung an arm around her shoulders. “You know he has to find the
        objection to everything. It’s a compulsion. Go ahead, Hartgrave—it’s
        your turn.”
    

    
        Hartgrave contemplated his glass for a moment. “To Daggett,” he said
        finally, lifting it. “May she forgive my many sins.”
    

    
        “Likewise,” she said, touched.
    

    
        “I will drink to that,” Willi said.
    

    
        “You’ll drink to anything,” Bernie said, and the serious mood
        lifted.
    

    
        But her sense that Hartgrave was rattled only increased on the walk
        home. He kept stealing glances at the map filling his cell-phone
        screen.
    

    
        She slipped her gloved hand into his free one. “Where are they?
        Crawford, Shaw and Kincaid, I mean.”
    

    
        “Cornwall.”
    

    
        She got a better look at the map, zoomed in on that region. Definitely
        fewer wizards than on the night she and Hartgrave escaped from
        Clear Lake, which seemed to confirm a pattern he had noticed—the
        weekend swarmed with Organizationists while the middle of the week was
        much sparser.
    

    
        Fortunate, since they had to creep through the Organization’s
        house-and-headquarters without being seen. They ought to be all right
        once in the basement, location of the server running the tracking
        system, but—love of adventure notwithstanding—she was glad the
        intervening distance would be covered on a day with fewer potential
        guards. And at 2 a.m. Cornwall time, when anyone left in headquarters
        would either be sleeping or sleepy.
    

She’d suggested an invisibility spell, but apparently those rapidly ran out if you didn’t keep feeding them magic. (“And the air shimmers around you if you move,” Hartgrave had noted. “Not exactly the effect you want when you’re trying to be inconspicuous.”) 


    
        He took one last look at the dotted map as they descended into
        the Inferno, then slipped his phone back into his pocket.
    

    
        “I’ve been meaning to ask,” she said. “How did you manage to get a
        tracking system, too? Did you hack into theirs?”
    

    
        He stopped dead, a half-dozen feet from the door to his room. His
        laugh, when it came a beat later, was short and bitter. “Good God—if I
        could hack into it, I would have destroyed the unspeakable thing years
        ago.”
    

    
        Of course. She winced, feeling foolish.
    

    
        “The reason I have my own tracking system,” he said, “is that I made
        it.” He paused, then gave a sharp sigh. “Because mine runs off my own
        server, we’ll still have it after we eliminate theirs. Which is
        critical, because it will never be safe to not keep an eye on them.”
    

    
        He let her into his room ahead of him and leaned against the wall near
        the door once in, staring at nothing. His obvious anxiety about the
        next day was starting to rub off on her.
    

    
        “Do you still have the old phone you lent me?” she said.
    

    
        He nodded. “Do you need it?”
    

    
        “I want to call my parents.”
    

    
        He retrieved it from a box under his wardrobe. She held it in her
        still-gloved hands for a moment, biting her lip, then dialed the
        number.
    

    
        Her father answered with his usual greeting, made wonderfully absurd by
        his level of gusto. “Yellow?”
    

    
        A strained giggle slipped from her throat, unbidden.
    

    
        “Em? Is that you?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she said, getting herself under control. Mostly. Her hands
        trembled. “I’m not catching you at dinner, am I?”
    

    
        “No, just finished. Where have you been? We were getting worried—well,
        you could probably tell by the ten thousand messages. Would have been
        twenty thousand if you hadn’t dropped your home phone service.”
    

    
        “Oh!” Three-and-a-half weeks since she’d last called them—no wonder
        they were getting worried. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t checked
        voicemail once. I’ve been ... spending time out of the office.”
    

    
        “Spending time out of the office?” She could hear the grin in her
        father’s voice. “Well, that’s good. I got the impression you were all
        but sleeping there last semester.”
    

    
        She squeezed her eyes shut. That secret she could have let him
        in on, but she figured it would make him anxious about both her
        finances and her common sense, so she hadn’t. She’d never kept so much
        from him. There’d never been a reason before.
    

    
        “How are you?” she said. “There’s nothing wrong, is there?”
    

    
        “No, no—we just wanted to chat. Oh, and to tell you to check your
        email. Your mother sent new photos. You’ll really like the one she took
        from inside the barn while it was snowing—well, just take a look. I
        can’t do it justice.”
    

    
        “I will,” she said, the queasy feeling in her stomach spreading in
        tendrils up her throat. She hated not telling him things. She hated the
        thought of what he and her mother would go through if, by a stroke of
        very bad luck, she didn’t come back from the mission.
    

    
        “Are you okay?” he asked.
    

    
        “Yes,” she said. Perhaps a bit too quickly.
    

    
        Silence. Then: “Hmm.”
    

    
        Oh, God. She was in great danger of bursting into tears.
    

    
        “Hmm,” he repeated.
    

    
        “Dad ...”
    

    
        “You’re with that highly inappropriate man, aren’t you.”
    

    
        She sucked in a shocked little breath. He was as perceptive as he
        possibly could be, given the circumstances.
    

    
        “Aha,” he said. “But what’s wrong? He’s not making you unhappy, is he?”
    

    
        “No.” She glanced at Hartgrave, sitting in his chair, deep in thought.
        “Quite the opposite.”
    

    
        Her father must have heard the truth in her tone, because he laughed
        and said, “All right then,” and prodded her no more. He told her about
        Houdini, their escape-artist of a rooster, strutting right into their
        house that afternoon. He relayed the news that the Alvarezes, one farm
        over, had won a trip to L.A. He read her a particularly funny
        restaurant review in the paper and made her laugh three times.
    

    
        “Uh oh,” he said. “Your mother is giving me the evil eye. I’d better
        hand you over, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”
    

    
        That inescapably brought to mind the possibility, hopefully slim, that
        this conversation would be their last. Pop went the little
        bubble of home he’d created. Anxiety roared back.
    

    
        “Wait!
        Dad—I love you.”
    

    
        “I love you, too,” he said, clearly taken aback by the vehemence of her
        declaration. But then her mother said something in the background that
made him chuckle, and he added, “I have been informed that your mother        also loves you, and if she doesn’t get an immediate
        opportunity to tell you so herself, she will wrestle the phone out of
        my clutches.”
    

    
        “Finally,” her mother exclaimed the next moment. “My God, if I didn’t
        start making threats, I would never get to talk to you.
        So—what’s this about an inappropriate man, and when will we get to meet
        him?”
    

    
        When Emily hung up ten minutes later, she felt such a potent mix of
        conflicting emotions that she had to retreat to the bathroom, splash
        cold water on her face and order herself to get a grip. Dying wasn’t a
        likely outcome. The whole point of her assignment was to go unnoticed.
    

    
        Still, she couldn’t easily excise the image of parents heartbroken over
        the idiot daughter who simply vanished. She wasn’t about to back out
        now, so what she needed was a distraction.
    

    
        She made a beeline for Hartgrave. “Can we practice?”
    

    
        He looked up from his hands, taking her in with a concerned frown.
        Perhaps her voice had sounded just a tad strangled.
    

    
        “It depends,” he said. “Do you want to be upset?”
    

    
        “Well, when you put it that way ...”
    

    
        He reached for her hand, still gloved, and pulled her onto
        his lap. They sat like that for a moment, her head tucked under his
        chin, his arms around her. Then he said, “Would you like to fly?”
    

    
        She sat up, heart fluttering. “Would I!”
    

    
        “You’ll need to get calm first,” he warned.
    

    
        “Right.” She hopped to her feet. “But I think I’ll help things along
        just a bit.”
    

    
        She buttoned her coat to her neck, pulled her hat from a pocket and
        yanked it so far onto her head that it half-covered her eyes. “How’s
        that?”
    

    
        “Ridiculous,” he said, sounding wistful, and leaned in to kiss
        her—which turned out to be a mistake. “Ow.” He rubbed his
        lips. “Sorry. More evidence in favor of my adrenaline theory, though.”
    

    
        She groaned. “Can’t I have any strong emotion without polluting the
        atmosphere?”
    

    
        “I hope so.” Nothing about the way he’d said it suggested innuendo, but
        her mind went there anyway, and she could feel her cheeks go rosy. “You
        just need to focus, Daggett.”
    

    
        Yes, on something other than sleeping with him. She was still five days
        away from the one-month mark.
    

    
        “Close your eyes,” he said.
    

    
        Okay. Closed—check.
    

    
        “You can feel yourself calming down,” he said with the exaggerated
        delivery of a cut-rate mesmerist.
    

    
        She swallowed a snort.
    

    
        “Your mind is a still pond ...”
    

    
        She shouldn’t, she really shouldn’t, but: “Dirty, eh?”
    

    
        Did his breath just hitch? “Your mouth,” he murmured, closer now,
        making her heart beat faster, “is taking a cue from your eyes.”
    

    
She almost made a comment about how that was such a polite way to say        shut up. But then he touched her. The barest contact, a bit of
        the pad of one finger against the dip in her chin. When that produced
        only a slight twinge, he traced his thumb over her lower lip.
    

    
        That felt—
    

    
        God, that felt—
    

    
        “You are thinking serene thoughts,” he continued, as if he had no idea
        what he was doing to her. “Sunsets ... summer vacation ... reading ...”
        He pulled away, drawing a sound from her throat that was embarrassingly
        close to a whimper. “No, perhaps not reading, considering the
        books you prefer.”
    

    
        “Hartgrave!” Her laugh was breathless. “Really, you’re the worst choice
        for calming anyone—”
    

    
        The rest gave way to an “eeep” as her feet left the ground, her eyes
        flying open.
    

    
        “Probably,” he said, seven feet below her. “But you must admit I’m
        brilliant at misdirection.”
    

    
        She was airborne. Airborne. She had no words to admit
        anything.
    

    
        He followed her up, slipped a hand into hers and pulled her higher.
        Then he let go and gave her a gentle push. The sensation was like being
        in water without the actual water. She walked on nothing, darted around
        the chandelier, tucked her chin to her chest and turned a flip.
    

    
        Hartgrave circled her, staying out of the way, saying nothing. When she
        finally got her voice back, she said, “How are you doing this?
        Dampening gravitational pull?”
    

    
        He produced his sort-of smile, the upward twitch that characterized so
        many of their seven o’clock meetings. “Someone once told me scientific
        explanations drain all the magic out of magic.”
    

    
        “A wise person, that someone.”
    

    
        “Contradictory, too, considering how much she likes to ask questions.”
    

    
        He turned onto his stomach and hung there, contemplating the floor more
        than a dozen feet below. She performed two more flips and joined him,
        thankful happiness had more in common with tranquility than
        adrenaline-soaked excitement.
    

    
        “I’m so glad I came here.” She removed her gloves and slipped a hand
        into his. It tingled. “I’m so glad I met you.”
    

    
        He stole a sideways glance at her. “Are you really?”
    

    
        She almost laughed at the ludicrousness of this question. Wasn’t it
blatantly obvious to him how she felt? She wasn’t quite equal to saying        I seem to be in love with you, so she made do with, “There’s
        no one like you.”
    

    
        He winced.
    

    
        “I don’t mean the magic,” she hastened to add. “I mean you.
        Though I do appreciate you letting me into the magical world I’ve
        always wanted to believe existed.”
    

    
        “What we want does not always turn out to be good for us.”
    

    
        She took this to be a commentary on adventure, not his opinion of
        himself. “Look—I’m anxious, too. Especially for Bernie and Willi. But
        you’ve said it yourself: At the first sign of real trouble, we can
        bail.”
    

    
        He gave a humorless chuckle. “I wasn’t just talking about tomorrow. I
        meant everything. Magic.”
    

    
        She bit her lip, reminded of a conversation they’d had. The first real
        conversation. “I thought you said there’s nothing inherently wrong with
        it.”
    

    
        “Magic seems neutral, I must admit,” he said. “People, however, are
        evil.”
    

    
        “You don’t really believe that. All people?”
    

    
        “What’s the first thing you learned about power, studying history?”
    

    
        “Well ...” She saw where he was heading, and it made her uneasy. “It
        corrupts.”
    

    
        “And absolute power?”
    

    
        “Corrupts absolutely.”
    

    
        “And what, my dearest Daggett,” he said softly, “would you call magic?”
    

    
        She didn’t want to think of it that way. She wanted the magic of her
        childhood books. Whimsy. Possibility. Great feats for good purposes. An
        occasional dark sorcerer to defeat seemed much more palatable than this
        Hartgravean vision of every individual as a potential evil overlord.
    

    
        “Silence indicates tacit agreement,” he said.
    

    
        “You’re saying you don’t think anyone should use magic?”
    

    
        He scowled at the far-off floor. “The human race hasn’t advanced nearly
        enough to be trusted with such a force.”
    

    
        “But the problem is that it’s secret and only a few use it. If it were
        general knowledge—”
    

    
        “Then it would be a massive problem of a different sort, unless every
        single person knew how to defend themselves from those who would use it
        against them. And even then, I don’t think I’d like to live in such a
        world.”
    

    
        A subduing thought. “You wish you’d never learned,” she said, looking
        at their twined hands.
    

    
        “Devoutly.”
    

    
        She didn’t know what to say to that. A moment passed. Then he twisted
        himself so he was floating on his back, looking up at her.
    

    
        “Forget what I said about not wanting to explain how I discovered what
        the Organization does.” He grasped both her hands. “Ask me. Ask me, and
        I’ll tell you.”
    

    
        She pulled free before her distress could zap them both. “No!”
    

    
        He stared at her. “No?”
    

    
        Even she was half-surprised. She’d wanted to know. But now all she
        could think about was opening Hartgrave like a jar, watching him fly
        apart and not being able to put him back together. All the myths in
        which curiosity ruined everything ran through her head.
    

    
        “No,” she repeated, more firmly.
    

    
        It was impossible to tell from his expression whether he was relieved
        or disappointed. “You would have me without knowing everything about
        me?” he asked.
    

    
        “Yes.”
    

    
        “Very trusting.”
    

    
        “I do trust you,” she said, cupping his face. His skin nipped against
        hers in a not unpleasant way. She’d calmed down quickly. “And I know
        who you are: a stubborn, aggravating, clever man who risks his life for
        what he believes in.”
    

    
        He let out a ragged breath. Then he reached up and kissed her.
    

    
        Ardent, toe-curling, over too soon.
    

    
        When he pulled back, she knew she couldn’t wait a minute longer, let
        alone an arbitrary five more days. “Come to bed with me,” she blurted.
    

    
        Both their bodies dropped several feet. Too late she recalled that
        startling a magic-user could be hazardous.
    

    
        “It’s either that or you have to let me go back to my office tonight,”
        she said, unable to look directly at him, “because I’m in danger of—”
    

    
        He grabbed her hand and twisted sharply up, then down, putting their
        feet on the floor in under two seconds.
    

    
        “Stay,” he said, towing her to his bed, the real one not made of
        ephemeral spells. “Dear God, stay.”
    

    
        Together they made short work of her hat and coat, pausing for another
        head-spinning kiss. She shrugged off her shirt while he undid his, popping a button in
        his haste. The smooth chest and trim waist that came into view was
        exactly what she had imagined.
    

    
        She was about to reach out and touch these freshly revealed parts of
        him when he held up a hand.
    

    
        “Two rules,” he said. “Don’t think of anything upsetting. And pull away
        immediately if you feel any pain.”
    

    
        “You don’t think ...” She trailed off as she realized how wildly her
        heart was beating—and what that meant. “Adrenaline!”
    

    
        “No, no, don’t get upset. Just stay focused on what we’re doing”—he
        gave her a look as tactile as a caress—“and I predict the adrenaline
        won’t be a problem.”
    

    
        If it was a problem, if they had to stop, she would just about
        jump out of her skin.
    

    
        He leaned in and unhooked her bra, the brush of his hand against her
        back leaving an insistent trail of little shocks. “How does that feel?”
    

    
        “Good,” she said, voice almost failing her. “Oh,” she added as
        he ran his fingers down her arms, pushing the bra off. Her whole body
        tingled in sympathetic reaction.
    

    
        As she reached for him, he turned her around, pressing against her from
        behind, wrapping one warm arm around her waist. “Can you guess why I’m
        willing to bet this will end with the right sort of screaming?”
    

    
        Oh, the image this created. “How do you”—she gasped as he brushed
        against her stomach with his free hand—“expect me to think at all?”
    

    
        He chuckled. And then he made it infinitely worse by slipping his hand
        down the gap between her stomach and her jeans, insinuating into her
        underwear and pressing intimately against her.
    

    
        Every nerve ending in her body fired off an insistent plea that he keep doing
        that—and for the moment he was holding perfectly still.
    

    
        “Does that hurt?” he said, as if there were any doubt why she was
        moaning. He trailed kisses down the curve of her neck. “Should I ...
        stop?”
    

    
        “No!” She rubbed against his palm and fumbled behind her back with the
        button on his pants. “You’re trying to get me to beg, aren’t you?”
    

    
        “Really, Daggett. I’m not sadistic.” He pulled her closer, the better
        to hold her in place so she couldn’t wriggle or unbutton. “I’d just
        like you to work out why, despite the adrenaline, this feels so good
        you could be induced to beg.”
    

    
        “You’re—oh God!—going to be so sorry.”
    

    
        “Humor me,” he murmured, moving his thumb in little circles just north
        of where she was aching to be touched. “Leaps of logic are sexy.”
    

    
        She moaned again—nothing sexier than a man turned on by cleverness—and
        rested the back of her head on his shoulder. What could it be? What?
    

    
        He slid his thumb down—briefly, deliberately—and the spare moment of
        contact almost undid her. He was sadistic. Surely he knew her
        hormones had all but overpowered higher brain functions—
    

    
        “Oh!” She clutched at his arm, the one holding her up as her legs
        turned to jelly. “Other chemicals disrupt the adrenaline?”
    

    
        “Mm, yes,” he said, pressing more kisses along her neck. “Or at least
        that’s my theory. Oxytocin, perhaps. It’s a sort of anti-fear hormone
        produced in the heat of the moment. Makes you blissful. Fascinating,
        isn’t it?”
    

    
        “Hartgrave—”
    

    
        “And now I intend to use this information to good effect,” he said.
    

    
        He moved his thumb back to that spot.
    

    
        Guh.
    

    
        She tried again to unbutton his pants, but her hands were trembling too
        much. She gave in to the sensations. Magic thrummed against her skin—he
        had her positioned for maximum contact. His arm around her waist. His
        bare chest pressed against her back. His warm lips and devious fingers.
    

    
        When the time came—quickly—she did indeed scream.
    

    
        “Oh,” she said, slumped in his arms, gasping. “I’m going to give you a
        taste of your own medicine ... just as soon as I have the strength to
        do anything at all.”
    

    
        His laugh wavered. He was breathing as unsteadily as she was, and when
        she turned around, the way he looked at her sent aftershocks through
        her body.
    

    
        She shucked off the rest of her clothing and helped him out of his. The
        sound he made as her fingers brushed down his upper thighs was the
        sexiest thing she’d ever heard, and she had to stop for a moment to
        gather her self-control.
    

    
        He pulled her into bed, taking in every newly uncovered part of her
        with an unblinking gaze. “May I touch you, or does the lesson I’m about
        to be taught preclude that?”
    

    
She almost said yes to the first part of his question—please yes—but reconsidered. “You may not.”
    

    
        He smiled at her stern instructor tone, but his voice was noticeably
        ragged as he replied, “Tell me what to do, then.”
    

    
        “Lie back.”
    

    
        He obeyed immediately—and without taking his eyes off her. She looked
        back just as intently, enjoying the sweep of his neck, the broad
        shoulders he wasn’t hiding with a slouch, the wiry legs and, between
        them, the evidence of his intense interest in the proceedings.
    

    
        She trailed a hand down his chest.
    

    
        “That—that’s ridiculously good,” he gasped. “I mean, it’s my chest,
        it’s never done anything for me before, and—oh my God.”
    

    
        That exclamation—and a jerk of his hips—was the consequence of her
        leaning in to swirl her tongue around his nipple.
    

    
        “Daggett,” he murmured as she sat back and ran the pads of her fingers
        along his sharp jawline, tracing around his lips, feathering down
        his neck. He tipped his head back, giving her easier access. “Do you
        have any idea how hard it’s been to sleep practically but not quite
        next to you?”
    

    
        “A pretty good idea, I’d wager,” she said, kissing the hollow of his
        throat as she let her hands drift lower. “Based on how it felt sleeping
        practically but not quite next to you.”
    

    
        She’d reached his thighs. Hartgrave’s sharp exhalation telegraphed his
        opinion about that.
    

    
        “I want to touch you,” he whispered, the words sending little
        electrical shocks down her spine. He’d fisted his hands in the sheets,
        holding himself back.
    

    
        “Soon,” she promised. Difficult enough to concentrate on what she was
        doing as it was. The mere memory of those hands on her … “Tell me how
        this feels. For science.”
    

    
        His body twitched as he laughed. “Like the very best sort of torture.
        I—” He arched into her hand as she made a strategic change of location.
        “Oh my God, Daggett, please keep doing that.”
    

    
        She did, slowly, her blood singing in her veins as he moaned.
    

    
        “Talk to me,” she whispered.
    

    
        He let out a shaky breath. “Because turnabout is fair play?”
    

    
        “Because you have the very best voice.”
    

    
        He laughed again, this time more of a disbelieving hah.
    

    
        “You do. I’ve always liked to hear you talk, even when I was
        annoyed by the actual words coming out of your mouth.”
    

    
        His half-smile twisted his lips. What would it take to make him
        completely and unreservedly happy?
    

    
        “I feel exactly the same way about you,” he murmured, reaching up to
        brush his fingers against her cheek.
    

    
        His touch was literally magic. But in that moment it was his words that
        made her breath catch.
    

    
        “Oh Scheiße, I forgot,” he said, pulling his hand back. “What
        do you do to the wretched miscreants who”—he gasped as her thumb rubbed
        over just the right spot—“fail to follow your rules?”
    

    
        “Depends on the rule.” She grinned at him. Hartgrave bossing her around
        in bed was completely predictable. Hartgrave just as happily letting
        her boss him around was … surprisingly heartwarming. “Why don’t you
        wait here while I get a condom from my—”
    

    
        Something slapped into his suddenly outstretched hand, a fleet bit of
        magic. “Allow me,” he said, ripping the packaging open.
    

    
        She laughed. He laughed. This was already the best time she’d had in
        bed with anyone—by far.
    

    
        “Well, Professor,” he said, arching an eyebrow, “may I have permission
        to touch you now?”
    

    
        “Please,” she said, trying to get her giggles under control.
    

    
        He went up on one elbow, put out his other hand and pulled her in for a
        slow kiss. Her body sparked with anticipatory pleasure—all the places
        he wasn’t touching but would. Soon. Almost.
    

    
        Now.
    

    
        They gasped in unison. Her heart swooped in just the way it had when
        he’d broken the law of gravity for her.
    

    
        “All right?” he murmured, his lips against her neck. Waiting, not
        moving.
    

    
        “Oh yes,” she said, and those were the last coherent words she
        managed. His pace was slow, so slow—he was patient and she was not. His
        hands on her hips boxed her in and his tongue in her mouth felt
        unbelievably good and each time he pressed into her was like a burst of
        fireworks in her brain, the answer to a vital question, the opposite of
        the disconnected way she’d been living for so long.
    

    
        Over the edge she went a second time, taking him with her.
    

    
        Afterward, they lay in a tangle of limbs, his heart thudding under her
        ear, his skin making hers tingle everywhere they touched.
    

    
        “That,” she said, still catching her breath, “was amazing. Why did we
        wait this long?”
    

    
        He trailed his fingers up and down her back. “I thought it would be
        better to let you broach the subject, but honestly, I was about to
        crack.”
    

    
        She smiled against his chest, a warm feeling in her own that was
        spreading to the rest of her body.
    

    
        “Every night,” he said, “new items for my To Do To Daggett list would
        pop into my head as I tried to sleep.”
    

    
        “How long is this list?”
    

    
        He pulled back to look at her. She thought she caught a hint of
        something bleak in his eyes, but he flashed a wicked grin and it was
        gone. “Very.”
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An Unsettling Appearance

 


The next morning undid all the blissful feelings of the night before.
    

    
        Willi and Bernie, arriving early for one last practice, got into a
        spittle-emitting argument when Bernie turned in his worst performance
        in months. Then Willi and Hartgrave topped that by about twenty
        decibels when Hartgrave recommended delaying their strike-force
        operation. In the interest of getting everyone back on the same page,
        Emily suggested that what they needed was a stirring speech—and
        Hartgrave’s response was so cutting, she couldn’t trust herself to
        speak to him for an hour.
    

    
        What put an end to it all was the frightening sound of an SOS.
    

    
        Everyone crowded around Hartgrave’s cell phone. Two dots—red
        dots—on what was clearly the part of town just outside campus.
    

    
        Willi grabbed Hartgrave’s arm. “Scheiße!”
    

    
        Bernie’s voice shook as he said, “How did they know?”—just as she asked
what she thought was the far more critical question: “What can we        do?”
    

    
        “Quiet!” Hartgrave pulled his phone away. “Sit, all of you!”
    

    
        She stumbled to the real bed, Bernie heading for the other. Willi, a
        wild look in his eyes, half-sat on the chair.
    

    
        “It’s Crawford and Shaw,” Hartgrave said, pacing. “Now listen: This is
        what we’ll do. We’re going to eat lunch. We are,” he added
        when Willi made to object. “We’re going to eat, wait for it to settle
        and then proceed with the plan.”
    

    
        “But it’s only half-past five in Cornwall.” Bernie stole an anxious
        glance at her. “You’ll lose all the advantage of the time difference.
        Everyone in the house will still be awake.”
    

    
        “I know,” Hartgrave snapped. “Believe me, I know. But they’ll assume
        you two are connected with me in some way and will be extra eager to
        follow wherever you go, which is something. Daggett, are you with me?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she said, heart racing.
    

    
        Their meal was preternaturally quiet. Bernie and Willi conjured chairs
        around the stone table and ate there, looking one more time at their
        separate lists of coordinates that appeared safe for magical travel.
        Hartgrave sat next to her on the bed, phone balanced on his thigh.
    

    
        She chewed a sandwich Willi had brought, unable to taste it at all, and
        watched the red dots move up Main Street—the road running alongside a
        large part of campus. Where would Crawford and Shaw go first?
        Administration? The IT building?
    

    
        But instead of crossing onto campus, the pair turned the other
        direction. Down Grand Avenue. And there, half a block in, they stopped.
    

    
        Of all the epiphanies she’d ever had, this was by far the worst.
    

    
        Her street. Her house, the one she’d rented for three months. They
        weren’t looking for Hartgrave—they were looking for her.
    

    
        She clutched his arm, horror rendering her temporarily speechless. He
        got one look at her and turned back to the map, eyes wide.
    

    
        “Your place,” he said, keeping his voice down. “That was your
        place, wasn’t it?”
    

    
        “How—how could they have ... ?”
    

    
        “I don’t know,” he said, despair shot through each clipped word.
    

    
        She hadn’t appreciated just how much easier it was to be brave when you were
        facing evil anonymously and could fade back into the woodwork when
        done. That realization struck her now with all the force of a blow to
        the chest.
    

    
        “What am I going to do?” Her whispered words were frantic. Her hands
        shook. She was trying to hold it together, and failing.
    

    
        “I’ll think of something,” he said. He did not sound confident.
    

    
        “Oh God—oh God, oh God ...”
    

    
        “Don’t,” he said, voice sharp. “Daggett—”
    

    
        “You knew I was being stupid all along.” She covered her
        eyes with her hands. “Oh yes, I’m so courageous, I can’t wait for an
        adventure, just give me a chance to prove what a hero I am.”
    

    
        He moved her hands away from her face—by her sleeved elbows—and gave
        her a measuring look. “Do you still want to go through with it?”
    

    
        “I don’t have much of a choice now!”
    

    
        “There’s always a choice.”
    

    
        She supposed he was right. She could abandon her job, flee the state,
        change her name. Not an appealing idea, but neither was death. She
        thought about a future a bit like Hartgrave’s past—in hiding, except
        with no plans for valiant action. She glanced at Willi and Bernie,
        oblivious to her crisis of faith, and turned back to Hartgrave, whose
        expression revealed nothing of what he wanted to hear.
    

    
        “I’m not backing out,” she said. “I can run and hide just as well after
        as before. This is important. You need me.”
    

    
        “I do.” The look he gave her suggested he wasn’t just talking about the mission. “And I have no intention of letting them get their hands on
        you.”
    

    
        Willi, still at the table, said, “Is it time?”
    

    
        “Time,” Hartgrave muttered, and dug into a pocket as he called out,
        “One more minute.”
    

    
        He produced a delicate watch, its face an antique map. For her? Rather
        than simply giving it to her, he took her hand—gingerly—and put it on.
    

    
        “Synchronized with mine,” he said.
    

    
        “It’s beautiful,” she said hesitantly, “but won’t I just ruin it?”
    

    
        “It’s not a quartz watch. No microchips.”
    

    
        She gave him the closest approximation of a smile she could manage.
        “Brilliant.”
    

    
        A flurry of final preparations followed. Everyone took a turn in the
        bathroom, like a warped version of a nursery-school field trip.
        Hartgrave checked Bernie and Willi’s cell phones—both set to the
        tracking program—and connected them in a three-way call. The men
        slipped on earpieces, testing that they could hear each other.
    

    
        The next step was leaving. She wrapped her arms around her stomach,
        looking to Hartgrave for the signal.
    

    
        “I have it on good authority,” he said, leaning against the door, “that
        I should give a rousing speech.”
    

    
        Well, that was one way to restrain fear. Drown it in embarrassment.
    

    
        “Remember that lives are at stake,” he said. “I don’t know if that’s
        rousing, but it’s to the point. Remember too that it won’t do the cause
        a bit of good to get ourselves killed, so the second you think you’re
        in over your head, you come back here. Understood?”
    

    
        Bernie nodded. Willi simply crossed his arms, which tipped her back
        toward panic. Was he going to deviate from the plan?
    

    
        Hartgrave, for his part, must have seen nothing alarming. He clasped
        Willi’s arm and said, “Viel Glück.”
    

    
        And after all, it wasn’t Willi’s performance in this effort that
        offered the best reason for apprehension. She threw her arms around
        Bernie, who looked strange without one of his oddball hats pulled over
        his salt-and-pepper hair.
    

    
        “Please be careful,” she whispered, avoiding his skin.
    

    
        He gave her a pat on the back. “Likewise.”
    

    
        Willi, on tap to go first, had his arms outstretched, preparing for the
        jump. Hartgrave put a hand on the doorknob. “Ready?”
    

    
        He opened the door. With a shimmer, Willi disappeared.
    

    
        Hartgrave yanked the heavy door back into its frame and the three of
        them crowded together, his screen still zeroed in on Grand Avenue while
        Bernie’s showed continental Europe.
    

    
        Five seconds later—Emily counted it off in her head—a green dot
        appeared on Bernie’s map.
    

    
        For a long, awful minute, nothing happened and no one spoke. Then Willi
        jumped in quick succession from France to Denmark to Sweden, where he
        paused as planned. Baiting the hook.
    

    
        Five more minutes went by, each an age.
    

    
        “Come on,” Hartgrave muttered at last, staring at the two red
        dots—still on Grand Avenue.
    

    
        “Maybe I should jump now,” Bernie said. He wiped beads of sweat off his
        forehead with a trembling hand. “Maybe if there’s two of us—”
    

    
        “No. We’ve got to give them time. Let them discuss it, let them check
        in with Kincaid.”
    

    
        Another minute passed. Then another, and another. Their plan wasn’t
        working.
    

    
        Hartgrave paced back and forth, eyes never leaving his screen.
        “Willi—start jumping again. This time, don’t stop.”
    

    
        The green dot disappeared and reappeared in five-second increments.
        Switzerland. Germany. Italy. Greece.
    

    
        Hartgrave flipped back and forth between Kincaid in Cornwall and the
        two women on Grand Avenue, none of them budging.
    

    
        Emily glanced at him, heart in her throat, and saw nothing to reassure
        her. He looked to be in danger of bursting a blood vessel.
    

    
        “Oh, if it’s me, you’ll drop everything and come blazing out,”
        he shouted at the two red dots on his phone, “but otherwise you’re
perfectly happy faffing around an obviously empty house!        Verdammte Scheiße, warum hauen die nicht endlich ab—”
    

    
        As one, the red dots vanished from Grand Avenue.
    

    
        “Willi!” he bellowed. “They’re coming! I think.”
    

    
        She had no time to dread that Willi would react too slowly and be
        overtaken on the spot, for he was gone before Crawford and Shaw
        appeared there. Which only meant that now
        every five seconds would bring new reason for fear.
    

    
        Just as she urgently needed to be calm.
    

    
        She squeezed her eyes shut, pressing fingers into her ears for good
        measure when Hartgrave gave Bernie last-minute instructions. The creak
        of the door opening and the irrevocable thunk of it banging
        shut, however, were impossible to block out.
    

    
        She leaned into Hartgrave, shivering, keeping her eyes closed despite
        the overwhelming urge to see that Bernie had made it to Melbourne as
        planned. Grim thoughts offered themselves up at a ferocious pace—what
        if Kincaid didn’t go, suspecting a trap? What if Kincaid did
        go and caught Bernie, as Hartgrave had so many times before? What if
        she wasted precious time failing to compose herself, dooming them all?
    

    
        Desperate, she cast backwards for a nice memory—anything—and came up
        with the less-than-ideal one of Bernie quoting Shakespeare.
        
            Cowards die many times before their deaths; the valiant never taste
            of death but once.
        
    

    
        Improbably, that worked.
    

    
        She took a deep breath and felt her heartbeat slow. She took several
        more, her command of herself increasing, and when she grasped
        Hartgrave’s hand as a test, it hardly stung at all. She was ready, at
        least. She had no control over what Kincaid decided to do, but if by
        chance he took their bait—
    

    
        “Ballantine!” Hartgrave’s voice was sharp with warning. “Now!”
    

    
        Her eyes flew open involuntarily, just in time to see him turn the
        doorknob. Then it disappeared—along with everything else—as he pulled
        her into the jump.
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Breaking and Entering

 


The forest that burst into existence around them one moment and four
        thousand miles later was like none Emily had seen. Dark and overgrown,
        twisted with ivy, it was so bewitching that she blinked several times
        to make sure it was real.
    

    
        “Bernie?” she whispered to Hartgrave as he slipped his cell phone into
        a pocket.
    

    
        “Leading Kincaid on a merry chase. Let’s go.”
    

    
        Hartgrave’s watch around her wrist showed it to be six o’clock exactly,
        the time in the part of the world where they now stood. They had
        fifteen minutes if they were especially fortunate, thirteen if Bernie
        managed his average. But possibly less.
    

    
        They moved as quickly as they dared from the clearing where they’d
        materialized, through a dozen feet of woods and down to another, larger
        clearing. In it stood a substantial house, half-covered with the same
        ivy, deeply shadowed in the enveloping darkness and encircled by a
        wooden fence.
    

    
        She had visions of gingerbread and wicked witches.
    

    
        Hartgrave pulled himself onto the fence, one arm outstretched, face
        twisted in anxious concentration. “Count out five seconds.”
    

    
        Afterward, they stared at his cell phone for a sign that his signal had
        been picked up. It hadn’t. Lips pressed into a tight line, he pounded a
        fist on his creation, then stood up on the fence and (she almost
        couldn’t bear to watch) stepped straight off—half a dozen feet above
        the lawn.
    

    
        “Give me your hand,” he whispered, standing in midair.
    

    
        They crept over the lawn, stopping once so he could repeat the
        procedure and extend the conjured path all the way to a window. She
        risked a glance at the dark grass below and had to spend the rest of
        the time looking straight at Hartgrave, resolutely not thinking about
        falling and setting off the motion detectors.
    

    
        Other worrisome thoughts were fast on the heels of the ones she’d
        stamped out. His tracking program couldn’t show them the house at a
        room-by-room level, so they knew only that two people were
        inside—somewhere. As they stopped at a second-floor window, she
        murmured, “What if there’s someone in this room?”
    

    
        He shook his head as he pressed her hands against the house’s stone
        facade. “There won’t be anyone. It’s Crawford’s.”
    

    
        She was about to ask how he could be sure, but the magic fizzling under
        her fingers silenced her. His assumption about a protective spell
        around the house had been right, at least, and hopefully he was right
        about the room, too.
    

    
        He convinced the window open and gave her a boost in.
    

    
        As dim as it was outside, it was even darker in the room. But
        Hartgrave, gripping her elbow, set off with a fair approximation of
        confidence and managed to get all the way to the door without bumping
        into anything.
    

    
        “Report in,” he whispered, pausing there.
    

    
        Willi’s response was just audible from her position under Hartgrave’s
        ear. “Here. Plan proceeding.”
    

    
        Seconds ticked by. Hartgrave’s grip on her elbow tightened.
        “Ballantine?”
    

    
        “Here, here, was just going into a jump,” Bernie said, sounding
        harassed. “Keep your socks on.”
    

    
        Hartgrave exhaled. He put his ear to the door, waited a moment and
        opened it with care.
    

    
        The hallway was empty. So were the staircase and ground floor below,
        the entry-point to the basement—where the server lay hidden. As she
        treaded softly in Hartgrave’s wake down the stairs, she glanced at her
        watch. Nearly three minutes past six. They were running exactly on
        time.
    

    
        Then she ran straight into him because he’d stopped dead at the bottom
        of the staircase. The door to a nearby room stood open.
    

    
        A man walked out.
    

    
        “Oi!”
        the wizard exclaimed, shock flashing across his face as he caught sight
        of them.
    

    
        Whatever else he might have said was cut off as a burst of magic hurled
        him against the front door, Emily staring in shock as his body hit with
        a thunk. He crumpled to the floor and lay there, unmoving.
    

    
        “What’s wrong, Jack?” A woman’s voice—muffled, probably by a door, but
        close and anxious. “Jack! Answer me or I’m calling the boss!”
    

    
        Emily had no idea what to do. But Hartgrave, hoisting the man in a
        fireman’s carry, paused for only a second before saying in a voice
        heavy with an accent that wasn’t his: “Nuffink’s wrong. Went arse over
        tea kettle, ’at’s all.”
    

    
        “Typical,” the woman replied, and said no more.
    

    
        Emily tried to be happy about the miraculous recovery, but two
        questions weighed on her: How badly had they just hurt this man with
curly blond hair who looked as young as her students? And did Hartgrave        know him?
    

    
        Hartgrave staggered to the wall by the staircase, and she roused
        herself. Every second counted, and the ethics of self-defense could be
        pondered later.
    

    
        She pressed her hands against the wall. The illusion hiding the door to
        the basement disappeared with a speed either gratifying or disturbing,
        considering what it said about her state of mind. The doorknob gave way
        next, and they were in, creeping down stairs that mercifully did not
        creak.
    

    
        As they reached the bottom, she risked a whispered question. “Is he ...
        is he dead?”
    

    
        “Alive.” He set the wizard down.
    

    
        Relief left her light-headed, but it didn’t wipe away the
        unsettling—unwanted—feeling of sympathy for this Organization man. A
        few months ago in a different room, she’d been in his position.
    

    
        Hartgrave, lashing the wizard to the far side of the staircase with a
rope he’d pulled from his coat pocket, glanced up and gave her a        what are you doing look.
    

    
        “Behind you,” he whispered. “Hurry.”
    

    
        Crud, yes. She whipped around and saw it—the computer server that
        allowed the Organization to track down and kill people, kill Willi’s
        wife. She had expected a hulking mass of electronics. Instead it was a
        narrow metal cabinet with no doors, a monitor up top and two stacks of
        black boxes the size of dictionaries below.
    

    
        She rushed forward and immediately smacked into the outermost layer of
        invisible magic around it.
    

    
        “It’s—God, it’s even more than—than I’d counted on,” Hartgrave
        whispered, voice shaking. “And we’re already behind schedule.”
    

    
        Each barrier fizzed away at a good clip, but they’d been cast so close
        together, it would clearly take her more than ten minutes rather than
        less. She tried, she really tried to reach for anger, but panic set in.
        Their only hope was Bernie managing to hang on at least as long as he
        had yesterday. And far longer than this morning.
    

    
        Hartgrave appeared at her side, adding his surges of magic that would
        stay under the radar and thus wouldn’t help much. She glanced at her
        watch: 6:09. Four minutes left.
    

    
        A soft but unmistakable cry of alarm burst from Hartgrave’s earpiece.
    

    
        “What?” he said in an urgent undertone. “What is it?”
    

    
        She was close enough to hear Bernie’s breathless response: “He almost
        overtook me. I could see him coming in as I jumped out.”
    

    
        Hartgrave swore. “That’s it—I’m pulling the plug.”
    

    
        “No! And stop distracting me!”
    

    
        Hartgrave hit the mute button on his phone. “Daggett, you must
        get angry. Do you hear me? Furious.”
    

    
        But fear outflanked fury. Bernie might die. They all,
        for that matter, might die. The old reliable in the Inferno practice
        sessions, thinking of the Organization’s killing spree, now added fuel
        to the wrong emotion.
    

    
        In desperation, she tried their other tactic—getting angry at
        Hartgrave.
    

    
        This was his ridiculous plan, with bare-minimum help.
        Honestly, even one more person could have made a substantial
        difference, especially if that person had more staying power than
        Bernie. By insisting no one else be put in danger, he’d endangered all
        four of them.
    

    
        Okay, that was working. She needed to keep doing that.
    

    
        Jack, the wizard Jack: Surely there was something Hartgrave could have
        done short of flinging the man into a wooden door. Was his go-to
        reaction in times of stress always violence?
    

    
        This hit a bit too close to home. Anxiety seeped through the cracks of
        her anger.
    

    
        She looked over her shoulder, afraid she might find the wizard coming
        to, but he still appeared unconscious. Which, in truth, was also
        upsetting, bespeaking as it did the likelihood of serious injury. A few
        months ago, that could have been her.
    

    
        What had Hartgrave been thinking that night? Could he have
        been trying to give her a concussion?
    

    
        She glanced at him, deeply troubled.
    

    
        Hartgrave looked at her, apparently misunderstood the source of her
        apprehension and said, “Don’t worry, he’s not getting free. Kincaid
        didn’t train him well enough. Doesn’t want the microchip staff to take
        him on if they all turn on him at once.”
    

    
        The doubt that lay heavy in her stomach rose into her throat, choking
        off her reply. Kincaid didn’t train him well enough. Not “I
        doubt Kincaid trained him well enough.” Didn’t, full stop.
        Along with the reason why.
    

    
        She stared at Hartgrave as if she had never seen him properly before.
        In the shadowed half-light, his angular face looked frightening.
    

    
        “Daggett,” he murmured. “Are you all right?”
    

    
        “How do you know that? Or which room is Crawford’s, or how to
        imitate that man’s voice, or—or even exactly where the server is
located—how could you know any of that if you weren’t one of        them?”
    

    
        He staggered like he’d been struck. But no explanations spilled from
        his lips.
    

    
        “You lied to me,” she said. She sounded calm. She had no idea how.
    

    
        “No!” His whisper was fierce, desperate. “I didn’t tell you everything,
        but I never lied to you!”
    

    
        “Then you badly misled me,” she hissed, wanting to lift her hands off
        the barrier and shake him. “‘I’ve had a painful past, don’t ask me
        about it’—God, I’m such a fool.”
    

    
        “Daggett—”
    

    
        “How could you join them? What did you do for them?”
    

    
        But she knew the instant she said the words—knew the quarter-second
        before he gave himself away by glancing at the server.
    

    
        He hadn’t just invented a similar tracking system for himself. He’d
        made the original—made it for them.
    

    
        “Daggett ... Daggett, I—”
    

    
        Bernie’s voice cut in, wheezy and urgent. “Something’s wrong! I think
        Kincaid’s stopped following me!”
    

    
        Two things happened almost simultaneously. Hartgrave’s cell phone, set
        to vibrate only, went off with an audible buzz. And a soft alarm pulsed
        from above, as if someone had just set off the motion detectors
        outside.
    

    
        She looked at him in speechless dread. He fumbled for the button to
        unmute his phone.
    

    
        “He’s here—get back home, Bernie, go, now,” he said. “Not you, Willi, I
        need you to keep those two away from here—we’re almost there—”
    

    
        Upstairs came a sound that was unmistakably the front door banging
        open.
    

    
        “Daggett, for the love of God, please get me to that server.” Hartgrave
        grasped her shoulder. “I’ll tell you everything when we’re safely out
        of here, I swear, but we must take this weapon out of their hands!”
    

    
        He spun on his heel to face the stairwell, a second alarm going off
        like the keening of a tornado siren. He must have just appeared on the
        Organization’s tracking program. Charging up. Preparing for battle.
    

    
        And there, galloping down the stairs, was a man who could only be
        Kincaid. Silver hair, silver beard, silver spells bursting from his
        hands. His opening salvo hit like fireworks against the defense
        Hartgrave erected.
    

    
        Hartgrave was right—they were close to breaking through to the
        server, perhaps as close as twenty seconds. But now she was choking on
        horrible uncertainty about the entire endeavor. What else might he have
lied about? Did she even have the essentials of this situation right?        Should she let him destroy the server?
    

    
        But the moment passed. Madness! She couldn’t imagine a scenario in
        which it would be a good idea to flee back to Ashburn and leave the
        server with its deadly program still operating. Besides—there was no
        going back to Ashburn. Her life was in total disarray. She had nothing
        to look forward to now but a future of hiding from the Organization
        with a man she couldn’t trust.
    

    
        With a howl, she kicked the barrier she was trying to undo. It was
        oddly satisfying, so she kicked at the next one in her way, and the
        next, and after that her foot swung clear through and she lurched into
        the cabinet.
    

    
        “Hartgrave! I’m through!”
    

    
        He and Kincaid were halfway across the basement, separated only by
        Hartgrave’s nearly see-through barrier. They pressed against it like a
        warped mirror image: the tall IT director in his well-worn black duster
        and the equally tall Organization director in a white trench coat.
    

    
        “Do you ... Do you see a portable hard drive?” Hartgrave—already
        sounding overtaxed after just half a minute pitted against Kincaid. But
        then, he’d had hardly any time to gather magic to him—and Kincaid was
        so much more powerful.
    

    
        “Small,” Hartgrave added. “It’s small!”
    

    
        She cast a frantic eye over the two stacks of identically rectangular
        electronics, every second increasing the odds of imminent death. Small
        compared with what? Where was it?
    

    
        Then she saw it, sitting on top of the monitor.
    

    
        “Here!” she yelled over the din of competing alarms, holding up the
        storage device to squint at the label. “It says”—she faltered as she
        recognized Hartgrave’s precise handwriting—“‘locator backup.’”
    

    
        “Put it back—” He doubled over, coughing. The moment he caught his
        breath, he said, “Container ... in my pocket—pour it—pour it over—”
    

    
        Another coughing fit. She thrust shaking fingers into the coat pocket
        he’d aimed at her and came out with a cylinder full of a dull gray
        powder. When she’d covered the monitor, the stacks and part of the
        floor below for good measure, he gasped: “Here! Hurry!”
    

    
        The second she reached his side, he took one hand off the conjured
        barrier protecting them and raised his palm toward the server.
    

    
        “No!” Kincaid—looking not at Hartgrave but at her, his gray eyes
        piercing, his expression thunderous. “Stop this! You’ve no idea what
        you’re doing!”
    

    
        This gave her pause, despite the source. It was, after all, what she’d
        been thinking herself.
    

    
        But even if she’d wanted to prevent Hartgrave from completing the task
        for which they’d risked so much, it was too late. The spell he aimed at
        the server engulfed it and the cabinet in white fire.
    

    
        As abruptly as that, the cellar was thrown into near-silence. The soft
        motion-detector signal continued above, but the wailing alarm had cut
        off.
    

    
        They’d succeeded.
    

    
        She wished she felt happier about it.
    

    
        Hartgrave put both hands back to defense, but he looked a moment longer
        at the carnage, a grim twist of satisfaction on his face. She glanced
        at it again and shivered at the sight of the melted remains, shimmering
        like a mirage through the barrier he’d erected to protect them from the
        heat.
    

    
        “Take my arm,” he croaked. “Be calm.”
    

    
        She did the former, but the latter had never seemed more impossible.
        She squeezed her eyes shut to block out everything—the fire, Kincaid,
        the face of the man she’d thought she knew.
    

    
        “Can’t,” she whispered.
    

    
A coughing fit overtook him. “You can,” he said after that. “You        must. Please—”
    

    
        More coughs. His arms shook. If they stayed, they would die. If they
        left, they might be eternally stranded in the aether—assuming his
        fate-worse-than-death theory was right. She had to calm down.
    

    
        
            The valiant never taste of death but once. The valiant never taste
            of death but once. The valiant—
    

    
        “Are you ready?” he said, the question strained.
    

    
        “Yes,” she gasped. Perhaps it would even be true.
    

    
        On the other side of the barrier, Kincaid bellowed, “NO!”
    

    
        But Hartgrave looked only at her. He tore one hand from the barrier,
        making a jerky movement that had to be an effort to pull in enough
        magic for the jump.
    

    
        He’d half-dematerialized—past the point of no return, perhaps a tenth
        of a second from taking her with him—when she was wrenched from his
        grasp.
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Tea with the Evil Overlord

 


Kincaid—Kincaid had grabbed her arm. She jerked away, biting back an
        appalled, blank-shock scream, and discovered he’d made a perfectly
        placed hole in Hartgrave’s failing barrier. Hartgrave was gone. She was
        alone—alone with the most dangerous wizard in the world.
    

    
        He cut through the remains of Hartgrave’s barrier as if it were spider
        webs, and she threw out her hands to defend herself. But he walked
        right past her, extinguishing the fire with another spell.
    

    
        For a moment, Kincaid stood over the charred wreckage, shoulders
        stooped, head bowed. Then he turned—she re-braced herself; this was
        it—and tottered toward the stairwell, sitting heavily on a step.
    

    
        Her arms wavered. It wasn’t that she wanted violence to be rained down
        upon her, but his unexpected behavior was really unnerving.
    

    
        “Emily Daggett, I presume?” He had a beautiful voice, richly British,
        made for grand speeches and reading books aloud.
    

    
        As there seemed little point denying she was who he knew she was, she
        nodded once.
    

    
        “Forgive an old man for not standing up to introduce himself properly,”
        he said, “but I fear I’m exhausted.”
    

    
        “I know who you are,” she said, as coldly as she dared.
    

    
        “Oh, I doubt it,” he replied, clasping his hands on his knees. “You
        probably know my name—Malcolm Kincaid, in case you didn’t—but I’m
        fairly certain you have been misinformed about the sort of person I am.
        Your source of information is”—he sighed—“suspect.”
    

    
        He couldn’t have chilled her more if he had cackled maniacally and said
        her eyes would go well in a potion he was brewing. His mildly spoken
        words perfectly summed up the fear mounting since she crawled into this
        house through a window. She had to remind herself that of course he
        would say that because he was trying to trick her.
    

    
        Which gave him something in common with Hartgrave.
    

    
        “I don’t think you’re in a position to cast aspersions,” she said, her
        fine words ruined by the tremble she’d been trying to suppress.
    

    
        “Tell me: How long have you known Alexander Hartgrave?”
    

    
        She was not going to be drawn into a conversation. No good could come
        of chats with evil overlords.
    

    
        “I’d say six months at most,” he added. “Judging by the length of your
        tenure at Ashburn College—it seems highly unlikely that you would have
        crossed paths before you became colleagues. Am I correct?”
    

    
        It took all her willpower to remain silent.
    

    
        He gave another deep sigh. He did look weary. He looked, in fact,
        almost exactly like her conception of a wizard, back before “wizard”
        had any menacing overtones. The only difference was that he’d cropped
        his silver hair as short as his beard.
    

    
        “I imagine you would like to hear how I came to be in possession of
        such information,” he said. “I would, were our positions reversed. But
        perhaps we could continue this conversation in my office, where I have
        something to show you and, more importantly, comfortable chairs.”
    

    
        No, no, no. No chats with evil overlords, no trips to “offices” and
        absolutely no being lured away from the first place Hartgrave
        would look.
    

    
        “I’ve repaired the wards around the house, by the by,” Kincaid said,
        following her train of thought effortlessly. “Not quickly enough to
        keep Mr. Hartgrave here, alas, but I was too distracted to think how
        fully they must have been breached. Your work, I assume. Impressive.
        Unfortunate, but impressive.”
    

    
        She gaped at him for just a second before dashing to the nearest wall
        and pressing her hands against it.
    

    
        Nothing. No spells.
    

    
        “They’re on the outside of the house,” Kincaid said in a kindly sort of
        way. “Now then—shall we?”
    

    
        “There’s no reason I should trust you,” she said.
    

    
        “I haven’t harmed you. Surely that’s one reason.”
    

    
        She rubbed her forearms, trying to stop shivering. Where was the
        vicious wizard Hartgrave had led her to expect?
    

    
        “Come along, Dr. Daggett,” Kincaid said.
    

    
        And she did. The front door was upstairs, so maybe, just maybe, she’d
        have a chance there. Hartgrave could be waiting for her even now in the
        tiny clearing.
    

    
        Kincaid stood aside to allow her to go up first, but then he sucked in
        a breath and rushed behind the stairwell. “Jack!”
    

    
        She’d completely forgotten. Guilt gnawed at her as he unfastened the
        man’s bonds and gag.
    

    
        “Mr. Hartgrave’s work, I assume,” Kincaid growled.
    

    
        The constant undertone of the motion-detector alarm stopped. Someone
        must have switched it off.
    

    
        “Sir!” A vaguely familiar voice. “Sir, are you here? Something’s
        wrong—”
    

    
        “Gwendolyn—the basement,” he bellowed. “Hurry!”
    

    
        The woman who appeared was either Crawford or Shaw, the one whose long,
        fiery hair had made her think of Rose Red. Crawford-or-Shaw saw her and
        stared, mouth open. “What ... ?”
    

    
        “This is the young lady we were trying to rescue,” Kincaid said.
    

    
        “Rescue!” Emily cried.
    

    
        But he’d already barreled onward in the quickest of introductions:
“Emily Daggett, Gwendolyn Crawford. Now help me see to Jack! He’s        injured.”
    

    
        “Of—of course,” Crawford said. Her face was a picture of confusion and
        alarm.
    

    
        Emily gripped the railing as the distressing scene unfolded. The wizard
        Jack was still unconscious. Kincaid lowered him carefully to the floor,
        exclaiming over the blood on his face. Reminding herself these were
        terrible people didn’t much help.
    

    
        She took a small step forward. “Is there something I could do?”
    

    
        “Yes.” Kincaid fixed her with a gaze that seemed to take her measure.
        “Go to the kitchen and fetch a glass of water. Up one flight of stairs,
        straight down the corridor.”
    

    
        She almost gasped. Had he ordered her out of his sight—alone?
    

    
        “Right,” she stuttered, and ran up the steps to where the only thing
        that stood between her and freedom was a door.
    

    
        She leapt at it, trying to calculate the time it would take to run
        across the lawn and into the forest. Not long. She’d be out of sight in
        this darkness before the motion-detector alarm would bring Kincaid and
        his deputy outside after her. She could do it. She’d get out, and then
        Hartgrave—
    

    
        Your source of information is suspect.
    

    
        The words sounded even worse in the recollection. She paused, hand on
        the doorknob, nothing moving but chill sweat down her hairline.
    

    
        Anyone who had seen only the events of the last half-hour—anyone
        uninfluenced by emotions about the players involved—would insist
        Hartgrave was the villain, not Kincaid. Which of them callously left
        the man down there for dead, and which was trying to save him? Who
        destroyed tonight, and who mourned?
    

    
        She tried to pull herself together. Kincaid killed people.
    

    
        Except—how did she know what she’d been told was true?
    

    
        She let go of the doorknob. She didn’t have the slightest idea what
        she’d involved herself in. What was she to do?
    

    
        Kitchen. Water.
    

    
        She stumbled down the hall in a daze. When she handed the glass to
        Kincaid a half-minute later, hand shaking so much that some of the
        contents sloshed over the rim, he spared her a glance that suggested he
        knew what she’d gone through. But all he said was, “Thank you, Dr.
        Daggett.”
    

    
        “Is he—that is, will he—”
    

    
        She didn’t get a chance to finish. The injured man went into
        convulsions on the floor, arms flailing into the wizards trying to
        help. Blood leaked from his mouth now, not just his nose.
    

    
        “Good heavens,” Kincaid shouted. “Jack! Jack!”
    

    
        Crawford looked horror-struck. “He’s turning blue!”
    

    
        With that, his convulsions stopped. Crawford dove in to try
        resuscitation, but her increasingly frenzied movements had no effect.
        Eventually, Kincaid pulled her aside and laid both hands on Jack’s
        chest.
    

    
        “Gwendolyn,” he said as she tried to resume her ministrations.
        “Gwendolyn. It’s over.”
    

    
        As the woman wept, Emily sat, legs giving way, everything trembling.
    

    
        He was dead. Hartgrave had killed him, if unintentionally, and she had
        helped Hartgrave get in. She’d allowed this man—Jack, his name was
        Jack—to remain here, injured, while precious minutes ticked away in which he
        might have been helped.
    

    
        Kincaid’s voice cut through her shock: “You are not to blame.” Though
        he had an arm around Crawford, he looked straight at her.
    

    
        He pulled Crawford to her feet and got her up the stairs, Emily
        trailing in their wake. Then he transferred the grief-stricken wizard
        into the care of the house’s other occupant, the woman who’d called out
        to Jack and had been tricked by Hartgrave’s reply. She looked as
        terrified as a rabbit surrounded by wolves, and just about as
        dangerous. When Kincaid broke the news to her, she whimpered.
    

    
        “Please help Gwendolyn,” he said. “I’ve some pressing matters that must
        be attended to immediately.”
    

    
        “Y-yes, sir,” the woman said, tears welling.
    

    
        He pressed his palms to his eyes after she closed her door. Then he
        gestured Emily into the next room over.
    

    
        “Do sit down,” he said.
    

    
        It was an office—an unremarkable place, full of filing cabinets and
        framed artwork. On the cherrywood desk dominating the room sat a
        charming old globe and a bone-china tea set. Precisely as an evil
        overlord’s office would not look.
    

    
        Kincaid slipped with a grateful sigh into the chair on the far side of
        the desk. After wavering near the doorway, she took the seat opposite
        his. She really was in no condition to stand.
    

    
        “Tea?” he asked.
    

    
        The entire situation was so exactly contrary to what it ought to be
        that she had to close her eyes for a moment to stave off dizziness.
        Perhaps he wanted to poison her. That, at least, would make some sense.
    

    
        “I’m in desperate need of a cup,” he added. “The best thing for shock.”
    

    
        She managed a small shake of her head. “No, thank you.”
    

    
        “I didn’t think you would,” he murmured, pouring a splash of milk into
        his own cup before following it with dark liquid from the teapot. “But
        it was only polite to offer.”
    

    
        He wrapped his hands around the cup and held it still for a few
        seconds, giving her the impression he was heating the tea with a quick
        shot of magic. He took a sip and set the cup down.
    

    
        “I assume the two magic-users who appeared as if from thin air were
        colleagues of Mr. Hartgrave’s?”
    

    
        She might be heartsick and disoriented, but she wasn’t about to fall
        into the trap of giving up information.
    

    
        “Ah, but there is still the issue of my trustworthiness to resolve,” he
        said. “Apologies. It’s only that I feel so appallingly foolish. I believed these people to be in trouble, teleporting randomly
        without being able to stop—you see such wild magic occasionally—and all
        along it was a trick.”
    

    
She just managed to hold back a snort. Oh, yes. He wanted to        help them.
    

    
        He pulled a book from a drawer and pushed it across the desk to her.
        “But first things first, Dr. Daggett. Before this evening went from bad
        to worse, I promised to explain how it is that I know a bit about you.”
    

    
        She squinted at the novel, confused. “Northanger Abbey?”
    

    
        “Open it.”
    

    
On the inside cover, in her neat teenage cursive:        E. Daggett, English 201, ISU.
    

    
        Oh.
    

    
        She hadn’t written her name inside a book for years. It never occurred
        to her that some of the old college texts she’d stowed in her car’s
        trunk—in the box with her Christmas presents—had a giveaway of an
        identification.
    

    
        “We tracked your progress from Iowa State University to graduate school
        and onward to Ashburn, though I must say the institutions were
        agonizingly slow to provide information on you,” he said. “You may have
        your book back, naturally. I apologize for authorizing my employees
        to—ah—pinch it.”
    

    
        Recalling the attack beside the highway cleared her head a bit. She
        grasped at it like a lifeline, a reminder that Kincaid was indeed a
        murderous bastard, never mind how he appeared. Somehow, being at the
        mercy of a murderous bastard seemed more appealing than the idea that
        Hartgrave—
    

    
        She didn’t want to think what it would mean if Kincaid wasn’t what
        Hartgrave said he was.
    

    
        “Yes, speaking of that evening,” she said, “I didn’t get the idea your
        employees had rescue in mind when they were shooting fireballs at me.
        I’m pretty sure they were trying to kill me.”
    

    
        “They were desperately trying to keep Mr. Hartgrave from slipping
        away.” He gave her a rueful smile. “Alas, they did not understand then
        that you were, if not quite an innocent bystander, certainly an
        innocent participant. Else they would have been far more careful, I
        assure you.”
    

    
        She ran through her memories of that night again. Surely Crawford or
        Shaw said something that would contradict this account. But
        their side of the tense conversation—all of it she dredged up,
        anyway—wasn’t inconsistent with righteous anger.
    

    
        Context was everything.
    

    
        Finally, unable to keep the questions back, she blurted: “What exactly
        are you implying about Hartgrave? Why do you say he’s ‘suspect’?”
    

    
        “Oh, yes, I hadn’t got to that yet.” Kincaid rubbed his neck, staring
        at the desk. “Again, forgive me—it has been a very ... very difficult
        evening.”
    

    
        In her mind’s eye, the wizard Jack was once more convulsing, dying. She
        blinked back tears.
    

    
        “Let me first tell you about my operation here,” he said. “You need to
        understand that, you see. You must have been given a distorted idea of
        what I do for a living, or you would not be here.”
    

    
        She hugged the book to her chest, squeezing down the urge to argue. She
        had done quite enough already. Time to listen.
    

    
        “You are in my home, but it is also a place of work and, when required,
        a school,” he said. “I teach magically talented people how to focus
        their abilities.”
    

    
        Oh, come on. She kept the words from slipping out, but they
        must have shown on her face, for he said, “Hear me out, if you would,
        after which I’d be delighted to answer any questions you may have.”
    

    
        Would be a nice change, getting all her questions answered.
    

    
        “Twelve years ago—no, thirteen, I think it was thirteen—I happened
        across a teenage boy who had quite a lot of potential, and a knack with
        computers besides,” Kincaid said. “He was desperate to get away from
        his violent grandfather. I was in need of technical expertise. And I ... I
        admit I felt sorry for him, this young man still mourning his parents. So I
        offered him an opportunity for magical training and also a scholarship
        to the university here, where he could earn a computer science degree.”
    

    
        She bit her lip. So far, this tale logically filled the gaps in what
        she knew about Hartgrave’s life.
    

    
        Kincaid, digging through the contents of another drawer, extracted
        something and handed it to her. A photo of a young man. Short hair the
        color of rich earth, dyed haphazardly green and gelled into spikes.
        Shoulders hunched. Eyes dark and angry. Lips curved into a wicked
        smirk.
    

    
        Hartgrave, age seventeen.
    

    
        He looked like trouble.
    

    
        “Mr. Hartgrave did well, as I’d expected, and I hired him to assist
        with my school and also my business concern—I assume you know about the
        microchips?”
    

    
        She wasn’t sure whether feigning ignorance in this case would be
        safest, but her lack of surprise must have been an answer in itself.
        Kincaid pressed on without explaining.
    

    
        “He spent some time working at production facilities, but primarily he
        focused on the problem of finding magically talented people without
        having to scour every inch of the globe.”
    

    
        The scoff escaped her before she could even think about stopping it. At
his raised eyebrow, she went one step further: “Nearly everyone could do magic if they’re taught.”
    

    
        “Is that what he told you?” Kincaid shook his head, pity in his eyes.
        “Does that seem likely?”
    

    
        The sick feeling in her stomach intensified. She had
        questioned Hartgrave’s assertion at first. But she’d wanted to believe.
    

    
        “I’m afraid you’ll have to take someone’s word for it,” he said.
        “Either his, or mine.”
    

    
        She glanced down at her hands. She’d already caught Hartgrave in one
        tremendous lie by omission.
    

    
        “So he created the tracking program,” she said. It wasn’t a question.
    

    
        “Indeed. An ingenious invention. It did just what I’d hoped it would.”
    

    
        At this, she made herself look him in the eye. “And are you really
        going to insist it had nothing to do with pinpointing magic-users for
        the purpose of murdering them?”
    

    
        “Oh, no. That is, in fact, the purpose for which it was used.”
    

    
        He paused politely at her startled “aha!” before continuing. “Yes,
        precisely the purpose for which it was used. By its creator,
        however—not by me.”
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Through the Looking-Glass

 


For a moment, she sat as still as if he’d cursed her, not breathing,
        swallowing or even blinking. Then she choked out, “I don’t believe it.”
    

    
        He merely looked at her, hands cradling his teacup.
    

    
Hysteria threatened. “Do you hear me? I can’t believe a        word you say!”
    

    
        “But you can believe everything Mr. Hartgrave says?”
    

    
        Oh, God.
    

    
        “I presume by your accusations that he has made me out to be
        the cold-blooded killer,” Kincaid said. “Let me see: He will have been
        the wronged employee who was simply stunned to discover what was
        happening under his nose, who barely escaped death himself and who has
        been waiting for the proper moment to heroically take me down. Well? Am
        I right?”
    

    
        This was ten times worse than fighting off a physical attack. She
couldn’t think of a way to prove to herself that Kincaid        wasn’t right. Every problematic thing Hartgrave had ever done
        came back to her now like a rushing, choking flood. His uncanny ability
        to distract. His evasive language. His two occasions of violence. Even
        his unpleasantness in the first weeks of their acquaintance, which now
        seemed like a warning signal.
    

    
        She no longer knew what to believe about him—about either of these two
        men. Why hadn’t she considered that people who caused head injuries
        were not the sort one ought to trust, let alone fall in love with?
    

    
        She cast about frantically for something solid to grasp and came up
        with Bernie and Willi. Yes, surely she could believe they were just as
        they appeared—surely she could trust their judgment.
    

    
        Unless they’d been duped, too.
    

    
        Didn’t Bernie say he couldn’t get Hartgrave to tell him things? And
        Willi—he hadn’t seen Kincaid kill his wife. He’d returned home just
        after her death, which meant his information about what had happened
        came from someone else. Hartgrave.
    

    
        “But why?” Her question was so faint, she had to repeat it: “Why would
        he do this?”
    

    
        Kincaid gave a deep sigh. “I’m sure he has his reasons. Psychopaths and
        terrorists always do.”
    

    
        A memory presented itself: Hartgrave, floating next to her in his room,
        insisting no one ought to do magic. That he didn’t want to live in a
        world with its widespread use.
    

    
        She put her face in her hands and moaned.
    

    
        “Do you believe me now, Dr. Daggett?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she said. The word was bleak.
    

    
        An edge crept into his voice. “Imagine the harm he could wreak now
        we’ve no hope of finding magically talented people before he does.”
    

    
        She could imagine it, easily. It wasn’t her imagination that was
        wanting, but her common sense. In a war between good and evil, she’d
        picked the wrong side.
    

    
        This—this—was what came of reading too many fantasy novels.
    

    
        “We were surprised these recent years produced few prospective wizards,
        but now I see someone was getting to the rest of them first,” Kincaid
        murmured.
    

    
        She thought of the woman in Baltimore, the green dot that disappeared,
        and her inhalation turned into a sob. She had been so relieved. But there were two reasons someone might disappear from the tracking
        system, and one was permanent.
    

    
        Kincaid handed her a handkerchief and did her the favor of looking at
        something other than her bitter tears. “How did he convince you to put
        yourself in danger for his cause?”
    

    
        The irony was so terrible, she almost couldn’t get the words out. “I
        thought I’d be saving lives.”
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett—please realize I’m not blaming you.” He turned his gaze
        back to her, and the earnest expression in his eyes pierced her a few
        more times through the heart. “He would have understood your
usefulness, once he saw what you could do. I’m certain he spent a great        deal of effort gaining your trust.”
    

    
        Seen that way, he did. He kept spending time with her when he didn’t
        have to. He declared himself smitten. He made her fall for him.
    

    
        He must have seen that manipulating her feelings would blind her to
        every inconsistency.
    

    
        She had an overpowering desire to be deposited in her bedroom (her
        original bedroom, back at her parents’ farm) and there remain for the
        rest of her life, where she could do no more harm. Hero, indeed. She’d
        been nothing but a rube, and Hartgrave had played her perfectly.
    

    
        “In any case,” Kincaid said, grimacing, “I am responsible for
        unleashing him upon the world. I must set things right.”
    

    
        An eerie echo of Hartgrave, sitting next to her at Mexican Foo, saying,
        “It’s my bloody responsibility.” She shivered. In the light of new
        information, it sounded altogether different from the way she’d first
        taken it.
    

    
        “I’m sure you can appreciate this is a crisis,” Kincaid said. “I must
        find him before it’s too late, and your help could prove critical. Is
        there anything else you would like to know to reassure yourself of my
        veracity?”
    

    
        She tried to say no, to suggest they do what was necessary, and found
        she couldn’t get the words out. How could she have qualms about
        bringing Hartgrave to justice after what he’d done?
    

    
        A question. She should think of a question. That used to be so easy.
    

    
        “How did he make you think he was dead?”
    

    
        “Ah.” Kincaid sighed. “A clever diversion. When I confronted him about
        the people he’d killed, he teleported to a cliff at Land’s End—south of
        here,” he added, waving a hand. “After I followed him there, he threw
        himself off head first. Now I realize it was only an illusion, but it
        looked real enough at the time. Particularly when he blinked out of
        existence on the tracking program.”
    

    
        Kincaid shook his head at the memory. Then he added, “I’ve no idea how
        he found a way around the system.”
    

    
        She could see the path before them. She would explain how Hartgrave
        managed this feat, and Kincaid would—no doubt—figure out how to
        recreate the effect. She’d lead him to the Inferno, his helpers in tow.
        She’d break through Hartgrave’s protections. And then—then—
    

    
        Her stomach gave a horrible jerk.
    

    
        “Please,” she gasped, launching out of the chair, book falling to the
        floor. “Bathroom.”
    

    
        Kincaid swept from the office and opened the door next to it, the room
        from which Jack—oh God—had exited before the fatal blow.
    

    
        She did not, in the end, shift her semi-digested lunch into the toilet.
        She spent a minute heaving uselessly over the porcelain before slumping against the wall, physical and emotional distress
        unrelieved.
    

    
        If only she had time to think—to cut through the haze of shock. But the longer they waited, the greater the
        possibility Hartgrave would flee his bolt-hole. It had already been,
        what, fifteen minutes at least? She glanced at her watch.
    

    
        His watch.
    

    
        Her stomach lurched again and her skin crawled. She grappled with the
        clasp, wanting it off. But as the watch slid from her wrist and hit the
        floor, something glinting on the back caught her eye. She picked it up,
        tilted the metal casing into the light and read:
    

    
        JMH&LWH
    

    
        5.8.1978
    

    
        She frowned at it, then sucked in a breath as comprehension dawned.
        He’d given her his mother’s watch. A watch that seemed to be a
        gift—a wedding present?—from his father.
    

    
        Even Kincaid had said Hartgrave deeply missed his parents. How could he
        give her such an important link to them if she was nothing but a weapon
        to him?
    

    
        She could feel hope insinuating itself. If she didn’t want to be pulled
        back into his thrall, she had to ruthlessly stomp on it. The watch
        probably meant nothing—the only pre-microchip model close at hand.
    

    
        Though he really hadn’t needed to give her a watch at all, had he,
        since he wore one?
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett,” Kincaid called from the other side of the door. “Is
        everything all right?”
    

    
        “No!” Everything was horribly wrong, and she had to buy herself more
        time. “Please, I can’t come out yet.”
    

    
        His answer was delayed just long enough to convey disappointment. “You
        must let me know if I can help.”
    

    
        She stared at the watch, trying to reevaluate—again—all she thought was
        true.
    

    
        Hartgrave had been prickly to a fault at first, there could be no
        denying it. Still ... perhaps that was more in his favor than not. He’d
        seen right away what she was. Why wouldn’t he immediately have grasped
        the possibilities? The fact that he hadn’t tried to ingratiate himself
        from the start—didn’t that suggest something other than calculated
        seduction?
    

    
        Other counter-evidence occurred to her in a jumbled rush. Hartgrave had
        said he didn’t want her involved at all—wouldn’t he have known by then
        that she would gladly charge in without being pressed into it by
        reverse psychology? He’d offered her a chance that very day to bow
        out—could that simply have been manipulation? He’d spent hours with the
        autodidact in Baltimore—why would he need so much time if his intention
        was to murder rather than help?
    

    
        She shivered. Perhaps he liked torture. Kincaid had called him
        a psychopath. Or maybe Hartgrave tried to talk autodidacts into
        quitting by telling them a tale about killer wizards. Those who
        believed—like Bernie—would go on living, while those who didn’t ...
    

    
        That gave a sinister cast to Hartgrave, on the subject of the Baltimore
        woman, saying he “eventually convinced her.”
    

    
        She exhaled, pressing shaking hands to her eyes. How was she supposed
        to determine the truth with no ability to gather more evidence? Which
        principle of fantasy adventures applied here, that the orphan was by
        definition the hero or that you couldn’t go wrong paying heed to the
        wise old wizard?
    

    
        She needed to stop comparing her life to novels, that was what.
    

    
        Hartgrave had, at best, knowingly allowed her to draw wildly incorrect
        conclusions about his past. That was a fact. She had no proof Kincaid
        was lying to her.
    

    
        However ...
    

    
        What if Kincaid’s sarcastic summation of what he thought Hartgrave had
        told her was actually true? What if Hartgrave, after joining the
        Organization and inventing the tracking system, had discovered
        with horror its true purpose?
    

    
        He would feel partially at fault—guilty. She could imagine a scenario
        in which he might try to hide his role, even as he bristled at the idea
        that his attempt to fix the resulting disaster was praiseworthy.
    

    
        Oh yes, she could easily imagine that. She knocked the back of her head
        into the wall in disgust. Imagination had put her in this situation.
        Anything was possible, but only one possibility was real, and if she
        made the wrong choice, she would doom herself and future autodidacts.
        One person had already died today, and who was to blame for that?
    

    
        Unless ... unless that death had been a clever illusion.
    

    
        This was dreadful. She simply didn’t know what was true and what
        wasn’t. But no way around it: She had to pick a side, either
        with the man she wanted to believe or the man she feared was right.
    

    
        She looked between the watch in one hand and Kincaid’s handkerchief in
        the other.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett?”
    

    
        Time up.
    

    
        She got to her feet, stuffing the watch and handkerchief deep into her
        pockets, and opened the door.
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 Leading and Misleading

 


Kincaid peered at her with what looked to be genuine concern. “You’re
        white as death. Come sit down.”
    

    
        Her legs shook and the room gave a funny sort of lurch around her. She
grabbed the doorframe to keep herself upright because she was        not going to faint—
    

    
        No, wait. That was the answer, the way to gather
        more evidence.
    

    
        She closed her eyes and let her body crumple to the floor in what she
        hoped was a convincing manner.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett?”
    

    
        She heard the rustling of fabric—Kincaid leaning in—and tried to focus
        on breathing. Nice and slow. Oh God, surely an unconscious person’s
        heart wouldn’t be beating this fast.
    

    
        “Gwendolyn,” he said, raising his voice.
    

    
        A door opened. Someone sniffled.
    

    
        “Our guest seems to have fainted,” Kincaid said. “I need your
        assistance.”
    

    
        A pause. What were they doing? What? The urge to look was so
        strong, she could barely keep her eyes shut.
    

    
        Hands snaked under her arms, and it was only because she’d braced
        herself for the possibility that she managed not to react. Another
        pair of hands grabbed her around the ankles, fortunately touching sock
        and not skin. They lifted her off the floor and carried her down the
        hall for a few paces until Kincaid said “here,” and they took a left
        turn into a room.
    

    
        They set her down on something with give, probably a bed. Two sets of
        footsteps, the snick of a softly closed door, then silence.
        She risked opening her eyes and saw that both wizards had indeed exited
        the room.
    

    
        And what did she learn? They said nothing incriminating, made no
        revealing statements about evil intentions. Perhaps they really were
        what they appeared.
    

    
        She pressed her face against the pillow, making it damp with her tears.
        And then it occurred to her: They hadn’t simply said nothing
        incriminating. They’d said practically nothing at all.
    

    
        Wasn’t that odd? Wouldn’t people say all sorts of things if somebody
        fainted? What if Kincaid suspected she was still conscious and put his
        finger to his mouth to keep Crawford quiet—Crawford, who didn’t know
        what tale he’d been spinning about Hartgrave?
    

    
        OK, yes, it was odd, but that still seemed a bit thin for a decision this important. She needed something more. Think.
    

    
        She breathed in and out at a slow, deliberate pace, pushing down the
        frenetic adrenaline, clearing her mind of everything but Hartgrave and
        Kincaid. Which of the two should she—did she—trust? If the men were in
        a fight right now, which one would she help?
    

    
        And just like that, she knew the answer. One man was smooth and calm,
        the other sharp-edged and stormy. Which of the two was more likely to
        pull off a complex fabrication requiring multiple lies, not simply
        omissions?
    

    
        She let anger and fear kick the adrenaline back into high production.
        Now she needed it.
    

    
        She tiptoed to the window, pushed it up and pressed her hands against
        the spell just beyond, the one creating a barrier around the house. The
        second it fizzled to nothing, she climbed out and dashed across the
        lawn.
    

    
Electric light smothered the darkness, and the        whoop-whoop-whoop of the motion-detector alarm went off
        inside, but she was nearly to the fence. Just beyond stood the forest.
    

    
        The next moment, she ran headlong into an invisible barrier. She
        yelped, propelled backward by the force of impact.
    

    
        “Leaving so soon?”
    

    
        A cold, familiar voice. She got herself turned around on her hands and
        knees, finding the woman with the short, dark hair. Shaw.
    

    
        “Oi! Tell him I’ve got her,” Shaw said, which befuddled Emily for half
        a second until she saw the wizard’s cell-phone earpiece.
    

    
        When did they arrange this backup plan in case she made a run for
        it—while she fetched water for the maybe-or-maybe-not dying wizard?
    

    
        She scrambled to her feet, hoping this meant she’d made the right
        choice. Too late for a change of heart, in any case. She thrust her
        hands back, vaporizing the barrier behind her.
    

    
        “Not this time,” Shaw hissed. Whipcrack quick, magic caught Emily
        around her waist and held her fast.
    

    
        But she was angry. Very angry. With a glancing touch of her fingers,
        the obstruction vanished and she loped backward toward freedom, hands
        up, melting Shaw’s attack spells.
    

    
        Then magic pulled her feet out from under her, like a lasso, and she
        fell hard on her stomach. Grass poked her in the face as she gasped for
        air.
    

    
        “Hah! Nice,” Shaw cackled.
    

    
        “Not exactly difficult,” said Crawford, a markedly different Crawford
        than the sobbing, sniffling wreck she’d been shortly before.
    

    
        Emily flopped onto her side and scrabbled for the magic binding her
        ankles. “What, no tears? Is the show over?”
    

    
        Crawford, red hair undulating in the breeze, gave a short laugh. “You
        seemed to believe it at the time.”
    

    
        Either the man wasn’t really dead, or these people didn’t even care
        about their own. Oh, she’d definitely made the right choice.
    

    
        Shaw, lips twisted in a feral grin, circled her. “Let her go and we’ll
        catch her again, yeah?”
    

    
        Emily kicked as hard as she could with one newly freed leg at Shaw’s
        Achilles tendon—hoping the woman’s personal shielding wouldn’t
        completely blunt the impact—and leapt to her feet as Shaw stumbled into
        Crawford, both wizards temporarily unbalanced.
    

    
        She hadn’t quite crested the fence when Kincaid materialized in front
        of her, but she didn’t feel so much as a flicker of alarm. He was
        powerless against her. She was doing it, really doing it, fending off
        three yes-actually-evil wizards all by herself. Three.
    

    
        Then he lifted a hand toward her and she noticed what was in it.
    

    
        “This is a completely non-magical weapon,” he said, aiming the handgun
        at her chest. “Put your feet back on the ground, if you please.
        Otherwise I’ll shoot you, and I’d rather not.”
    

    
        So much for her extremely brief feeling of having the upper hand.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett.” Kincaid cocked the gun. “Now.”
    

    
        Shaking with frustration and useless adrenaline, she did as he said.
        Kincaid shimmered out and reappeared on the lawn, close enough to be
        assured of hitting her.
    

    
Shaw stalked over and kicked her shin. “That’s just for        starters.”
    

    
        “See, there was no point talking to her, sir,” Crawford complained to
        Kincaid. “We don’t have time—”
    

    
        “It would have made things considerably easier,” he murmured.
        “Assistance freely given is often more ... complete.”
    

    
        Emily scowled at them all. “You won’t get any assistance from
me. You’re even worse than Hartgrave said you were—you        murdered one of your own wizards to set me against him!”
    

    
        “Don’t be daft,” Crawford snapped. “It was an illusion.”
    

    
        Not dead. Oh, thank God. Hartgrave wasn’t a killer, and she didn’t have a death on her conscience.
    

    
        Kincaid fired the gun into the ground six feet from where she stood.
        She jumped and screamed, surprise exceeding anxiety, but not by much.
    

    
        “This weapon is not an illusion,” he said. “It’s vital you
        tell us where Alexander is, and I refuse to be put off any longer.”
    

    
        She shook her head, trying not to think of the next bullet going
        through her body.
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett—”
    

    
        “You’re going to kill me whether I help or not,” she said, chin up,
        heart racing. “So ... I choose ‘not.’”
    

    
        He huffed out an aggravated breath, a less than gratifying response to
        her courage. “I’d love to have a long discussion with you about the
        importance of our work and the great danger posed by the man you’re
        foolishly protecting—”
    

    
        “The great danger posed by Hartgrave?” she spluttered.
    

    
        “—but I didn’t have the time to begin with, and now we’re up against
        it,” he continued, not deterred. “I point this out only under duress:
        There are worse fates than a quick death. Do keep that in mind.”
    

    
        Oh, now he reverted to type. A burst of resentment overpowered
        more rational reactions to such a casually frightening statement—she
        would have much preferred he save her the anguish and get right to it
        from the start.
    

    
        “You’d never torture it out of me,” she declared.
    

    
        He took a step closer, near enough to intimidate but not to reach.
        “Only someone who has never been tortured would say that.”
    

    
        She shrank back, to her deep embarrassment.
    

    
        “But that won’t be necessary,” Kincaid said. “You will cooperate.
        Otherwise, I’ll send these two talented assassins to pay a call on John
        and Helen Daggett of Number 152 Walnut Street, Kniffen, Iowa.”
    

    
        The world spun. She fell to her knees, dizzy and nauseated.
    

    
        Kincaid said nothing for a moment, no doubt wanting to let this turn of
        events sink in, and it did. Oh, it did. On a cold winter’s day, her
        father would almost certainly be tinkering in the barn. Her mother
        would be snapping photographs of frost. Easy targets.
    

    
        “You have three seconds to make up your—”
    

    
        She didn’t let Kincaid finish that thought, let alone start counting.
        “I’ll cooperate! I’ll cooperate!”
    

    
        “Bring her back to my office,” he said to his talented assassins,
        killing her faint hope that Hartgrave, Willi and Bernie would appear
        and—
    

    
        And what? Hartgrave was the ablest of the three, and even he couldn’t
        take on Kincaid for long. Bernie probably didn’t know any offensive
        magic at all.
    

    
        “Why disguise your evil with such convincing goodness when you could
        just be good?” she howled at Kincaid’s retreating back, a sob
        catching in her throat.
    

    
        He looked over his shoulder. “Dr. Daggett, we clearly have very
        different ideas about good and evil.”
    

    
        The short return trip offered sufficient time to sum up her situation.
        Nobody could save her but herself. She, however, was powerless against
        a gun and unlikely to get it out of Kincaid’s hands, especially while
        so outnumbered. And, even if she managed that, she couldn’t
        actually shoot these wizards because they had strong shielding around
        them—she’d only ensure her parents’ deaths.
    

    
        This, apparently, was why all the fantasy heroes were orphans.
    

    
        Why, why hadn’t she thought about the risk to her parents?
        What kind of daughter was she?
    

    
        Shaw pushed her into the office chair, wrenched her arms behind it and
        bound them with rope. Her options were clear: Tell them what they
        wanted to know, or not.
    

    
        “Talk,” Kincaid said.
    

    
        Could such a consummate liar be fooled into thinking Option Two was
        Option One?
    

    
        She took a long, shuddering breath to buy herself an extra moment. She
        couldn’t put Hartgrave’s life or her own ahead of her parents’
        lives—her poor parents, who had no idea of the grave danger she’d put
        them in. But Kincaid murdered people for knowing just a bit too much.
        He had every reason to think her parents knew a great deal more than a
        bit, simply because she did.
    

    
        All she had to her credit was an idea—“plan” was too strong a word—and
        a lot of recent experience with disingenuous answers.
    

    
        “Well?” he snapped.
    

    
        Oh God and her parents forgive her, she was about to take an unbearable
        risk.
    

    
        “I do know where Hartgrave is,” she said, manufacturing a snivel but
        not the misery in her voice. “I’ll show you, just—promise you
        won’t hurt my mom and dad.”
    

    
        She said it because he would expect her to. He said “certainly”
        because—no doubt—he knew that was expected of him. She didn’t believe
        it.
    

    
        “What will you do with him?” she whispered.
    

    
        “You are no longer in a position to ask questions. Where is he?
        Somewhere near Ashburn College?”
    

    
        “In the”—she bit her lip, closed her eyes—“in the Ashburn humanities
        building.”
    

    
        “And what is his trick for remaining off the tracking system?”
    

    
        Surprising that Kincaid hadn’t figured it out by now. Perhaps it had
        never occurred to him that expelling magic was possible—perhaps he
        thought Hartgrave had done something to the programming all those years
        ago. Either way, the next part of her performance was critical.
    

    
        “I don’t know,” she said, reaching for despair. Which wasn’t far from
        her actual emotional condition. “He hardly ever told me how anything
        worked. He always said it was complicated and left it at that.”
    

    
        “Do you know where in the building he would be?”
    

    
        “Y-yes.” She was crying now. It wasn’t hard to start. “He has a
        h-hidden room.”
    

    
        Kincaid rubbed his beard. “I suppose he has barriers in place to
        prevent anyone from teleporting in?”
    

    
        She nodded. She had no idea if this was true—the room itself let magic
        in—but it suited her purposes.
    

    
        Crawford snorted. “Not as if we’d take the chance. I ricocheted right
        into the forest the last time—thanks ever so,” she said, throwing a
        dark look at Shaw, whose smirk suggested she’d played a barrier prank
        on her partner. “And I don’t understand why you didn’t just recast the
        wards around the house to keep Alex from leaving in the first place.
        Sir,” she added, apparently realizing how petulant she’d sounded.
    

    
        “Because he’d boxed me in,” Kincaid said. “By the time I’d broken
        through, it was too late. However—if he tried to jump back to our
        cellar after he realized he was missing something, he’ll still be
        feeling less than optimal right now. All the more reason to go soon.”
    

    
        Emily hoped her alarm looked like general unhappiness and fear. She
        hadn’t counted on that problem.
    

    
        “Sub-optimal or not, we can’t catch him if he’ll have advance warning
        that we’re nearly on top of him,” Crawford said. “We’ll have to—”
    

    
        But Emily, who didn’t want anyone to suggest clever ideas, interrupted
        with a sharply indrawn breath.
    

    
        “Yes?” Kincaid’s full attention was on her—thoroughly disconcerting,
        but what she wanted.
    

    
        “Um. N-nothing.”
    

    
        “You really shouldn’t withhold information, Dr. Daggett.”
    

    
        “It’s just that—that ...” She stopped, hoping the whopper she was about
        to tell would be more believable if they had to force it out of her.
    

    
        Shaw tsked. “Don’t much care about your mum and dad, do you?”
    

    
        Emily let the words out so fast, they tripped over each other on the
        way. “He wouldn’t have advance warning!”
    

    
        Crawford rolled her eyes. “He invented the tracking system. Don’t try
        to tell us he doesn’t have one of his own.”
    

    
        But Kincaid considered Emily, tapping a finger to his lips. “That’s not
        what you meant. Is it?”
    

    
        She shook her head, bowing it so she wouldn’t have to look him in the
        eye. “Something happened to his program right before you showed up. It
        just ... stopped working. He said it was the server—or the network?”
        She made a helpless noise, the sort to communicate a complete lack of
        technical knowledge. “He was really upset. He ...”
    

    
        She stopped, pinching her lips together, hoping she wasn’t overdoing
        it.
    

    
        “Go on,” Kincaid murmured, looming over her with the gun still at hand.
        Quite useful really; no need to pretend to be frightened.
    

    
        “He said it might take several days to fix,” she whispered, tears
        dripping onto her shirt.
    

    
        Kincaid was silent. She sniffled, every muscle in her body rigid with
        anxiety. Didn’t he believe her?
    

    
        “Where in the humanities building?” he asked.
    

    
        Trying to hide her relief with more tears, she blubbered: “The
        basement.”
    

    
        He heaved an irritated sigh. “It would be, wouldn’t it. Gwendolyn, find
        a likely spot to land just outside the building, please.”
    

    
        “But sir—if his tracking system is working—”
    

    
        “I’m not risking my molecules by materializing in an underground
        location without ever having been there before,” Shaw objected.
    

    
        Emily was so elated by this turn of events—her idea was working,
        working even better than she’d hoped—that she made herself take several
        half-sob breaths for verisimilitude. Perhaps she could persuade them to
        teleport some distance from the humanities building. Perhaps she could
        sell them on popping in at the stand of trees beyond the quad.
    

    
        Kincaid turned his X-ray gaze back on her. “Will we find anyone else in
        this basement?”
    

    
        “No,” she said, only half her attention on the question, an easy one.
    

    
        “I see.” His tone made her stop thinking of teleportation. “No doubt it
        slipped your mind that I know he has at least two other collaborators.
        I must say, this calls into question everything you’ve told us thus
        far.”
    

    
        For a heart-stopping second, she was too horrified to speak. Then she
        said: “No! I mean, yes he does, but they—”
    

    
        “Stop,” he said.
    

    
        His right hand—the one holding the gun—was moving. She wondered what a
        bullet felt like tearing through skin and bone, and if he intended to
        show her how much worse death could be if not quick. Or would he make
        her watch her parents’ deaths first?
    

    
        But he didn’t point it at her. He slipped it into a magical
        approximation of a holster glimmering against his right thigh.
    

    
        Then he lifted his now-empty hand in her direction and squeezed.
    

    
        It really was too bad her clothes blunted anti-magic.
    

    
        His spell wrapped around her torso with suffocating pressure. She tried
        to yell “wait” but couldn’t pull in the oxygen to yell anything. She
        struggled against the ropes. Pressed her chin down. Kicked her legs.
        Wheezed a tiny “please” with the last thimbleful of spent air in her
        lungs.
    

    
        The band of magic tightened. Her anti-magic couldn’t possibly prevail
        in time. Pain, oh God—ribs—lungs—
    

    
        Dying—
    

    
        And then Kincaid dropped his hand and she slumped in the seat, sucking
        in great gasps of air, vision tunneled by pulsating black dots.
    

    
        Shaw laughed.
    

    
        “I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to that,” Kincaid said, as if he found
        torture an unpleasant chore. “Do all of us a favor and tell me the
        truth.”
    

    
        It hurt to breathe. Everything, in fact, either ached or shook. She was
        dangerously close to doing what he’d demanded.
    

    
        “Now,” he barked.
    

    
        She thought of her parents and pressed her fingernails into her palms.
    

    
        “I f-found his hideout on my own, he would never have let me in if I
        hadn’t, that’s the only reason I know where it is—those other two men,
        the ones you were following”—she paused for a deep breath, praying it
        wouldn’t be her last—“they have no idea where he lives.”
    

    
        Kincaid said nothing.
    

    
        In desperation, she added, “He’s the most secretive person I’ve ever
        met.”
    

    
        Shaw snorted. “Just so, innit, Gwennie? Even you’d no idea he was about
        to do a runner, and you were sleeping with him.”
    

    
        No wonder he knew the way through Crawford’s bedroom in the dark.
        Emily’s chest constricted, and this time magic had nothing to do with
        it.
    

    
        Crawford seemed just as unhappy to have the subject introduced. “Shut
        it,” she snapped at her partner. To Kincaid, she said, “Sir—if he’s by himself, we don’t all need to
        go. Leave Verity here with the girl, and we’ll take care of him.”
    

    
        Emily’s “no!” burst out the same instant Shaw’s did.
    

    
        Kincaid looked at Emily, one silver eyebrow raised. “No?”
    

    
        “You need me,” she stuttered, making a point to flinch away from Shaw,
        to look as if she simply didn’t want to be left alone with the most
        volatile wizard of the group. “You need me or you’ll never find his
        room.”
    

    
        Shaw crossed her arms. “Let’s just go. He could be anywhere, and it’ll
        be effing hard to get him if he’s not where this one says he is.”
    

    
        “For your sake,” Kincaid said to Emily, “let us hope he is.”
    

    
        Her whispered “yes” was heartfelt. Everything depended on Hartgrave
        being there—and coming to the same conclusion she had about how to
        handle the situation.
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Return to Ashburn

 


They teleported to the loading dock behind the humanities building,
        deserted and icy. The first thing Emily did after the landscape
        resolved itself was put her nausea to good use.
    

    
        After she finished retching, she led them on an unnecessarily
        circuitous route to the Inferno. She headed down several wrong
        corridors once there. And, threatened by Shaw to “get on with it or
        I’ll make you,” she wasted a few more moments sniveling.
    

    
        All of it buying Hartgrave time. Heroics disguised as cowardice.
    

    
        When she finally reached the correct wall, she tried for more time by
        feeling around in an area a dozen feet shy of the door. But Kincaid
        must have had a sixth sense for spellwork. He unerringly brushed his
        fingers on the right spot.
    

    
        “Here,” he murmured, so quiet she could barely hear him. “I think
        this is what you’re—ah—looking for.”
    

    
        “I’m s-sorry,” she said in a strained whisper, following his
        commandment to speak softly else the quarry hear them. She undid the
        spells on the door with both hands. “It all looks the same to me.”
    

    
        “Remember what will happen if this does not go well. Is that
        understood?”
    

    
        Then he pushed the gun against the small of her back.
    

    
        She’d been around guns before—rifles, mostly. She knew how to shoot.
        But she had never, ever had a muzzle pressed to her, and the sensation
        was nearly as suffocating as Kincaid’s earlier torture session.
    

    
        Would he keep it there once they were in? Her mind raced ahead—she
        would have to shove it aside long enough to escape when all hell broke
        loose—and probably shove him, too, to make sure he wouldn’t get a shot
        off at one of the men instead—and above all she couldn’t let anyone get
        out because then her parents—
    

    
        “I said, is that understood?”
    

    
        “Yes!” she squeaked. “Yes. It is.”
    

    
        “Good. Now let us in. Quietly.”
    

    
        She surreptitiously moved her right hand to her side, within striking
        distance of the gun, and turned the handle with her left. Crawford and
        Shaw slipped through the opening with the lithe speed of dancers,
        Kincaid pushing her in after them, fingers clamped on her shoulder.
    

    
        They were met by a pitch-black room and heavy silence. One of the
        women—Emily couldn’t see which—shut the door behind them.
    

    
        “No lights,” Crawford whispered, flicking the switch up and down.
    

    
        “Conjure some up,” Kincaid said. “Focused beams so it blinds him, not
        us.”
    

    
        Illumination shot out from both women’s palms—as bright as headlights.
        Their beams swept across the room, quickly enough to catch anyone
        skittering around to avoid detection, but they revealed nothing. The
        room appeared empty.
    

    
        She practically vibrated with wild hope. Hartgrave had understood. He’d
        done something to the chandelier; he’d hidden himself, and Bernie and
        Willi besides. She wasn’t outnumbered three to one anymore, and she had
        lured the most dangerous members of the Organization to the one place
        where (she prayed) their advantages would not weigh so heavily against
        less-powerful opponents.
    

    
        One of the hardest parts about doing magic was gathering enough of it
        to you. Wasn’t that what Willi had said? Mightn’t this room, with its
        abundant magic, even the playing field at least a little?
    

    
        Heaven help them all if it had the opposite effect.
    

    
Shaw stomped back to them, no longer trying to be quiet. “So? Do        you see him?”
    

    
        Kincaid, keeping his voice down, said, “Did you put a barrier around
        the room as I told you to do?”
    

    
        “I did,” Crawford said. She sounded tense. “Sir, there’s something off
        about this room—it’s like we’re swimming in magic.”
    

    
        “Yes, I’ve noticed,” Kincaid said. “Never mind that right now.”
    

    
        “Well—if he really is in here, he’s not getting out,” Crawford said.
    

    
        “If.” Shaw bared her teeth. The spillover from her partner’s beams
        transformed her face into a patchwork of harsh light and shadow. “Let
        me interrogate her. Let’s find out where he really is.”
    

    
        Emily’s empty stomach churned, despite the imminent help. The earlier
        example of Organization interrogation had been bad enough.
    

    
        “It’s my turn, and I’ll get something useful, you know I will,” Shaw
        added, reaching for her right thigh. She came away with a hunting
        knife, sleek lines spectacularly lit up by her spell. “Nothing gets
        people to spill their guts like actual gut-spilling.”
    

    
        Emily flinched so violently that her head hit Kincaid’s shoulder, her
        back arched against his gun.
    

    
        “I’ve every confidence in your abilities,” he said to Shaw. Emily
        couldn’t look away from the blade. “However,” he added—Shaw made a
noise of protest—“perhaps you could first check this room with a        bit more care?”
    

    
        “Vicious fuckwit,” Crawford added to Shaw, stalking off to the beds.
    

    
        Shaw, weapon still in hand, went with bad grace in the other direction,
        leaving Emily and Kincaid alone by the door.
    

    
        This was more like it.
    

    
        Any moment now, Hartgrave and Willi and maybe even Bernie (though she
        hoped not Bernie) would jump through the magic giving the
        impression of an abandoned room, startling Kincaid and allowing her to
        take him off guard.
    

    
        Any moment now.
    

    
        Any ... moment ...
    

    
        Shaw walked the perimeter, lighting up corners, prodding the walls.
        Crawford, finished with the living area, inspected the bathroom.
        Between the two of them, they’d gone completely around the room. Hard
        to tell in the oppressive near-darkness, but it didn’t appear smaller
        the way it had when Hartgrave tried to fool her into going away, those
        many weeks ago.
    

    
        No. No, no, no, he had to be in the room, had to. The lights
        were off. Surely that meant something.
    

    
        But as Crawford and Shaw finished their search, as she was once more
        about to be surrounded, she remembered Hartgrave had turned on the
        lights with a wave of his hand every morning. They weren’t electric.
        They were magic. And magic spells wore off.
    

    
        She swallowed, throat closing in on her. Hartgrave wasn’t here. He had
        to have seen Kincaid, Crawford and Shaw on his map, had to have guessed
        they’d brought her with them, and he’d chosen to leave.
    

    
        What would they do to her? More importantly, what would they do to her
        parents?
    

    
        The gun shifted against the small of her back as Kincaid let out a
        frustrated breath. “Well?”
    

    
        “It’s his quarters,” Crawford said. Emily wondered how she could tell.
        The books? The clothing? His aftershave on the sink?
    

    
        The stab of jealousy that came with these thoughts was so patently
        ridiculous considering the circumstances that she laughed. It sounded
        like a sob.
    

    
        “The point is, he’s scarpered.” Shaw tapped the flat of the blade
        against her thigh in a staccato beat. “Give me a go—come on.”
    

    
        Emily’s knees buckled. Only Kincaid’s hand on her shoulder kept her
        upright.
    

    
        “No,” he said. “As a source of information, she’s past her usefulness.”
    

    
        Before Shaw could protest, Crawford did. “You mean to let him get away?
        Hasn’t it occurred to you that she could be lying about his tracking
        system to allow him to do just that?”
    

    
        “Naturally. But I don’t think he would have run, had he been here.”
    

    
        Crawford looked as if she wanted to argue this point, but Kincaid
        pressed on. “I admit that catching him unawares was the best strategy,
        but I do have a substitute. While you searched for Dr. Daggett earlier,
        I reached an accommodating administrative assistant here who gave me
        Alexander’s mobile number.”
    

    
        Shaw laughed. “What’s your plan, ring him up and say, ‘Hallo old boy,
        awfully sugar-and-spice to hear your voice again—why don’t we schedule
        lunch tomorrow with your execution for afters?’”
    

    
        “No, Verity,” he said a touch impatiently, “because if he’s dead, he
        cannot replace the tracking system. Besides, I rather had in mind,
        ‘Give yourself up if you don’t want your lover to suffer for your
        misdeeds.’”
    

    
        Crawford fell back a step. “You must be joking. Her?”
    

    
        The insult cut through Emily’s haze of despair. She opened her mouth
        automatically to say—well, something—but Kincaid beat her to it.
    

    
        “You didn’t see his face when he realized too late that I had her. I
        wouldn’t be at all surprised if he’s right now trying to break into
        headquarters in a misguided attempt at rescue.”
    

    
        Emily sighed. If only she could believe that.
    

    
        “Let’s go.” Kincaid’s painful grip on her shoulder eased, and he
        stopped pressing the gun to her back. “Aim for—”
    

    
        The lights snapped on, blindingly bright.
    

    
        Before she could react or even see, Kincaid gave an earsplitting yelp.
        The sound traveled—he was moving. She blinked rapidly and enough vision
        returned for her to see him forcibly propelled across the room.
    

    
       His lieutenants, swatted backward a different direction, nearly plowed into the stone table. Shaw grabbed Crawford, knife clattering to the floor, and jerked them out of the way a second before impact.
    

    
       The man responsible for this feat teleported directly in front of Emily from wherever in the room he’d been concealed, long black coat billowing around him. 


 Holy crap, she was glad her doubts had been wrong. 

 
Hartgrave made a swooping motion.  Dozens,        hundreds of stone blocks tore loose from the floor, ceiling
        and walls, careening like an avalanche toward their foes. She gasped.
        How was that possible?
    

    
        Crawford and Shaw, both flat on their back, cast shields to save
        themselves—stones piling over their protective dome. But Kincaid stood
        amid the maelstrom with his arms crossed, working no counterspells.
    

    
        “It’s an illusion,” he called out. “He couldn’t manage these stones if
        they were real.”
    

    
        An instant later, a melon-sized chunk struck him in the chest and
        knocked him sprawling.
    

    
        “Managed that one,” Hartgrave snarled. Then he leaned in and whispered:
        “Destroy their barrier so we can teleport. We have to get out right
        now.”
    

    
        “No! We can’t leave—we have to fight!”
    

    
        “Daggett, this is not the time to prove you’re a sodding hero.”
    

    
        “No, no, they know where my parents live and”—her throat felt
        too small; she had to choke the rest out—“and they’ve threatened to
        kill them.”
    

    
        He gaped at her.
    

    
        “We can’t let any of them get out,” she whispered, knowing full well
        what that meant. What she and Hartgrave would have to do.
    

    
        He nodded, expression steel hard, and raised his hands again. The
        illusory rubble vanished. The room snapped back to its original intact
        state. Crawford and Shaw dismantled their shields, leapt to their feet
        and collided with air—Hartgrave had obviously cast a replacement to
        hold them at bay.
    

    
        A similar spell trapped Kincaid where he stood, the real stone
        pinballing around the interior, pummeling him. It split into two
        chunks, then four. Enough to keep him off-balance, preventing effective
        spellcasting, but his layer of magical armor protected him from real
        harm—and it was just a matter of time before he broke free.
    

    
        Same for the women. As soon as all three wizards could attack at once,
        it would be over.
    

    
        Emily stepped closer to Hartgrave, pulse pounding. “I have to nullify
        their armor. It’s the only way.”
    

    
        “Don’t get anywhere near them,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s
        too dangerous. I’ve got this.”
    

    
        There was no way he could beat them alone. Not even with Bernie and
        Willi helping—she suspected they already were, hidden wherever Hartgrave had been.
    

    
        Kincaid caught one of the stone fragments and reduced it to gravel in
        the space of a second.
    

    
        “I have to do this,” she said. “Now. With or without your
        help.”
    

    
        “All right,” Hartgrave ground out. “All right. Crawford first when I
        give the signal. At all costs, stay away from Kincaid until we get that
        gun.”
    

    
        She tried to catch her breath—the air seemed wholly insufficient for
lungs paralyzed by fear—and heard him mutter,        “Versuch ihm die Waffe abzunehmen.” He still wore his small
        cell-phone earpiece. More evidence that Willi, at least, was in the
        room.
    

    
        “Now,” Hartgrave said.
    

    
        Crawford and Shaw burst through the magic holding them. Both
        of them—she couldn’t handle both at once. But the next moment,
        a spell Shaw fired at Hartgrave ricocheted back, prompting a string of
        curses. He’d trapped her again.
    

    
        Emily lurched toward Crawford, legs wobbling, hands shaking, seconds
        away from a confrontation. Then the wizard shimmered and disappeared.
    

    
        Emily had three heartbeats’ worth of gut-clenching fear that Crawford
        had somehow teleported out of the room and straight onto her parents’
        farm. But only three heartbeats, because Crawford reemerged directly
        behind her, hooked a sleeved arm around her throat and dragged up so
        sharply her feet left the floor. She gagged and struggled, once again
        unable to get enough air.
    

    
        “It’s over, Alex,” Crawford shouted at Hartgrave, who couldn’t
        intervene without leaving either Shaw or Kincaid unguarded. “Don’t make
        me do something you’ll regret.”
    

    
        “Gwen, you know this is wrong,” he yelled back. “Everything
        about him is wrong.”
    

    
        Crawford pressed harder. Emily, desperate for oxygen, toed off her
        shoes and tried to work her left sock off with her other foot.
    

    
        “Gwen—”
    

    
        “You betrayed us,” the wizard said. “You betrayed me.”
    

    
        Emily got the sock past her heel and rammed bare skin into Crawford’s
        shin. Perhaps it was more surprise than pain, since the anti-magic had
        only an instant to bite at the wizard’s protective armor, but
        Crawford’s choking grip loosened. With an almighty wrench, Emily hit
        the floor, spun around and grabbed at the woman’s jaw with both hands.
    

    
        Minor irritation, like bug bites, for a second or two. Then pain, sharp
        and hot and dreadful.
    

    
        Crawford jerked violently to try to free herself, screaming with hardly
        a pause for breath. Emily screamed too because oh shit it
        hurt.
    

    
        She thought of her parents and held on. Breaking through Crawford’s
        protection wasn’t enough—she had to keep the wizard from immediately
        recasting it. She had to hold on until Hartgrave could intervene.
    

    
        The agony stopped as suddenly as someone flipping a switch. Except she
        hadn’t let go. And Crawford still screamed.
    

    
        Emily backed away, hands shaking, everything shaking, and bumped into
        Hartgrave. He looked as shocked as she felt.
    

    
        “The magic in her aura is gone,” he said in a tense whisper, still
        holding off the others. “I think you’ve drained it all.”
    

    
        Crawford collapsed onto the floor, inhalations ragged and exhalations
        doubling as moans. She looked worse than Hartgrave after the battle
        beside the highway.
    

    
        Emily wanted to avert her eyes but couldn’t. Good God, she’d inflicted
        that agony. She had.
    

    
        “Tell me you’re all right,” Hartgrave demanded. “Oh fuck, this
        is all my fault, all of it—”
    

    
        “Not your fault.” She pulled her socks fully off with trembling
        fingers and pushed her sleeves up to her elbows. “I’m—I’m okay.”
    

    
        He nodded, expression grim, and advanced on the injured woman.
    

    
        Oh, no.
    

    
        With no way to reliably imprison magic-users, he had to kill all three
        wizards to keep her parents alive. She’d known it would come to this
        when she decided to fight. She hadn’t realized just how ghastly it
        would feel in the moment.
    

    
        She didn’t want him to be a killer. She didn’t want to be an
        accessory—to be the reason.
    

    
        But she had no choice. She turned and ran toward Shaw, trying to think
        only of what would happen if she didn’t succeed. Trying to rouse anger
        instead of despair.
    

    
        Shaw bellowed, “Alex, God damn you, no,” and broke through his
        spell a moment later. The horror on her face suggested the window to
        intervene had already closed. Emily faltered.
    

    
        That was when Shaw struck, closing the distance between them with a
        flying kick to the stomach. 
    

    
        A shout—Hartgrave’s—rang in Emily’s ears as she hit the floor, knocked
        breathless. His spell whizzed overhead and bounced Shaw off the nearest
        wall, but her armor protected her.
    

    
        Rolling to her side in an attempt to get up, Emily caught sight of Kincaid. He’d seized the
        last stone.
    

    
        As he pulverized it, she saw his gun rise from his holster and fly to
        the ceiling. Through the ceiling.
    

    
        Kincaid looked up. Without even bending his knees, he launched himself
        after it.
    

    
        The ceiling let him pass. Like it was an illusion.
    

    
        Oh, God. 
    

    
        Shouts, the hiss of spells, the sound of trouble. Bernie and Willi
        tumbled through, hitting the floor fifteen feet below.
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Things Fall Apart

 


Willi pushed to his feet, but Bernie lay motionless. Emily screamed,
        panic all but choking the sound off, as Kincaid touched down a few
        yards from her friends.
    

    
        “You killed my Anna!” Willi pummeled Kincaid with spells, all sparking
        harmlessly off the wizard’s armor. “You killed her!”
    

    
        Hartgrave, rushing up to her, looked as alarmed as she felt about this
        new disaster.
    

    
        “Help them!” she insisted.
    

    
        A brief pause and he shimmered away, calling out something in German as
        he came out the other side of the jump. She scrambled painfully to her
        feet, grateful Shaw’s attention had also been caught by the commotion,
        and risked another glance at Bernie. Still no sign of life.
    

    
        When she looked back, Shaw was gone.
    

    
        She didn’t even have time to think oh no before the wizard
        reappeared just above her, coming down feet first. Emily hit the floor
        yet again and could manage nothing in the way of resistance as Shaw sat
        on her, pinning her arms with muscular thighs.
    

    
        “I’m removing the teleportation barrier,” Shaw said, putting one
        hand to the job. “Can you guess where I’m taking you?”
    

    
        No one was going anywhere as long as the door remained closed, but even
        the attempt would be catastrophic. Emily was sure she had never
        produced so much anti-magic as she was pumping out now. No way could
        she calm down enough to ensure their safety.
    

    
        Fate worse than death.
    

    
        “Stop!” She thrashed to no effect. “It’s dangerous—”
    

    
        “Shut it,” the wizard snapped. “We’re going home, farm girl, and until
        Alex gets the program running again, I’m killing one Daggett per
        hour.”
    

    
        In desperation, Emily contorted herself and just managed to catch the
        wizard’s ankle with the tips of her fingers.
    

    
        Shaw jerked her leg away. “Oi!”
    

    
        In that moment of confusion, Emily yanked an arm free and grabbed the
        wizard’s throat.
    

    
        Worse than Crawford. Even worse. Pain, pain ...
    

    
        Shaw wrenched backward and fell to the floor. Emily forced herself to
        go for the throat again, this time with both hands. The wizard grabbed
        at her fingers but got nothing for it except increased contact.
    

    
Emily heard shouting from the others, sizzling magic, a        gunshot, but she couldn’t look away.
    

    
        Then Shaw let go and gestured toward the table.
    

    
        No no no. The hunting knife. It flew into the wizard’s open palm, handle first,
        and in one fluid movement Shaw thrust straight at her.
    

    
        Blood.
        Everywhere. Her shirt. Her pants. Her neck. She was too numb to scream,
        too numb even to feel the knife. Shock, she had to be in shock—except
        why couldn’t she see the knife?
    

    
        Shaw lifted her hand and stared, mouth open, at the blood spurting from
        it. Emily turned her head in time to catch a blur of silver—the weapon
        whizzing away from them.
    

    
        She hadn’t been stabbed at all. Shaw must have sliced her palm open
        trying to force a blade that would not go—thanks to Hartgrave.
    

    
        “Alex!”
        Shaw jumped to her feet, face twisted in rage.
    

    
        Emily had to finish what she’d started—quickly—but she couldn’t get up
        from her shaking hands and knees. She watched, transfixed with horror,
        as the knife now in Hartgrave’s left hand went berserk. Shaw, trying to
        stab him from across the room. And with his right hand, he was locked
        in a tug of war over the gun, which hovered in the air between him and
        Kincaid.
    

    
        She glanced away just long enough to see that Willi was crouched on the ground with Bernie prone beside him. Kincaid attacked the shield around them with spells
        from his free hand—casually, his eyes on the gun.
    

    
        “Verity,” Kincaid called out, the mildest note of warning there.
        “Please control yourself.”
    

    
        Shaw controlled her wound—stanching the blood with a spell—but if she’d
        heard his order, she ignored it. She shot a sparking, buzzing line of
        energy at Hartgrave that looked like a horizontal lightning bolt.
    

    
        Emily finally struggled to her feet as Hartgrave ducked, the bolt
        missing him by inches and gouging a fist-sized chunk from the wall. She
        stumbled toward the woman. She had to stop her. Had to.
    

    
        “I’ll kill you!” Shaw yelled.
    

    
        “Verity,” Kincaid snapped, no longer calm.
    

    
        Emily grabbed Shaw’s injured hand, pain searing down her arm, the
        wizard’s wound reopening.
    

    
        Through her haze of pain, she saw Shaw’s last bolt take Hartgrave down,
        smoke rising from his scorched coat.
    

    
        “No!” she screamed—just as Kincaid got the gun back. With his other
        hand, he caught her around the stomach with a rope-like spell and
        dragged her toward him.
    

    
        When she broke the enchantment, he aimed his gun at her knees.
    

    
        No time to react. She heard the shots the instant she saw his hand—the
        one holding the weapon—jerk away. Bullets whizzed by, missing her.
        Hartgrave was still on the ground but alive, alive, one hand
        stretched toward Kincaid.
    

    
        The room went silent. Then: “Sh-shite,” Shaw said, voice
        wavering.
    

    
        Blood blossomed on the woman’s shirt, a stain that did not come from
        her damaged hand. Shaw stared at her horrible new injury, mouth open,
        and slumped to her knees.
    

    
        Emily retched uselessly, nothing left to bring up. Anyone who thought
        death was no big deal as long as it happened to enemies had clearly
        never seen it in person.
    

    
        And still there was Kincaid. With his gun.
    

    
        She looked up to see Hartgrave, back on his feet, casting in her
        direction. Magic crackled around her, forming a protective bubble like
        Willi’s.
    

    
        “Don’t touch it!” Hartgrave said.
    

    
        She almost argued. His arms shook; his face shone with sweat. But she
        had to give him a chance to get the gun.
    

    
        “Sir,” Shaw croaked. “Help—help me ...”
    

    
        Kincaid didn’t even look at her. He turned to Hartgrave, and only the
        grim press of the wizard’s lips suggested the situation was not to his
        liking.
    

    
        “We’re long overdue for a rational conversation, don’t you think?”
        Kincaid said.
    

    
        “Go to hell,” Hartgrave said, the words rasping.
    

    
        Kincaid made a casual gesture toward the bubble around Willi and
        Bernie. His spell ate a hole right through it, sending Willi sprawling
        in an effort to avoid a similar fate. Bernie, still flat on his back,
        didn’t react.
    

    
        She swallowed with effort, throat dry, body overheated, and refused to consider
        what Bernie’s lack of movement probably meant.
    

    
        “No, not this again,” Kincaid said, and she jerked around in time to
        see the gun—hovering in the air—leap back into his hand. There it
        stayed, though Hartgrave’s outstretched hands spoke to his continued
        efforts to spellcast it away.
    

    
        He was so tired, and Kincaid was not.
    

    
        “You always were a challenge,” the wizard said. He sounded almost
        paternal. Emily shuddered.
    

    
        “Were you always a sociopath?” Hartgrave inquired.
    

    
        “Alexander.”
    

    
        “Oh? You have a different definition of someone who kills people solely
        because they realize they can use magic?”
    

    
        Kincaid holstered his gun and clasped his hands behind his back, which
        showed how confident he was in his armor. Even after what had happened
        to Crawford and Shaw, he had no fear.
    

    
        “That’s shortsighted thinking and you know it,” Kincaid said pleasantly.
    

    
        “Shortsighted? Shortsighted?”
    

    
        “The die was cast once someone foolishly introduced magic into computer
        chips. I’ve only ever tried to manage it in a way that allows the world
        to continue in the manner to which it has become accustomed, while
        preventing the total anarchy magic would otherwise cause. How could
        governments handle a citizenry that cannot be incarcerated? How would
        authorities prevent warring in the streets?”
    

    
        It was a twisted version of Hartgrave’s argument the night before. It
        sounded as if Kincaid genuinely believed what he was saying.
    

    
        “I’m saving lives,” he said. “Billions of them. If a few must be ended
        to make that possible, I really have no choice, don’t you see?”
    

    
        Willi reacted with an inhuman sound of grief and rage. The phrase
        struck her like a physical blow as well. No choice. That was
        what she’d thought about her own situation. That was why she’d resolved
        to kill these three wizards, why two were dead or dying already.
    

    
        Hartgrave gave a bitter laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. What about a
        magical crisis-response team rather than a den of assassins?”
    

    
        “This is the only reliable method. You know that.”
    

    
        “There’s always a choice,” Hartgrave insisted. “You chose
        evil.”
    

    
        “I chose you, if you’ll recall—”
    

    
        “Oh, I do recall.” Hartgrave curled his fingers into fists. “I recall
        that every day. What did you see in me that shouted ‘Organization
        material’? I was a selfish, angry little sod, was that it?”
    

    
        Emily clenched her own hands to restrain herself from barreling through
        and throwing herself in front of him. Was he trying to provoke the man?
    

    
        Kincaid sighed. “I thought you had the intelligence to appreciate the
        need for this work.”
    

    
        “Intelligence! You counted on stupidity!”
    

    
        Maybe Hartgrave thought he could summon the gun if Kincaid was too
        angry to think clearly.
    

    
        Or maybe Hartgrave was the one too angry to think clearly.
    

    
        “I wanted you to be my successor,” Kincaid said in evident
        exasperation. “It’s not too late, Alexander. Come back.”
    

    
        She gasped at the audacity.
    

    
        Hartgrave fell back a step. “Never.”
    

    
        A sound behind her warned that someone needed to pay attention to Shaw,
        as awful as watching her would be. However long she clung to life,
        she’d be dangerous.
    

    
        Emily turned, bracing herself, and looked at the spot where the wizard
        had fallen.
    

    
        Nothing there but blood on the floor.
    

    
        She cast about for Shaw, frantic, and found her crawling to Crawford.
        Crawford, still lying flat on her back but now hammering with both
        hands on the shimmering air above her.
    

    
        Not dead. Trapped. And probably just revived after passing out.
    

    
        She wouldn’t have thought it possible to be both relieved and
        horrified, but it was a day full of surprises. What should she do? Cut
        through the bubble and make sure Shaw had no magic to free
        Crawford—giving Kincaid another opportunity to shoot?
    

    
        She turned back to the men, hoping for a sign.
    

    
        “—and I would eventually find someone else to recreate your work,”
        Kincaid said. “It’s in your own interest to come back. Yours and your
        friends.”
    

    
        “And if I don’t?” Hartgrave’s voice went up several decibels. “What
        then? You’ll kill them?”
    

    
        “What you do—and therefore what I do—is entirely up to you.”
    

    
        She couldn’t look away. Something was about to happen, something bad.
        The men stared at each other, Hartgrave trembling with what she feared
        was unfeigned panic.
    

    
        “There’s only one good way out of this mess you’ve made,” Kincaid said.
    

    
        “Yes.” All the anger drained away. “No need to kill them. Just kill
        me.”
    

    
        “No!” she shouted, thoughts of Crawford and Shaw driven from her mind.
        “Hartgrave, no!”
    

    
        “I’m not going back,” he said to the stone-silent Kincaid. “If you’re
        so utterly confident you’re right and I’m not, kill me.”
    

    
        “Really, now—”
    

    
        “I realize I might be slightly more important to you than the average
        person you murder, so let me make this easy,” Hartgrave said, his flat
        tone as chilling as the words themselves.
    

    
        He turned, exposing his back, leaving himself wholly vulnerable. He
        looked at her as she gasped and made an almost imperceptible motion
        with his head. A shake. No.
    

    
        No, what? Don’t do anything, I’ve got this? She glanced at
        Kincaid, his expression turning grim, and back at Hartgrave, whose own
        face had gone so dull and deathlike that his shake of the head now
        seemed like goodbye.
    

    
        Kincaid raised a hand toward Hartgrave. The gun wasn’t in it. He was
        going to use magic. Damning the consequences, she thrust herself
        against the bubble protecting her and burst through, intending to throw
        herself between them and trust her black aura to do its job well.
    

    
        She was only partway there when Kincaid pulled the weapon from his holster and pointed it at her chest, wearing the faint smile of a man who’d just been given exactly what he wanted.
    

    
        With his other hand, Kincaid put an imprisoning spell around Hartgrave.
        “I trust I have your cooperation now, Alexander?”
    

    
        Three yards separated her from Kincaid, if that. Nowhere to run. Unless
        she ran at him and hoped he wouldn’t shoot before she could
        get her hands on him, but every single muscle in her body had seized
        up.
    

    
        Kincaid cleared his throat. “I expect an immediate promise of help,
        or—”
    

    
        She thought of her parents and rushed him, unable to look anywhere but
        down the barrel pointed at her. Suddenly the air between them blurred,
        Kincaid’s gun wavered and the barrel folded in on itself—melting shut.
    

    
        She caught a hint of Hartgrave’s aftershave as she skidded to a halt.
    

    
        Kincaid goggled. “What the—”
    

    
        A glance over her shoulder—“Hartgrave” still standing with his back to
        the action—confirmed it: The clever man made an illusory decoy and
        turned himself invisible.
    

    
        Kincaid figured it out, too, aiming a spell at the shimmering outline
        that marked where the actual Hartgrave stood, barely missing him as
        Hartgrave dodged.
    

    
        She lunged at Kincaid, but the wizard dematerialized before she could
        touch him, reappearing on the other side of Hartgrave and hemming him
        in with a prison spell.
    

    
        “Stop! Stop!”
    

    
        Crawford. Emily whipped around and saw her, free once more, on her
        knees beside the prone and motionless Shaw.
    

    
        “You shot her.” Crawford stared at Kincaid. “You killed her.”
    

    
        “A very unfortunate accident,” he said. “Alexander disrupted my aim.”
    

    
        Crawford jumped to her feet. “You left her to die! I’d always thought
        if something happened to us, you’d make an effort to help!”
    

    
        “This is not the time—”
    

    
        “And Alex, who should have killed me, spared my life.”
        Crawford sprinted for them. “I think I’m on the wrong fucking side.”
    

    
        Crawford enveloped her fists in glowing magic and landed a punch on
        Kincaid’s jaw. It seemed to hurt her more than him—perhaps she’d never
        tested his armor before—but the distraction offered an opportunity to
        take that protection out. Right after freeing Hartgrave.
    

    
        He was almost back to normal, the invisibility spell worn off to the
        point that he just looked faded, but the prison around him showed no
        sign of giving way under his attack. She ran at it, put her anti-magic
        to work and turned, trying to brace herself for Kincaid, to flush out
        fear with anger. Heroic, time to be heroic.
    

    
        The next moment, Crawford flew across the room, thrown backward with
        explosive force. She hit the ground and didn’t move, her neck at a
        horrible, fatal angle.
    

    
        “Gwen!” Hartgrave yelled.
    

    
        Emily, too shocked to scream, stared at the woman who’d been alive
        seconds before. Then—what else could she do?—she leapt on Kincaid’s
        back and grabbed his neck, heart pumping so fast that she had to shut
her eyes to keep the room from spinning around her.        Let this work. Please let this be over.
    

    
        The magic protecting him tingled. It did not give way.
    

    
        He shrugged her off and grabbed her above the elbows, preventing her
        from getting bare skin on him. (Why didn’t she take her shirt off when
        she had the chance, for pity’s sake?)
    

    
        “I think you’ll find my protections a bit more functional than my
        associates’ were,” he said—and if he didn’t sound exactly calm, he was
        still far too close to it for someone who had just killed both those
        associates, the latter on purpose.
    

    
        Hartgrave ran at them, a murderous look in his eyes.
    

    
        “Goodbye, Alexander,” Kincaid said.
    

    
        She realized with horror what he meant before he did it, but only just.
        On came the familiar sensation of magical transport, that indescribable
        feeling of ceasing to fully exist. Then, nothing. A new sort of
        nothing.
    

    
She had just enough consciousness for a stream of disjointed thoughts        (stuck, oh God, infinite, always, forever)
and enough time to come up with the silver lining        (parents safe, Hartgrave safe, autodidacts safe) before she
        realized their molecules had merely been moving at a snail’s pace.
    

    
        The proof of this was the nothingness coming to an abrupt end as she
        and Kincaid rebounded, bodies re-forming in the room he thought he’d
        escaped.
    

    
        He hit the ground first, partially cushioning her fall, but she could
        see now why Crawford had been so keen to avoid a blocked jump. Every
        inch of her body ached, including the roughly one-quarter that hadn’t
        already been hurt.
    

    
        “But ... but the teleportation barrier is gone,” Kincaid muttered, a
        plaintive, confused tinge to the words.
    

    
       Now or never.
    

    
        She rolled over, pressed her knees to his sides and wrapped her hands
        around his neck. Still nothing. But the spell he shot off
        point-blank did nothing to her, and neither did the next one
        or the one after that. It was like being invincible.
    

    
        “Get off,” Hartgrave bellowed, “and let me at him!”
    

    
        But he couldn’t know Kincaid’s armor remained intact. Dodging Kincaid’s
        attempt to seize her arms, she grabbed his wrists and squeezed the
        protective magic around them. She just needed to hold on and this
        nightmare would end.
    

    
        “You,” the wizard said, “are really trying my patience.”
    

    
        He broke her grip, flipped their bodies and dragged her upright with
        the strength of a much younger man. From the corner of her eye she saw
        a spell zip from Hartgrave’s hands and bounce away two feet shy of
        them, the air shimmering where it had hit.
    

    
        Kincaid hoisted her off the ground, threw her over his shoulder and
        marched toward the door.
    

    
        “Let’s try that again outside, shall we? Rebuild the tracking program
        for me,” he said to Hartgrave, “and wait for my call.”
    

    
        She had her face, hands and arms pressed against his back, but his
        armor still held—he had to be reinforcing it. Hartgrave,
        sounding as panicked as she felt, shouted: “Daggett! He’s put a barrier
        across the room—we can’t get through!”
    

    
        She didn’t know how Kincaid figured out that the room and not her
        anti-magic had kept them there, but if he opened that door, all was
        lost. More time, she needed more time. She struggled. Tugged at his
        arms. Kicked his thighs with her bare feet.
    

    
        He stopped just shy of the door, rearranging her, cursing under his
        breath.
    

    
        She kicked through his armor the next instant and got him right in the
        groin.
    

    
        He let go with a shout. She twisted to avoid hitting her head and took
        her full weight on her left elbow. The audible snap was nearly as awful
        as the immediate pain. Nearly.
    

    
        She struggled to her feet and staggered toward the barrier Hartgrave
        and Willi were trying to break, fear for her parents propelling her
        forward. Kincaid could be out the door in a second and to her family’s
        farm the next. She had to give Hartgrave a shot before it was too late.
    

    
        A second before she would have reached the barrier, Kincaid grabbed her
        by her broken elbow—oh God, the pain—and summoned something
        into his other hand.
    

    
        Shaw’s knife, slick with Shaw’s blood.
    

    
        He put it to her throat.
    

    
        “Stop attacking my spell,” he rasped.
    

    
        Hartgrave lowered his hands, wide eyes trained on the blade. Willi went
        even farther—dropping to one knee, palms flat in rubble from the
        pulverized stone.
    

    
        “I shall call you,” Kincaid said. “Be prepared to put this right.”
    

    
        And when he had what he wanted, he’d kill her and Hartgrave and her
        parents. He’d go back to executing autodidacts. It would be even worse
        than the status quo before she’d so foolishly tried to help.
    

    
        “Walk backward, Dr. Daggett.” He pressed on the knife, stealing the
        breath from her lungs.
    

    
        Better to die here, stopping him.
    

    
        She kicked her bare foot at the barrier.
    

    
        Time slowed for an instant. Something in her foot
        cracked. The spell disintegrated. Kincaid’s hand and the knife clutched
        in it jerked from her throat, pulled back by the magic flowing from
        Hartgrave’s outstretched palm. And Willi, still on one knee, threw
        rubble with the spellcast force of a shotgun blast straight into
        Kincaid’s face.
    

    
        Emily and what remained of the most dangerous wizard in the world fell
        backward to the floor.
    

    
        She tried to get up, to get far away, but could barely manage a sitting
        position. The room expanded and contracted. She burned as hot as an
        oven from either her injuries or her anti-magic, pain zinging from her
        elbow to her foot to her back.
    

    
        Hartgrave pressed in, wrapping trembling arms around her.
    

    
        “O mein Gott, I thought you were dead, I thought I’d lost you ...” He gasped. “No!”
    

    
        How was it that the pain in her back was worse than her elbow and foot
        combined? She moaned, the world narrowing to the blood on the floor by
        Kincaid’s body.
    

    
        “Willi—she fell on the knife!”
    

    
        “Dead.” Willi’s voice, heavy with disbelief. “He is dead.”
    

    
        “Forget him and help me! God, there’s so much blood!”
    

    
        She heard the words, but they slid away without making an impression.
        Breathing was agony.
    

    
        Hartgrave gripped her shoulders. “Daggett, you must calm down.
        I need to get you out of here. Daggett, can you understand me?”
    

    
        She moaned. “Hurts.”
    

    
        “I know, love.” His voice quavered. “I know. I can’t get you to
        hospital with all this anti-magic. Help me? Please?”
    

    
        She tried to piece together the meaning of this. Then he took one of
        her hands in his. It didn’t seem possible the pain could get worse, but
        it did. She shrieked.
    

    
        He jerked back, eyes welling with tears. “Willi, what can I do? Tell me
        what I can do! I don’t think she’ll survive a teleport in this
        state—not if her molecules are fighting against me—”
    

    
        “We must call 911.” Willi sounded oddly flat.
    

    
“There’s not enough time for that! Is this what you wanted? Is        this how I make it up to you?”
    

    
        She closed her eyes.
    

    
“Oh God.” Hartgrave’s voice slid to a whisper. “Please, Daggett,        please, I need you to live. Daggett!”
    

    
        She felt so dreadful. What a relief it would be not to feel anything.
    

    
        When oblivion came like a rushing flood, she went willingly.
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Elsewhere

 


“Emmy?”
    

    
        She blinked at the vision above her. It looked like her mother. She
        blinked again, trying to focus her mind as well as her eyes and finding
        it much harder than usual. Her attempt at an answer came out as an
        unintelligible croak, so she cleared her throat and tried again.
    

    
        “Mom?”
    

    
        Another face appeared. Her father’s. “Em!”
    

    
        Memory asserted itself: Kincaid, knife, nothingness. She was dead. They
        were here. Therefore, they were dead. Somehow, the Organization got to
        them. “No! Not you too ...”
    

    
        Her father shot an anxious glance at her mother. “Delirious?”
    

    
        Her mother cocked her head, her expressive face twisted halfway between
        apprehension and hope. “Do you know where we are, sweetheart?”
    

    
        Fingers crossed that there wasn’t a circle in hell for the terminally
        foolish. Well, her parents wouldn’t end up there, so ... “Limbo?”
    

    
        Her mother giggled. It had the tinge of great strain to it, but it was
        definitely a giggle.
    

    
        “You’re alive. Alive,” she repeated, stroking Emily’s cheek
        with fingers that certainly felt real. “You’re lying in a hospital bed,
        and you’re going to be all right. The doctors say you’re very, very
        lucky.”
    

    
        Emily closed her eyes for a moment to wait out a dizzy spell. When she
        managed a careful glance around, she saw what did appear to be a
        hospital-ish sort of room.
    

    
        Her parents pressed closer, practically luminous with joy, and she
        tried to arrange her dry lips in a smile.
    

    
        Her father kissed her forehead. “My God, Em, we’ve been so worried.”
    

    
        Her mother’s voice: “You were unconscious for nearly twenty-four
        hours.”
    

    
        “Everyone insisted it would be okay—”
    

    
        “—but they would say that, and you never know ...”
    

    
        “Can you wiggle your toes?”
    

    
        She tried to comprehend what this had to do with anything. Knife, she
        recalled with great effort. Back. Moving her toes sent a dull pain
        through her right foot—broken?—but at least they did move.
    

    
        “Yes,” she said.
    

    
        Her mother let out a sigh of relief. “What about your fingers?”
    

    
        With every blink, it got harder to open her eyelids again, let alone
        her mouth. In answer, she wrapped a shaking hand around her mother’s.
        Which was trembling, too.
    

    
        “How do you feel?” her parents asked, almost in unison.
    

    
        “Mmph,” she mumbled before slipping back to sleep.
    

    
        When she woke again, apparently hours later, a nurse helped arrange her
        (and the various pieces of medical equipment attached to her) so she
        lay more comfortably on her side. He put a pillow under the cast on her
        left arm and offered her a cup with a straw. “Water sound good?”
    

    
        Water sounded wonderful. But her raw throat protested as the liquid
        went down.
    

    
        While the nurse checked her vital signs, she wondered—now that she felt
        less vague—how she had any to check. Ashburn was miles from a hospital,
        and surely she’d been giving off far too much anti-magic to teleport.
        She ought to be dead.
    

    
        Well—thank goodness she wasn’t. That was enough for now. She’d found
        out just what an adventure entailed, but the worst of it was over.
    

    
        She had the gnawing feeling she’d forgotten something, something bad.
        But she couldn’t put her finger on what it might be, other than having
        to live with the knowledge that she’d almost gotten her parents killed.
    

    
        She watched them chatting with the nurse on his way out. How much did
        they know? Were they aware how close a call they’d had, thanks to her?
Tears prickled. Her stomach churned. The heart monitor began        beep-beep-beep-ing with alarming speed.
    

    
        “Mom, Dad ...” Her voice cracked. She took another sip of water and
        pushed on. “It’s all my fault.”
    

    
        Her father slipped a calloused, much-loved hand around hers.
    

    
        “Don’t get yourself worked up, Em.” He gave her a lopsided smile, one
        that brought to mind the times he’d tried to see the humor in bad
        weather and broken farm equipment. “Think of all the poor microchips in
        this room.”
    

    
        She gaped at him.
    

    
        “Alex told us.” Her mother shook her head. “Explains a lot.”
    

    
        Emily was suddenly very aware of her heart pumping in her chest.
        “Where—where is he?”
    

    
        “Right there,” her father said, gesturing.
    

    
        With help, she shifted to her other side. And there he was, slumped in
        a chair, eyes closed, chin on chest—deeply asleep. Dark brown stubble
        sprouted from his jaw and head. In one hand, he clutched his mother’s
        watch—someone must have rescued it from her ruined clothing. (Thank
        goodness.)
    

    
        She ought to be angry with him, now that death wasn’t imminent and she
        could think about how he’d misled her. But any anger was buried deep
        under the mountain of relief that they’d both made it through alive.
    

    
        Her father gave a small cough. “This the ‘inappropriate man’?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she said, and answered his grin with a weak one of her own.
    

    
        “Wouldn’t go home to sleep. Very stubborn.”
    

    
        Her mother nudged him. “Like someone else I know.”
    

    
        Emily could feel sleep creeping up on her again. Hoping to clear a few
        things up before she drifted off, she asked: “How did I get here? How
        did you get here?”
    

    
        “Magic,” her mother said under her breath as if it had been as simple
        as that.
    

    
        Well, she could ask Hartgrave later, or perhaps Bernie—
    

    
        Oh, God. That was it. That was the terrible thing she’d forgotten.
    

    
        She couldn’t face it.
    

    
        Her father, perceptive as usual, said: “What? What’s wrong?”
    

    
        “I just remembered we didn’t all ... That is, one of us ...” She
        covered her eyes. “I have this co-worker, a friend, Bernie Ballantine
        ...”
    

    
        The salient words wouldn’t come out. Her father waited politely and
        then picked up the conversation where it had hit a brick wall. “Nice
        fellow. He’s one floor up.”
    

    
        “He’s—he’s here? He’s all right?”
    

    
        “Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Cracked ribs and a concussion. That’s
        why he’s lying quietly in bed rather than visiting, but he’ll probably
        be released soon.”
    

    
        “Your other friend—big German man, can’t recall his name, sorry—he’s
        fine, never even needed to check in,” her mother said, patting her
        hand. “Anyway, we got here because Alex came for us once you were
        in surgery. That was an interesting conversation, let me tell
        you.”
    

    
        “I can imagine,” Emily said, though actually she couldn’t. She hadn’t
        yet visualized a meet-the-parents dinner, let alone a meet-the-parents
        to inform them their daughter had been gravely wounded by wizards. “How did he persuade you he was telling the truth?”
    

    
        “Had us call St. John’s to hear that an Emily Daggett really had
        checked in with life-threatening injuries,” her father said.
    

    
        “Wait ... what?”
    

    
        “Oh,” her mother exclaimed. “I suppose you didn’t know that, did you?
        This is St. John’s Hospital.”
    

    
        Emily began to feel vague again. St. John’s University was not one of
        the places she’d applied to, but she knew it was on the East Coast, and
        presumably the hospital was nearby. “Why?” slipped out before she
        recollected that the person who knew was asleep.
    

    
        Her mother shrugged. “It has a good reputation, doesn’t it? He
        must have thought this was the best hospital in the country, and since
        he could take you anywhere just like that—” She snapped her fingers.
        “Well, in any case, it’s in Baltimore. You had never been that far from
        home before, so of course I immediately believed him when he explained
        how you’d made the trip.”
    

    
        “You did not,” Emily said, laughing. (She then wished she hadn’t.
        Whatever painkillers she was on weren’t strong enough for that.)
    

    
        “I certainly didn’t believe it,” her father said. “I can see why you
        neglected to mention what you’d been getting up to, by the by. He
        popped all around the house and levitated things, trying to prove he wasn’t pulling our legs, and I was sure he was playing an elaborate scam
        with an out-of-town accomplice who checked into hospitals under the
        targets’ daughter’s name.”
    

    
        Her mother snorted. “Which is patently ridiculous!”
    

    
        “No more ridiculous than magic, for Pete’s sake.”
    

    
        “So I finally said, ‘Take me across the room, that’ll settle this.’”
    

    
        “And I said, ‘Absolutely not, Helen!’”
    

    
        Her mother’s eye roll came with a smile and a hand slipped into his.
        “So we might have still been arguing over it even now—”
    

    
        “—except your inappropriate man asked me if I’d ever worried you might try to fight
        evil villains,” her father said.
    

    
        “‘Overlords,’ dear.”
    

    
        Her father waved a hand as if to suggest that overlords and villains
        were using up more than their fair share of names and ought to work out
        a merger at the first opportunity.
    

    
        Emily yawned carefully, trying to hold her back still. “What did you
        say to that?”
    

    
        He chuckled. “‘Worried about it every day until she decided to become a
        history professor, of all things,’ that’s what I said.”
    

    
        She gave up the battle with her eyelids and smiled into her pillow.
    

    
        Her mother was laughing. “Don’t believe a word of it, Em—that’s not
        what your father said.”
    

    
        He cleared his throat. “Was a bit more succinct, I guess.”
    

    
        “And scatological,” her mother said.
    

    
        “Hartgrave has that effect on people.” Emily yawned again, unable to
        stop. “Should we wake him?”
    

    
        “He needs the sleep,” her mother said. “We all do, for that matter.”
    

    
        “I’m sorry,” Emily whispered, not opening her eyes, unable to face her
        parents in this moment of truth. “I’m really, desperately sorry. I was
        wrong to volunteer myself—Hartgrave didn’t want me to, which should
        have been a clue—and I didn’t consider how it would affect you. I
        didn’t once think you might be at risk, too.”
    

    
        Her father squeezed her hand. “If you hadn’t gotten involved, you
        wouldn’t be you, now would you?”
    

    
        “I won’t pretend it hasn’t been awful,” her mother said,
        “but—well—all’s well that ends well. We’re proud of you.”
    

    
        Archetypal heroes really missed out, not having parents to cosset them
        afterward.
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Visits

 


Emily opened her eyes to an empty chair and stared at it until she
        remembered where she was and who was supposed to be sitting there. She
        bit her lip, surprised and disappointed. It hadn’t occurred to her that
        Hartgrave might leave before he saw for himself that she was all right,
        not after he’d waited so stubbornly.
    

    
        Then, shifting in a futile effort to relieve her full-body ache, she
        saw his mother’s watch on her wrist. It glinted at her like a
        promise.
    

    
        Perhaps he’d delayed their first post-battle conversation because he
        feared what she would say, never mind that she’d told him during the
        fight it wasn’t his fault. Maybe he thought she wouldn’t forgive almost
        dying.
    

    
        And there was, she supposed, a difference between forgiving and wanting
        to continue the relationship. Could she really trust
        Hartgrave after this?
    

    
        His stint with the Organization wasn’t what most bothered her, not after
        she saw firsthand how easily Kincaid could make something appear to be
        the opposite of what it was. More troubling was how well Hartgrave hid
        it from her. How easily he could make something appear to be,
        if not the opposite of itself, then at least quite different.
    

    
        She didn’t think he had ever technically lied to her, but what did that
        matter if she had to analyze every sentence out of his mouth for double
        meanings and omissions?
    

    
        She glared at the chair, his stand-in. If only he were here, he could
        argue on his behalf. She wanted a reason to discount her
        concerns.
    

    
        Well. How concerning was it, really? All his equivocations had been
        artfully designed to avoid a single subject, hadn’t they, and now she
        knew what it was. She’d just have a serious talk with him about the
        importance of unadulterated honesty—and of trusting her not to run
        screaming just because he wasn’t perfect.
    

    
        There, that was neatly taken care of. Now if only he’d show up so she
        could get the talking-to over with and move on.
    

    
        She’d barely had that thought when someone opened the door. She tried
        to turn over to see who it was, nerve endings singing with something
        that temporarily overshadowed pain.
    

    
        “Hey now! Stop—I’m coming around.”
    

    
        Not Hartgrave. Bernie, moving slowly but looking so Bernie-ish in a
        polka-dotted fedora that he had to be more all right than not.
    

    
        As he sat in the chair, a small parade of medical professionals
        trundled in, and the next ten minutes were a mix of poking, prodding
        and bandage-changing.
    

    
        “Everything’s looking remarkably well, under the circumstances,” a
        white-haired doctor said, straightening up. “You had two separate
        fractures to your left olecranon—funny bone,” she said in an apologetic
        aside. “Not too funny, I know. We took care of that while you were in
        surgery. The fracture in your right foot isn’t as bad, fortunately, and
        you’ve got no cracked ribs—I’m sure you’re sore, but it’s just
        bruising. Best of all, no infection in your wound.
    

    
        “Of course, had you arrived here any later ...” The doctor trailed off.
        “I’m so sorry your vacation was ruined, but if you had to be
        stabbed, a few blocks from St. John’s is just about the ideal place.”
    

    
        “Uh, right,” Emily said, recognizing a cover story when she heard one.
    

    
        Bernie cleared his throat. “Do you remember anything about it? Because
        I believe the police are going to want to interview you about those
        crazy tourists who picked a fight with us, now that you’re back in the
        land of the living.”
    

    
        She opened her mouth, closed it and aimed for an expression of mild
        anxiety. Feeling positively Hartgravean, she said, “It’s just like
        it never even happened.”
    

    
        “Well—you don’t appear to have any head trauma,” the doctor said,
        looking at her notes. “Sometimes people have no memory of an accident
        or other traumatic injury. You’re not having trouble remembering other
        things, are you? No? Then just give it time ...”
    

    
        The parade moved on. Bernie glanced at her, his smile just as
        mischievous as usual. “Em my girl, you really did get yourself into it,
        didn’t you?”
    

    
        She raised her eyebrows, just about the only parts of her not currently
        protesting. “‘The valiant never taste of death but once.’”
    

    
        “Hah! Touché.”
    

    
        “I’d thought you were dead, actually,” she whispered, struck
        by the sudden, embarrassing need to cry.
    

    
        “Nope, just a lousy convincer.”
    

    
        “Bernie—you were brilliant. You and Willi both. You’re the reason
        Hartgrave and I are still alive.”
    

    
        “Pshaw,” he said. But he looked pleased.
    

    
        “And you’re okay? You were unconscious for so long—”
    

    
        “Not that long, actually. I was just lying there in a daze.” He tapped
        his head. “So far, so good.”
    

    
        That was a relief. “Do you know where my parents are?”
    

    
        “Getting a bite to eat. I told them to take a break since I’m finally
        free to roam around.”
    

    
        She chewed the inside of her lip, trying to think of a suave way to ask
        the question burning on her tongue. Her tone was more accusatory than
        she’d intended when she finally blurted, “Where’s Hartgrave?”
    

    
        “Taking care of a few things.”
    

    
        Well, that was reasonable. She could think of more than a few things he
        might have to take care of.
    

    
        “How are you?” she asked, peering at Bernie. “Not just the head, I
        mean.”
    

    
        He grimaced. “Not fabulous, but better than you.”
    

    
        “I certainly hope so! Hartgrave told me to calm down, I remember that
        now, but I think I’d gone into shock. I just blacked out.”
    

    
        “The best thing you could have done, as it happens. Lowered your heart
        rate, you see.”
    

    
        “What—oh.”
    

    
        That explained the mystery of her relocation. Fainting saved her life.
        It was so absurd, she had to laugh—gingerly.
    

    
        “I suppose it is a bit funny in hindsight,” Bernie said. “Of course, I
        was too fuzzy-headed then to realize what was going on—Willi claims I
        was flat on my back, muttering something about ‘Chaucer’ not being
        spelled with two h’s.”
    

    
        “S-stop,” she protested, shaking with repressed giggles. “Hurts.”
    

    
        He made an apologetic face. “Sorry. My point is, I doubt you’ll get
        Hartgrave or Willi to appreciate the joke because they had to go
        through it fully conscious. Imagine what they thought when the
        anti-magic around you dissipated.”
    

    
        She wasn’t laughing anymore. She shifted farther under the covers,
        feeling cold.
    

    
        “It’s a good thing Willi was fully conscious,” he added.
        “Sounds like Hartgrave completely lost his head.”
    

    
        This produced a pang. She wanted quite badly to see him, wanted to hear
        his voice and hold his hand.
    

    
        “Did”—her voice quivered—“Willi bring me here?”
    

    
        “Hartgrave did. After Willi noticed you were, in fact, still alive.”
    

    
        She cleared her throat and thought of something that would put her on
        firmer emotional ground. “You know, I can’t help noticing he bypassed
at least half a dozen exceptional Midwestern hospitals. He’s so        prejudiced.”
    

    
        “Pretty sure St. John’s was just top of mind,” Bernie said. “Remember
        that autodidact in town, the one he warned off? She’s a nursing
        assistant here.”
    

    
        Emily winced, said “ah” and decided to make a clean break. “Um ... what
        day is it?”
    

    
        “Friday.”
    

    
        Friday. That rang a distant bell. What was supposed to happen Friday?
    

    
        “Oh crap crap crap!” She tried to sit up; Bernie pressed her back onto
        her pillows. “I’m supposed to be on campus today for a meeting! The
        semester starts Monday!”
    

    
        “Not for you, it doesn’t.”
    

    
        How she wished she’d made Hartgrave teach her to curse in German.
        English didn’t seem strong enough.
    

    
        “Don’t look at me like that,” Bernie protested. “I told the
        administration what happened—you know: Sightseeing, got into an
        argument with some other tourists, and then bam, attacked ...”
    

    
        “... coincidentally a few blocks from St. John’s Hospital, yeah.”
    

    
        She was struck by the thought that he could have died, they all could
        have died, and it was amazing good fortune that they hadn’t. Exactly
        the sort of happy ending she’d expected from her books, back when her
        books were all fantasies.
    

    
        Then she remembered what they’d just been talking about.
    

    
        Perhaps not exactly the sort of happy ending.
    

    
        She sighed. “You didn’t get me fired, did you?”
    

    
        “No, no,” he exclaimed. “Your health insurance is still in force and everything. You’ve just got the semester off.”
    

    
        Her heart sank. It was for all intents and purposes the same thing. How
        was she supposed to get Ashburn to offer her another contract—or
        persuade any other college to hire her—with one semester of teaching
        and a single to-be-published paper to her name? Had she really managed
        to torpedo her career as an academic after just five months?
    

    
        “Don’t worry, Em.” Bernie gave her a smile that for once wasn’t the
        least bit impish. “You’re alive. Ashburn is so extremely
        secondary to that. Now,” he said, producing an e-reader, “how about a
        book? Whatever you want.”
    

    
        “Nothing with magic in it,” she said. “Or villains. Or adventure.”
    

    
        He laughed, then winced—she wasn’t the only one with lingering
        injuries. “Which leaves what, modernist literature?”
    

    
        “Well ...”
    

    
        “That’ll
        make you run screaming back to adventure novels.”
    

   
        In any case, the harm was already done.
    

   . . . . .


    
        The following days brought a variety of improvements. Her tests, the
        ones for diseases you could get by having a knife covered in someone
        else’s blood thrust into your body, all came back negative. She
        graduated to solid foods, took some tentative steps with her new cane
        and spent more time awake than asleep.
    

    
        But Hartgrave was still absent. So was Willi, except that didn’t bother
        her quite as much.
    

    
        Something was wrong. The possibilities were endless, considering that
        the “few things” Hartgrave needed to take care of had to be
        Organizational.
    

    
        But when she pumped Bernie for information—were the remaining wizards a
        problem? was the microchip industry falling apart?—he insisted that
        Hartgrave had everything under control.
    

    
        Then he gave her an uncertain look and added, “Do you mind if I ask
        ...”
    

    
She could fill in the rest with no effort at all.        Why isn’t Hartgrave visiting you?
    

    
        But Bernie left it at that. “Never mind,” he said, waving a hand. “None
        of my business.”
    

    
        So he thought it was odd, too. And he didn’t know the reason.
    

    
        Hartgrave avoiding her in fear of what she might say made sense only
        for a short period, because a long delay made an angry reaction more
        likely. So that seemed out as an explanation for his behavior.
    

    
        Maybe he’d assumed she definitely wouldn’t want to see him anymore? But
        surely her panicked reaction when she thought he was sacrificing
        himself to Kincaid showed him where he stood.
    

    
        Perhaps, then, he’d realized he didn’t want her after all. Perhaps he
        preferred Crawford and went off to grieve her death. Yet she couldn’t
        bring herself to believe that, either. Almost expiring in someone’s
        arms provided clear emotional clues.
    

    
        But the fact remained that he was nowhere to be found. She almost asked
        Bernie to tell Hartgrave she wanted to see him—was on the brink at
        least a dozen times—but it seemed so incredibly middle school that
        finally, the day before she was due to be discharged, she attacked it
        sideways by asking about the other conspicuously absent convincer.
    

    
        The two men were tied together by more than years and their country of
        origin. Willi might know what the problem was.
    

    
        “I’d like to see Willi,” she said. “Do you think he might come to
        visit?”
    

    
        Bernie hesitated, but then he shrugged and said, “I’ll find out.” He
        meant it, too—he dematerialized the next moment. One of the advantages
        of a single-occupancy hospital room.
    

    
        But when Willi arrived a few minutes later, alone, she immediately
        discarded her plan of pumping him for information.
    

    
        Days-old stubble shot out from his face and neck. His clothes were
        wrinkled, as if he’d slept in them. His eyes were bloodshot, as if he
        hadn’t slept at all. His usual bustling energy was gone, the
        all-consuming purpose consumed.
    

    
        “Hi,” she murmured. Why had she assumed he was fine? He’d killed a man.
        Why hadn’t she asked after him?
    

    
        “Dr. Daggett,” he said, the words heavy and defeated.
    

    
        She shook her head. “Emily. ‘Dr. Daggett’ is for students, and no one
        calls me ‘Daggett’ except—well, anyway, it’s just Emily.”
    

    
        He stood there, looking at the floor and saying nothing.
    

    
        “Um,” she said, oh-so-eloquently. “Why don’t you sit?”
    

    
        He sat.
    

    
        She rolled her blanket between her fingers, grasping for something to
        say. For lack of anything better, she decided to cut right to the heart
        of the matter. “It wasn’t what you expected, was it. With Kincaid, I
        mean.”
    

    
        He looked up, though he didn’t quite meet her eyes. “No.”
    

    
        “What did you expect?”
    

    
        He was silent for so long, she thought he wouldn’t answer.
    

    
        “Peace,” he whispered finally. “And—what is the word? ‘Closure’?” He
        made a soft, bitter sound. “It was false hope. I feel only emptiness.”
    

    
        “Sometimes that happens after you’ve accomplished a goal you’ve pushed
        single-mindedly toward.” She caught his hand in hers—it tingled, a
        faint echo of magic and a sharp reminder of another convincer. She
        sighed, letting go. “You could make a new goal.”
    

    
        He shrugged, slipping back into apathy.
    

    
        She felt helpless. “Willi,” she said, pressing into more dangerous
        waters, “why did you want to go after Kincaid?”
    

    
        “You have to ask?” he said, matching her quiet tone.
    

    
        “Humor me.”
    

    
        His jaw tightened. “For Anna.”
    

    
        “Yes, but what did you want?”
    

    
        “Rache. Revenge,” he translated as an afterthought. He rubbed his eyes with
        trembling hands. “Do you know, I did not at first care you would be in
        danger if you helped us. I would not admit it to myself, no, never, but
        I was almost happy. Yes, let Alexander know what it is like to
        be struck through the heart!”
    

    
        Her breath caught in her throat. He looked at her, his eyes bright with
        tears. “Forgive me. When you were almost killed ... When I saw how much
        pain you both were in ...”
    

    
        He trailed off, expression bleak. “This,” he said after a moment, “is
        what comes of revenge.”
    

    
        “No—don’t think of it as revenge,” she said, gathering her scattered
        wits about her. “Revenge is really the desire for restitution, right?
        And—and that’s impossible. So think of it as justice. You stopped him.
        You made sure he would never hurt anyone again.”
    

    
        “For years, I dreamt of killing Kincaid. Dreamt of it—night, day. Now I
        have done it, and what? I am a killer, nothing more.”
    

    
        “You know that’s not true. You saved my life.”
    

    
        “Because of me, you have a hole in your back!”
    

    
        She shook her head. “That’s hardly your fault.”
    

    
        “I was the one who made Alexander pull you into this,” he hissed, all
        but out of whisper territory now.
    

    
        “Oh, and I suppose you think I had absolutely nothing to do with it?”
    

    
        They scowled at each other, his face getting redder by the second.
        Still—better than colorless lethargy.
    

    
        “What do you believe would have happened,” she said, “if we hadn’t gone
        after the Organization? All of us?”
    

    
        “You would be fine,” he said, crossing his arms.
    

    
        “I am fine! I’m alive! I’d be great if you weren’t such a”—she
struggled to remember what Hartgrave had called him—“such an        Anfallspinsel!”
    

    
        He paused, mouth open, making a strange gurgling sound.
    

    
        “Are you all right?” She leaned toward him, trying to remember what a
        stroke looked like.
    

    
        “Anfallspinsel?”
        He choked the word out. “You think I am a, a ‘seizure paintbrush’?”
    

    
        “But ... Hartgrave—in your restaurant ...”
    

    
He laughed so hard it took him a moment to answer.        “Einfaltspinsel. Nincompoop.”
    

    
        “Anfallspinsel, Einfaltspinsel ... Sounds the same to me,” she said, sure
        her cheeks were now as red as his.
    

    
        He shrugged, getting ahold of himself. “Revenge, justice.”
    

    
        “No, those aren’t the same. And killing a man to stop him from taking
        someone else’s life isn’t murder.”
    

    
        “You are the someone. Of course you would say that.”
    

    
        “And of course you feel terrible,” she said, throwing up her arms.
        “You’re a decent human being—you are—and decent human beings
        abhor death. I’m sorry, Willi,” she added. “None of what happened to
        you is fair. You deserve the peace you wanted.”
    

    
        He considered her. “I am tiring you. You must rest.”
    

    
        “You’re just looking for an excuse to get away so you don’t have to
        admit I’m right.”
    

    
        He smiled. It was a miracle.
    

    
        “I will visit you again, Emily.” He took her hand in both of his as he
        stood, with no ill effects. “I am sorry I did not come until you asked
        for me.”
    

    
        “Willi,” she said, hanging on to keep him from dematerializing. “Wait—I
        have to know: Why is Hartgrave avoiding me?”
    

    
        “Ah.” His smile faded. He paused. “For the same reason I did, I am
        thinking.”
    

    
        What? Oh, no, no, no. She’d forced her way inside Hartgrave’s
        room. She’d worked hard to discover his secrets. She’d insisted on a
        role in the adventure. With the exception of withholding the whole
        truth, what part of this did he think was his doing?
    

    
Willi avoided her eyes again. “Should I tell him he is an        Einfaltspinsel?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she snapped. “And that he’s hurting me.”
    

    
        “I will,” he said and shimmered away to nothing.
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Entrance and Exit

 


She woke in the dark with a cry, heart racing, skin covered in the
        clammy sweat of nightmares. Gunshots, knives, suffocation—Kincaid
        towering over her—
    

    
        The third consecutive night of this. Her stepped-down pain medication
        let in dreams, violent and disturbing. Crawford and Shaw dying
        repeatedly. Kincaid gathering everyone she loved into the Inferno to
        kill them one by one.
    

    
        This time, he’d come for her in the hospital. Now that she was awake,
        her lungs, heart and stomach were all of the opinion that someone
        really was in the room with her, and they refused to return to normal
        working order.
    

    
        She remembered only too well the sight of Hartgrave’s cell-phone screen
        covered with red dots, each representing an Organization wizard. Easily
        dozens. What if even one of them wanted an eye for an eye? What if that
        one tracked her down and was here now, waiting for her to drop off
        again?
    

    
        She hadn’t worried about reprisals because the Organization’s most
        dangerous members were dead. Now it occurred to her that “somewhat less
        dangerous” was somewhat less than reassuring.
    

    
        One long moment passed. Try as she might, she couldn’t make out
        anything but her own loud heartbeat and respiration as she stared at
        the various shapes in the dark room. The television. The empty chair.
        The potted ficus, looking surprisingly sinister.
    

    
        The chair sneezed.
    

    
        With speed borne of fear and fury, she slammed her good arm into the
        invisible body sitting six inches to her right.
    

    
        A yelp. Unseen hands caught her elbow before she could connect a second
        time, and the air shifted, resolving itself into a wholly unexpected
        person. Hartgrave.
    

    
        Fear gave way to a zip of adrenaline fueled by another emotion, not
        quite happiness but more the anticipation of it. He’d come, he’d
        finally come!
    

    
        And then anger set in.
    

    
        He’d finally, finally come, and it was the middle of the
        night.
    

    
        She glared at him. “What are you doing?”
    

    
        He crossed his arms, eyes on the ficus instead of her. “Keeping watch.”
    

    
        “Against the Organization?” More adrenaline, so much that she felt ill.
        “But my parents—what about my parents?”
    

    
        “No, no, they’re perfectly safe,” Hartgrave put in quickly. “What’s
        left of the Organization are the technicians. They didn’t have anything
        to do with the witch hunting and weren’t even aware it was happening.”
    

    
        “Oh,” she said, greatly relieved, and waited for the actual reason he
        was standing guard over her.
    

    
        He said nothing.
    

    
        It was like reversing time three months, when the only information she
        got out of him was via guessing. “So ... ?”
    

    
        “I’m ensuring you’re all right.”
    

    
        “Now?”
        But she saw in his expression an embarrassment that seemed to reach
        beyond simple shame for bad behavior, and she took a stab at the cause:
        “Have you been here every night?”
    

    
        He sighed. “Yes.”
    

    
        “I’m amazed I have to explain this,” she said, “but I’d rather you
        spend time with me while I’m conscious.”
    

    
        “Would you?” He had never sounded so cutting, which was saying
        something. “Spending time with me is the reason you’re hospitalized.”
    

    
        She’d had this argument with Willi, and she was sick of it. “If you’re
        warming up to a grand declaration along the lines of, ‘My darling, our
        love cannot be, I’m simply too dangerous for such a fragile and
        delicate flower,’ I may be forced to hit you again.”
    

    
        “That isn’t precisely how I would have put it,” he muttered, “but it is
        true. You must see it.”
    

    
        “In the five months you’ve known me, have I struck you as a complete
        idiot? About anything other than adventures,” she hastened to add.
    

    
        “No.”
    

    
        “And have I ever seemed unable to make up my own mind and communicate
        the results?”
    

    
        A smile flickered on his face, then died. “No.”
    

    
        “Then why,” she said, poking him in the chest, “are you treating me as
        if I am?”
    

    
        “I’m not—”
    

    
        “You are. Would we be having this conversation, any
        conversation, if I hadn’t discovered you here? You simply decided I’d
        be better off without you, and that was that! Didn’t it occur to you I
        should have some say about my own effing life?”
    

    
        “Which you almost lost, thanks to me.” He leaned in, the
        room’s deep shadows giving a menacing cast to his face. “I’ve been
        nothing but ill fortune for you. And before you claim none of it was my
        fault,” he added, anticipating her, “please recall who’s to blame for
        giving you a concussion. You blacked out for nearly a minute. You could
        have died then—don’t you remember accusing me? It’s a wonder
        you escaped without serious injury.”
    

    
        She didn’t have an immediate comeback to that.
    

    
        “Listen to me, Daggett,” he said, the command sharp and urgent.
        “Kincaid was my magic instructor. Kincaid.”
    

    
        “I figured as much, but—”
    

    
        “You think it hasn’t warped me? Perhaps you assume I’ve done nothing
        under his tutelage that would sicken you?”
    

    
        She had indeed assumed that, so his words struck a nerve. But she
        rallied.
    

    
        “Come on, you’ll have to do better than that. I’ve read a thousand
        books with a self-torturing hero, and you have all the symptoms.”
    

    
        “I’m not a hero, God damn it,” he shouted, standing so abruptly that his chair thunked against the
        wall.
    

    
        She stared at him in silenced shock. He glanced at the door. When no
        one appeared in response to his outburst, he sat down.
    

    
        “This is your fatal flaw, Daggett.” He said this quietly but no less
        angrily. “You take a few spare facts and embroider them into a lovely
        story. ‘He must be good, he’s fighting a dark wizard’—as if life had
        anything to do with books. As if evil people never occasionally do the
        right thing.”
    

    
        “You’re not evil,” she protested. The words wobbled, more plea than
        statement.
    

    
        He laughed bitterly under his breath. “I was an Organization wizard for
        eight years. Eight.”
    

    
        Goosebumps rippled down her arms. She’d been aware of this timeline,
        but there was a great deal of difference between being aware of it and
        having him say it like that.
    

    
        “What are you trying to tell me? That you invented the tracking system?
        I did eventually figure that out,” she murmured.
    

    
        “I’m telling you that you ought to ask what I did in those eight
        years.”
    

    
        The panic that had gripped her during the Inferno battle was white-hot.
        This, now, was arctic. For a moment, she couldn’t think of anything
except no. No, he couldn’t mean what he’d just implied.        No no no no.
    

    
        But this was the Organization. What else could he mean?
    

    
        It took all her self-command to force the words out, faint as they
        were: “You’ve killed people? Innocent people?”
    

    
        He hesitated, eyes miserable, mouth a tight line. Then: “Yes.”
    

    
        She felt numb. Like the moment she fell on Kincaid’s knife, before the
        worst of the pain.
    

    
        Hartgrave, never one to volunteer a lot of information if a little
        might do, left it at that. But he didn’t need to say anything else.
        He’d won the argument. With that single word, he’d won.
    

    
        “I’m leaving Ashburn,” he said, addressing this to the foot of her bed.
        “Ballantine should be able to counteract your effect on microchips, but
        you’ll need my replacement to straighten out the purely technical
        problems that sometimes follow.”
    

    
        She stared at the covers, her arm, back and foot throbbing painfully
        with each rapid heartbeat.
        She’d been so certain in these hospitalized days that she finally had a
        grip on his slippery past.
    

    
        “I should never—” He stopped, and she looked at him in time to see him
        put his face in his hands. “Of the great many things in my life I
        should never have done, getting involved with you was the one I knew
        was wrong before I even started.”
    

    
        Numbness was wearing off. The urge to throttle him took over. “Then why
        did you do it?”
    

    
        “Because I fell in love with you,” he said, just above a whisper. “Not
        a defense, I know. Rather the reverse.”
    

    
        He stood. He seemed about to go. Then he reached out and tucked
        a wayward strand of hair behind her ear.
    

    
        The brief contact between his fingers and her skin felt as bad as a
        murderer’s touch should.
    

    
        “Sorry,” he gasped, pulling away.
    

    
       Lifting a hand to press it to her stinging face, she noticed the watch—his
        watch—on her wrist. For the second time, she undid the clasp with
        fingers made clumsy by her zeal to get it off. “Take it. It’s yours.”
    

    
        He winced. “Keep it. I want you to have a watch that works.”
    

    
        “You want me to think of you every time I see it!”
    

    
        “Daggett ...”
    

    
        “Go. Please go.”
    

    
        He nodded. For a heart-stopping moment he simply looked at her. Then he
        teleported away, and she fell back on her pillow, drained and wretched.
    

    
        So this, then, was the end of her misbegotten adventure. Nothing happy
        about it.
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Retreat

 


  “Hmm,” Bernie said, looking over Emily’s shoulder at the lifeless
        panorama that was the Daggett farm in February—beautiful in a stark
        sort of way, but mainly stark. Rain fell in a desultory fashion from
        the mottled-gray sky. “Why don’t you let me turn your rocking chair
        around? View’s a bit of a downer, if you hadn’t noticed.”
    

    
        “Perfectly illustrates how I feel,” she said.
    

    
        “Ah, come on—you’re out of the hospital.”
    

    
        “For all the good it does me.”
    

    
        Bernie pulled up another chair and sat beside her. “You just need to
        take it easy for a while.”
    

    
        “I’m thoroughly sick of taking it easy,” she snapped, then
        instantly regretted venting her anger and unhappiness on him. Bernie
        had never let her down. “I’m sorry. I hate just sitting here, and ...”
        She thought of telling him both reasons her life was unraveling but
        settled on one. “And I won’t have a job to go back to when I’m better.”
    

    
        “They’re not going to blame you for getting stabbed!”
    

    
        She shook her head. “That’s not it. I never finished any new research,
        never got better than adequate at lecturing—I let myself get completely
        distracted by magic. And it’s just a one-year contract. The
        only other offers I got last year were piecework—four courses spread
        across four colleges—and you can’t live on that.”
    

    
        “Well ... there’s always high school history.”
    

    
        She sighed the deepest of sighs. She’d been attracted to academic life
        by the prospect of researching, not teaching, and there wasn’t even the
        pretense of the former in high school. But what else could she do now?
    

    
        “Something will turn up,” Bernie said, patting her on the shoulder.
        “Besides, this isn’t the time to worry about what to do with the rest
        of your life. This is the time to wallow decadently in the joy of
        having a life to live.”
    

    
       Good advice she doubted she could take. Besides all the quite reasonable emotions battering her right now, she also felt irrationally put out. Fantasy characters did not push through the final battle only to discover afterward that nothing had been nicely wrapped up, damn it.
    

    
        Bernie cleared his throat.
    

    
        “Sorry,” she muttered, “I’ve moved past joy to the
        why-the-heck-do-I-still-hurt phase of recovery.”
    

    
        Her body felt no worse than it had three days ago, but three days ago
        she still had the counterbalancing expectation that everything would
        work out with—
    

    
        “Hartgrave,” Bernie said.
    

    
        She sucked in a startled breath. “Sorry, what did you say?”
    

    
        He grimaced. “That you’re in nearly as bad a mood as Hartgrave. I know
        it’s none of my business, but have you broken it off?”
    

    
        Well, she had known the question would come at some point. She nodded,
        a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach at the thought of all the
        follow-ups.
    

    
        “Ah,” he said.
    

    
        What, that was it? She stole a glance at him. “Lose the pool, did you?”
    

    
        “Betting on hurt feelings—what kind of reprobate do you take me for?”
    

    
        She snorted. 
    

    
        Bernie shifted in his seat, grin slipping. “Do you want to talk about
        it?”
    

    
        “God, no.”
    

    
        He looked relieved. The man was always on firmer footing when the
        subject wasn’t serious.
    

    
        “So ...” She searched for a topic guaranteed to provoke his sense of
        humor. “How are the new students?”
    

    
        After Bernie left, her mother sat with her for a while, chatting about
        this and that. Then her father took a turn—with cookies.
    

    
        This time, he didn’t have to resort to hmm-ing. She unloaded
        everything on him before he even asked, starting with the day she found
        Hartgrave’s room and ending with their fraught farewell.
    

    
        He listened to it all, including just how much danger he and her mother
        had been in, without interrupting once. When she finally finished, he
        issued an admirably restrained, “Well.” After a few seconds he added,
        “How do you feel?”
    

    
        “Angry.” She didn’t have to ponder that point for even one second.
    

    
        He nodded. “But at whom?”
    

    
        The fact that he asked told her he already knew the answer. Knew it by
        the way she’d told the story. “Me, mostly.”
    

    
        He put a ginger snap in her hands. “Why not Hartgrave? A convenient
        outlet for fury, and possibly also the right one.”
    

    
        “I do blame him for everything that’s properly his fault, but so much
        of what happened was my doing,” she said. “Dad—I’ve been incredibly
        selfish. Ever since I saw him flying in that room, I trampled all over
        him in the interest of getting what I wanted. It’s a wonder he ever
        fell in love with me.”
    

    
        Her father’s smile suggested he thought this overstated her errors and
        understated her appeal, but he hadn’t been there. The nearly fatal
        adventure, the failed romance and the ruined career were a direct
        result of her decision to force her way into Hartgrave’s life. And for
        what? To pursue an unresolved childhood obsession. What terrible things
        might she have done had she been in his position, an autodidact
        recruited by Kincaid?
    

    
        She shivered. But as she tried to imagine it, she knew—as much as she
        knew anything about herself—that Kincaid could never have persuaded her
        to kill an innocent person. The thought of killing even in justified
        self-defense had filled her with a creeping horror.
    

    
        She wasn’t nearly as good as she’d given herself credit for, but there
        was—thank God—a difference between her failings and the utter disregard
        for individual lives that made the Organization possible.
    

    
        How could Hartgrave have done it?
    

    
        A rap on the door interrupted this terrible thought. “Hang on,” her
        father said and went to see who it was.
    

    
        Willi.
    

    
        “Hallo,” he said, giving her a level glance as he settled into
        the seat her father vacated. He looked better. Neater. “How
        can I help you?”
    

    
        More direct than Bernie, though Bernie’s intent was obviously the same.
        She could see her future: Emily the Project.
    

    
        “I’m all right,” she said. “Mostly. Okay, somewhat. But I have to get
        back to all right on my own.”
    

    
        Willi’s furrowed brow told her what he thought of that. “I at least
        could talk to you. What would you like to hear about?”
    

    
        In all honesty—Hartgrave. Willi could certainly tell her things about
        him that she didn’t know, tempting and dismaying in equal measure. She
        shouldn’t want to know more. She needed to turn Hartgrave into
        a faded memory that no longer hurt, rather than one as intense as
        standing on the sun.
    

    
        She settled on a topic a degree shy of him. “What’s happening with the
        Organization? Is it feasible to dismantle it?”
    

    
        Willi sighed. “I begin to doubt. We would like the technicians to be
        working directly for the microchip companies, but even if this could be
        managed, we need some way of”—he made a frustrated motion with his
        hand—“containing bad convincers.”
    

    
        “So you find yourself needing to come up with the alternative Kincaid
        claimed was impossible,” she murmured.
    

    
        His face clouded at this mention of the man, but he inclined his head.
        “True.”
    

    
        “Are you going to train some convincers? Recruit people for a Stop
        Doing That Squad?”
    

    
        “But what do we do with a very bad guy—that is the problem.”
    

    
        Right. A fight to the death was a terrible idea. And a holding cell
        wouldn’t hold a magic user for long, even one less talented than
        Kincaid. “Any luck?”
    

    
        “No. Not yet. I am no good at inventing spells and Bernie is not
        either, so it will be up to—”
    

    
        He stopped as if he understood her desire to press Hartgrave from her
        head. But not saying the name made it echo even more.
    

    
        Well. Pigheadedness helped get her into this mess, and it could get her
out. She would just think of something else, and she would keep thinking of something else until it worked.
    

    
        The containment problem wasn’t ideal, involving Hartgrave as it did,
        but it was close at hand, so she started there. Magic that didn’t
        dissipate with time or quickly fail under attack—that was what the
        situation called for. Developing such a thing would have to be
        enormously difficult. It would take an entirely new sort of magic.
    

    
        Or ... old.
    

    
        “The room in the Inferno,” she said, something stirring in her stomach
        that wasn’t anger or misery. “What about that? Could it be duplicated?”
    

    
        Willi shrugged. “We have never managed it. We did try for quite a while
        after ... after I moved to here.”
    

    
        After his wife was killed. After the Organization murdered who knew how
        many autodidacts. The damage Kincaid did, not only to lives but also to
        magical knowledge ...
    

    
        But something must have happened before him. Otherwise, he would have
        been up against a thriving community of magic-users who couldn’t so
        easily be picked off. Maybe the witch hunts really did get witches?
        Maybe there were talented spellcasters in the nineteenth century, when
        the Inferno was built, but not (for some reason) in the twentieth and
        twenty-first?
    

    
        She pursed her lips. 
        She wanted to know, the men needed to learn how the Inferno spells had
        been cast and she might get answers to both by going after the same
        target.
    

    
        “Willi,” she said, getting up unsteadily, careful of her foot in its
        protective boot. “Would you take me to Ashburn?”
    

    
        He jumped to his feet to give her a hand, a priceless expression on his
        face. “What? Why?”
    

    
        “To find out who designed the humanities building.”
    

    
        He argued and wheedled and insisted she needed rest, but in the end, he
        gave in. He of all people knew the value of distraction.
    

    . . . . .


    
        Ashburn College, barely useful for historical research, proved an
        excellent source of information about Ashburn College. Within half an
        hour, she had the blueprints for the humanities building in hand.
    

    
        They showed no room branching off from the main expanse of basement,
        but she had hardly thought they would. She found the detail she wanted
in the lower right-hand corner, above the 1890 date:        C.W. Olsson, architect.
    

    
        A thrill went down her spine before she could remind herself that
        architect and wizard didn’t have to be one and the same. A large
        academic building took scores of people to construct—it could have been
        any of them. Or none of them, if the room was added after the fact.
    

    
        Never mind how it was done; just finding out who would be a
        long shot. Barring a miracle or fantastical coincidence, the inevitable
        end to this project was disappointment. If she intended to start living
        life as a cold-eyed realist, she ought to give up on the idea now.
    

    
        She frowned at the blueprints.
    

    
        Then she struggled to her feet, cane in hand, to start poking into the
        architect’s history.
    

    
        Caspar Warwick Olsson—no wonder the man used his initials—proved a
        historian’s dream. He’d kept absurdly meticulous notes. The ones
        written during the period he worked on the humanities building,
        acquired by Ashburn after his death, filled three large diaries. With
        tiny handwriting.
    

    
        She couldn’t take the diaries home, and she tired after a few hours
        away from the comforts of the farm, so it took her several weeks to get
        through the first two volumes.
    

    
        By then, she had an intimate understanding of Olsson’s dietary habits
        thanks to his entries detailing every meal he ate and the effect on his
        digestion. She’d expanded her repertoire of insults because he liked to
        gripe, particularly about the campus administrator overseeing the
        construction, a man named Vintner. And she’d discovered the reason for
        the Inferno’s corridor-only design: The eccentric college founder whose
        money bankrolled the building had the idea of a catacombs—though no one
        wanted to be entombed there when push came to shove, not even its
        creator.
    

    
        Of magic, there was no hint.
    

    
        Emily kept reading anyway, partly because she was curious how many new
        insults Olsson would dream up for the poor Vintner, but mostly because
        it felt good to be doing something. To be researching.
    

    
        Deep into Olsson’s third journal, she hit what had to be the five
        hundredth reference to Vintner, who’d “requested yet another meeting in
        the hope (no doubt) of topping his prior best for unreasonable
        demands.” (Olsson speculated on what it could be this time: “Higher
        ceilings? Thinner walls? Limestone rather than quartzite? Construction
        begins in a month, the damnable fool.”)
    

    
        Emily laughed out loud when she got to Olsson’s plans for lunch:
        cabbage and beans, “to make the appointment as unpleasant for him as it
        will be for me.”
    

    
        Her amusement evaporated when she read the entry about that meeting.
    

    
        
            My tormentor concluded by badgering me for half an hour—half an
            hour—about the underground level. Did the corridors have to
            crisscross the entirety? Was there no space for any other use? I
            admit the design is a vexatious waste, but he knows as well as I
            that one cannot reason with a man possessed of more wealth than sense.
            Half an hour! Why is he so fixated?
        
    

    
        She sped through the diary after that, heart fluttering, looking for
        more mentions of Vintner or basements or fixations. When she finally
        found one, it was uncharacteristically terse:
    

    
        
            Spoke at length to V. Despite my inclinations, I fear I am—no, I
            know I am swayed.
        
    

    
        The following sentences were blacked out, apparently by the same
        fountain pen that had written them. The pages immediately afterward
        were ripped out, nothing but jagged stubs remaining.
    

    
        And thus ended the journal.
    

    
        She jumped to her good foot so quickly in search of something, anything
        on this Vintner that her cane toppled with an echoing crash.
    

    
        If Valerian Vintner kept a diary, however, he did not will it to the
        institution that had employed him as head of administration and
        facilities. She found a number of references to him as a founding staff
        member, but nothing suggesting a sideline in the supernatural.
    

    
        When Bernie appeared at three o’clock to take her home, she handed her
        notes to him without comment.
    

    
        “Holy shit,” he said under his breath. “Em, this is—you may have just
        found the first provable historical example of a convincer. Maybe the
        only provable one, considering how hard it is to sort magic fact from
        fiction.”
    

    
        “I haven’t proved anything yet. Still, this guy has at least one
        surviving descendent ...” She handed over the Minnesota address she’d
        spent half an hour tracking down.
    

    
        Bernie flashed his rogues-gallery grin. “Feel up to a field trip?”
    

    
        She did indeed. Ten minutes later, they were standing on a porch
        outside Minneapolis as Vintner’s great-granddaughter—a
        seventy-something woman with flaming red hair—blinked at them in
        evident surprise.
    

    
        “Well,” Mrs. Summers née Vintner said, “if you two are robbers trying
        to worm your way into my house, that’s the most creative opening I’ve
        ever heard. Come on in and get warm. I don’t have anything worth
        stealing, anyway.”
    

    
        “Thank you,” Emily said, laughing and hobbling over the threshold. “But
        we really are researching his life. He’s an important figure in the
        early years of the college.”
    

    
        Mrs. Summers closed the door behind them. “I have a photograph of
        him—would that help?”
    

    
        “We’re hoping for information, actually,” Bernie said. “Details about
        his life.”
    

    
        Her face fell. “Oh. I don’t know that I can be of much assistance,
        then. Too far removed, you see. He died before I was born, and I never
        heard any specifics about his Ashburn years.”
    

    
        “Perhaps he had personal papers we could read? We wouldn’t need to take
        them with us,” Emily said.
    

    
        “You’d be welcome to look if I had anything, but I don’t,” said their
        host, who appeared genuinely sorry. “And I’m really the only one who
        would—we Vintners weren’t a fertile bunch. Great-granddad had one son,
        who had one son, who had me.”
    

    
        Emily sighed, disappointment seeping into her marrow like freezing
        rain. “I don’t suppose any stories of him were passed down? Um, unusual
        hobbies or the like?”
    

    
        Mrs. Summers screwed up her face and tapped her chin. “I think he liked
        croquet.”
    

    
        They’d agreed not to talk about magic unless Mrs. Summers brought it up
        herself, but now Emily wondered whether to go for broke. They’d run out
        of other options. Hitting a dead end just as she’d been getting
        somewhere, a dead end on a journey with no apparent alternate routes,
        was worse than if she’d never stumbled upon Vintner at all.
    

    
        She glanced at Bernie. He gave a tiny shake of the head.
    

    
        “Well,” he said, “we do appreciate your time. Thank you anyway.”
    

    
        “No, no, wait a moment.” Mrs. Summers tapped her chin again. “He had a
        little house near Ashburn where he slept during the week because my
        great-gran insisted on a farmhouse two hours away by horse. My
        grandfather kept it. There’s always the outside chance that when my
        father sold it after Granddad’s death, he left some things in the
        attic.”
    

    
        Emily emitted a squeak of badly suppressed excitement.
    

    
        “Of course,” Mrs. Summers added, “that was more than fifty years ago
        now, so it’s an outside chance of an outside chance that anything would
        still be there.”
    

    
        “Worth a shot.” Bernie pulled a notepad from his coat. “What’s the
        address?”
    

    
        “Oh—what was it? Let me see ... Twenty-two something-or-other
        ... not Main, I remember turning off that road to get there ... Oh yes!
        Grand Avenue. Twenty-two Grand.”
    

    
        Bernie frowned. “Hey, Em, isn’t that near the place you were renting?”
    

    
        “No.” She pressed her fingers against her cane, feeling lightheaded
        enough to keel over. “No, that was the place I was renting.”
    

    
        A few minutes later, she was full circle—standing in front of the tiny
        Cape Cod that six months and a lifetime ago she’d moved into.
    

    
        She supposed it wasn’t the biggest coincidence in the world that she
        ended up in Vintner’s former home, considering their shared goal of
        living as close to Ashburn as possible for the least amount of money.
        Even so, she could hardly believe it.
    

    
        “I guess this place was nice back in the day,” Bernie said, taking in
        the faded paint, the overgrown scrap of lawn and the ragged “For Rent”
        sign.
    

    
        “That day was long ago.”
    

    
        He laughed. “Shall we?”
    

    
        They walked to the back yard, where no one would see them, and
        teleported in. Bernie looked around the empty kitchen, living room,
        laundry room, bathroom and bedroom, the extent of the house save for
        one exception.
    

    
        “You’re sure you’ve never been up to the attic?” he asked.
    

    
        “Certain.” She tugged at the trap door in the bedroom ceiling and found
        built-in steps that pulled down. “I didn’t even have enough stuff to
        fill up the one level. Here, take my cane—I think I can get up on my
        own.”
    

    
        She stopped halfway up the steps, speechless at the sight.
    

    
        “Well? Out of the way, Em,” Bernie said, sounding as impatient as a kid
        held back from birthday presents.
    

    
        But he gaped just as she had when he poked his head through the
        hatchway. Then he let out a long whistle.
    

    
        Every inch of floor space besides the spot where she stood was covered
        in boxes—piles of boxes reaching as high as the pitched roof.
    

  . . . . .


    
        Exhaustion and hunger eventually forced a retreat, both of them to
        their respective homes. But she returned the next day, slogging through
        the unfortunately unlabeled boxes with her one good hand, her
        still-healing foot propped up with a pillow.
    

    
        When Bernie popped in after his classes, she shook her head. “Still
        nothing. A whole lot of old clothes and toys.”
    

    
        “It occurred to me that he might have stored something in the Inferno
        itself,” he said. “Lots of old boxes there, too—”
    

    
        “Oh! That’s true!”
    

    
        But it was his turn to shake his head. “I looked through them all.
        Nothing but old campus-related paperwork.”
    

    
        She grimaced. So this was it. If none of the boxes belonged to Vintner,
        she had no idea where to go next. In more ways than one—her Inferno
        research was all she had at the moment, and though her physical
        recovery was coming along nicely, the emotional one was still mired in
        first gear.
    

    
        When she wasn’t dreaming of the battle, she dreamt of Hartgrave. Saw
        him in every bald passerby. Was constantly reminded of him by everyday
        life.
    

    
        And she wondered all sorts of pointless things. How many people he’d
        killed. What caused him to see the light. What he would have been like
        if Kincaid had never found him.
    

    
        As she shifted another box, she thought suddenly of the wizard
        Hartgrave had knocked out—the man whose injuries
        were partially her fault in a legal and moral sense.
    

    
        She winced. “Have you met a wizard named Jack?”
    

    
        Bernie looked up from the box he was re-taping shut. “Jack Stearne?
        Ex-Organization man?”
    

    
        “Yes,” she said. “Yes,” she repeated, trying not to think of what the
        nurses had said—when she came in for her head injury—about the
        difference between a blackout of less than sixty seconds and one
        lasting a quarter of an hour. “Is he all right?”
    

    
        “Seems fine to me,” he said, shooting her a perplexed look.
    

    
        “Are you sure? He, uh, got knocked out when—well, you know when. And he
        was unconscious for about fifteen minutes.”
    

    
        Bernie’s face cleared. “Oh! No, he wasn’t.”
    

    
        “Yes, he was.” She frowned. “Who was there, you or me?”
    

    
        “He was there. He says he quickly came to, and—ah—certain convincers
        suggested the best thing for a man in his position was pretending to be
        out cold, thus getting no further attention from said convincers or
        later blame from Organization leaders.”
    

    
        She felt nearly as relieved as she had when first able to recategorize
        the wizard from dead to alive. One fewer item on her list of things to
        be ashamed about. And one less wrongdoing to heap at Hartgrave’s
        doorstep, though it wasn’t as if that shifted the balance of his deeds
        in a substantial way.
    

    
        She sighed, closed the wine box she’d finished checking and moved it
        out of the way. Just beyond, at the bottom of a stack of plain brown
        boxes, was a battered trunk—the first thing she’d seen here that wasn’t
        made of or stored in cardboard.
    

    
        “Hey,” she said, “this looks promising.”
    

    
        Bernie, at the other end of the attic, wasted no time by picking his
        way around the boxes they hadn’t already moved downstairs. He
        materialized beside her and shifted the boxes stacked on the trunk so
        they could try opening it.
    

    
        Locked. Naturally.
    

    
        She glared at the thing. “Can you convince it open?”
    

    
        He shrugged, a dubious twist to his lips. “I could try, but I’ve never
        been taught.”
    

    
        “Maybe the key’s in another box.” She reached out to examine
        the old lock. “It seems only appro—oh!”
    

    
        She jerked back out of sheer surprise.
    

    
        “What? Are you hurt?”
    

    
        “No.” She wrapped her fingers around the metal a second time, the
        vibrations faint but unmistakable.
    

    
        The lock came apart. She held it up for Bernie to see.
    

    
        “Jackpot,” he murmured.
    

    
        Together, they lifted the lid.
    


 

 


    26



Narrators

 


“Well, now,” Emily said many hours later, ensconced in her family’s most
    comfortable chair. “I’d call this a pretty solid day’s work.”



    Bernie snorted. “I’d call that the understatement of all time. Hang on,
    let’s see if Willi can join us.”



    He pulled out his cell phone and dialed. “Willi! Have you closed for the
    night? ... Good—pop over to Em’s.”



    Willi must have asked why because Bernie laughed and said, “Trust me.”



    After materializing just inside the front door, Willi took one look at the
    yellowing paper piled all over the adjoining living room carpet and stepped
    forward in obvious excitement. “Vintner’s?”



    She nodded, grinning.



    Willi’s eyes went even wider. “So he really was a magic-user? He
    really did make the room?”



    “And wrote in detail about how he did it!” She allowed herself a single
    bounce of enthusiasm. “Guess.”



    He blinked. “Ah ...”



    Never mind, she couldn’t wait for guesses. “With a wand. Go on,”
    she said to Bernie, “show him.”



    Bernie held up the cedar specimen left in the trunk.



    “A wand makes magic last, makes more things possible—it focuses the power
    in a way hands can’t,” she said. “Vintner knew all that because he’d fallen
    in with a group of older wizards in Pennsylvania, where he went to college.
    So we’ve got more people we can investigate, and—oh, Willi, we’re going to
    learn so much! Vintner’s notes alone are bursting with practical advice for
    doing magic ...”



    She trailed off, struck by a memory. Hartgrave, lips twisted with
    amusement:
    
        Give me one example of a practical reference to magic and I’ll eat my
        hat.
    
    For an instant—a second—she was gleeful at the thought of making him eat
    his words, at least.



    Then she remembered.



    And sighed.



    “Anyway,” she said, unable to totally recapture her excitement, “it’s an
    amazing amount of information. I can’t believe it was sitting in a trunk
    ten feet above my bed for three months.”



    Willi frowned. “I cannot understand why he did not give this to someone.”



    “He couldn’t give it to his family because he never told them he could
    spellcast,” she said. “He even kept it from his wife.”



    “And he didn’t have anyone he thought he could take on as an apprentice,”
    Bernie said. “Everywhere he looked, he saw folks caught up in the rush to
    be modern, throwing off old-fashioned things. His son and grandson in
    particular. No one in Iowa believed in magic—well, very few. Every time he
    warily brought the subject up, people rolled their eyes.”



    “Except a handful of séance-crazy types, and he thought they were
    quarter-wits,” she put in.



    “‘Halfwit’ was too kind, in his opinion.”



    Willi laughed.



    “The upshot,” Bernie said, “is that Olsson—the man who designed the
    humanities building—was the only person he got up the courage to tell all
    to since his days in Pennsylvania, and only then because he needed some
    non-magical expertise to install the underground training room he so badly
    wanted at the college.”



    “Training ... ?”



    “That’s why it’s magic-tight one way,” she said. “It’s the perfect place to
    learn.”



    Bernie casually levitated his sky-blue bowler hat. “As I discovered.”



    “But Vintner never lived to see anyone use it besides himself and Olsson,”
    she said. “Every time he thought he’d found a possible kindred spirit on
    campus, they’d say something that dissuaded him from revealing the secret.
    I think his position made him excessively cautious.”



    “Or what happened with Olsson.” Bernie raised his eyebrows at her.



    “What?” Willi looked up from the beautiful wand, curiosity caught. “What
    happened?”



    “The architect did his first bit of magic in the new room, had an immediate
    change of heart and refused to talk to Vintner ever again,” Bernie said.



    That room must quickly have become a lonely place for Vintner—empty and
    purposeless. She swallowed over a lump in her throat.



    “Ja?
    And then what?” Willi looked as rapt as a child waiting for the end of a
    fairy tale. “This Olsson, did he tell anyone? Was Vintner found out?”



    “No,” she said. “Eventually Vintner put two decades of notes in this trunk,
    topped it with a ‘to the magician it may concern’ letter—he preferred
    ‘magician’ to ‘wizard’—and sealed the lock with a spell.”



    Bernie shook his head. “A bit sword-in-the-stone, though why he left it in
    his attic ...”



    “I think he intended to put it in the Inferno but didn’t do it in time,”
    she said. “Thus died one of the last well-trained spellcasters, and evil
    wizards had nothing to do with it.”



    She realized too late what this would bring to Willi’s mind, but he merely
    nodded. He spent a moment looking at the closest stack of papers before
    turning to her with a serious expression on his rosy face.



    “We ought to be taking his notes to Alexander,” he said. “He has the best
    chance of making something of them.”



    “I know.” She glanced away, unable to look at the concern on his face.
    “Just let Bernie make copies first so we can keep the originals together.”



    Bernie cleared his throat. “You don’t mind?”



    “Should I?”



    “He seemed to think you wouldn’t trust him.”



    “Of course I do,” she said without thinking, then considered that perhaps
    she should have doubts about an admitted killer. About giving an admitted
    killer the key to unlocking more power than he’d ever had.



    It was true, though. On a purely instinctive level, she did trust him.



    What a mess.



    She rubbed her arms, suddenly cold. “Do either of you have misgivings?”



    They both shook their heads.



    “Well, then.” She took a calming breath. “Let’s get everything back in the
    trunk, and Bernie can take it from there.”



    When the last piece of paper was plucked off the floor and the men left,
    she went to bed, physically and mentally worn out. Was she making a
    mistake, a huge mistake, by letting Hartgrave have Vintner’s research?



    She couldn’t rely on a feeling. That was no better than the
    jumping-to-conclusions he’d taken her to task for. She needed something
    solidly factual to reassure herself he wouldn’t slide back into old
    habits—she had to do what she’d vowed she wouldn’t and sift through all her
    memories of him.



    So she did. And realized, finally, how revealing some of his words were,
    considering that he had usually aimed for the reverse.



    Seemingly offhand comments transformed, as she remembered them, into
    expressions of remorse. “You eventually get over dreadful things, assuming
    they weren’t your own fault.” And his angry “don’t ever promise that” when
    she’d said she would do anything if only he would fix her so she could cast
    spells. And his toast in Mexican Foo: “To Daggett—may she forgive my many
    sins.”



    She didn’t believe he would repeat those sins, not when he was continually
    dwelling on what he’d done. He could have Vintner’s trunk.



    It wasn’t a long mental leap from there to wondering if that meant she
    could have him.



    She pressed her cheek against her pillow, embarrassed by this treacherous
    line of thought. Mass murder was beyond the pale. Even accepting that he
    was very, very sorry, she couldn’t in good conscience skip back to him with
    open arms. What he had done would haunt her.



    Or it wouldn’t. And that would be worse.


. . . . .


    
    She was deep into microfiche of old newspapers when a cleared throat pulled
    her from her research trance.



    Fletcher, the history department chair, stood over her. “Feeling better, I
    hope?”



    “Yes,” Emily said automatically, realizing it was mostly true. The cast was off
    her arm, the boot off her foot, and she could walk clear across campus
    without a cane if necessary.



    Fletcher sat, glancing at the microfiche. “I suppose you’re working on a
    paper.”



    “Well,” Emily said, then opted to subtly shift the subject. “I know a
    paper isn’t going to get me a job offer here. Not with one unremarkable
    semester of teaching to my name.”



    “The act of teaching five courses in one semester would strike many of our
    faculty as remarkable.” Fletcher leaned in. “It’s true I can’t convince the
    college to hire you permanently on the strength of a single semester, even
    with published research, but I’ve got an alternative for you.”



    “An—an alternative?”



    “The tourism board is launching a ‘Paranormal Iowa’ campaign—don’t ask me why—and they’re short on places
    with a supernatural pedigree,” Fletcher said. “Tourists will visit only so
    many ghost towns, especially when they notice the towns have no actual
    ghosts.”



    Impossible to hold back a snort at this. Fletcher offered a conspiratorial
    grin.



    “The board has already locked itself into this campaign, and it’s desperate
    for a few more destinations,” she said. “It’s offering grants to
    institutions that—by the end of the week, mind you—suggest sites with some
    demonstrable connection to the odd and unexplained. And voilà:
    Your specialty in the history of magic suddenly pays off.”



    Emily stared at her, heart racing, unable to manage a reply. The Inferno
    room. The Inferno room would fit the bill perfectly.



    “So, as I said, I can’t wrangle a decent job for you,” Fletcher continued
    blithely as if a career wasn’t hanging in the balance, “but should you come
    up with any locations at Ashburn the tourism geniuses would like, I’m
    confident I could persuade the powers-that-be to let you come back as a
    lecturer for one more year to prove yourself. So—got anything?”



    Emily was about to shout “yes,” library rules be damned, when a horrible
    thought struck. Encouraging tourists to visit Vintner’s room—after
    informing them it was intended for practicing magic—was the best way to get
    more people to start spontaneously doing magic. Just stepping into
    the room with no knowledge of its purpose was enough for Bernie.



    It didn’t matter if she presented her research as an example of an
    administrator’s foolish flight of fancy. The room did its job well, and she
    couldn’t shine a light on it without a real risk the secret of magic would
    unravel.



    She didn’t want to find out if Kincaid was right about what would happen
    next. She couldn’t be responsible for setting that in motion.



    Fletcher cleared her throat. “Nothing coming to mind?”



    “Well ...”



    She was as desperate as the tourism board to think of something, anything.
    Now that she’d flushed magic and adventure out of her system, she wanted
    nothing more than to be a professor—to find, analyze and dispense
    knowledge. She’d studied for years and saddled herself with debt to do just
    that.



    Perhaps she could suggest the known portion of the Inferno as an oddity—a
    planned catacombs in a bizarre place. Why not? The odds that tourists would
    stumble upon the hidden door were—if not zero, at least low. She needed
    this opportunity. Judging by the few full-time openings and the complete
    lack of response to her applications for them, Fletcher’s offer was
    probably her last chance. She had to take it.



    Her stomach twisted. How familiar this was—how much like the way she’d
    justified her increasing demands on Hartgrave. Just because she really
    wanted something didn’t mean she had the right to get it.



    “No,” she told Fletcher, the word pressing down on her like a physical
    weight. “I wish I could suggest something, but—I can’t.”



    “You’ve got one more day. Perhaps you’ll find something in the records
    here.”



    Emily sighed. “I’m afraid I’ve already been through this library for any
    shred of information related to magic. But thank you very much for thinking
    of me.”



    “Well, it was worth a try.” Fletcher’s fleeting smile made a
    reappearance—compassionate this time, not sly. She rose from the seat.
    “I’ll be happy to act as a reference for you as you look for your next
    position.”



    Emily stared at nothing in particular as the department chair’s footsteps
    faded. That was that: Her career was officially dead. High school history
    awaited. She tried to imagine her future, this fork off the path she’d
    intended to travel, and couldn’t figure out how to make it better than
    merely okay.



    Then—determined not to slide back into wallowing—she sat up straight, wiped
    her eyes and continued plowing through the microfiche.



    Bernie appeared as she returned them to the collection. “Lunch,” he
    announced.



    “I think I might skip out today—sorry. Not really hungry.”



    “Em.” He shook a finger at her. “Willi’s expecting you, and just think how
    much food I’ll have to eat if you don’t show up to claim your share.”



    The laugh burst from her throat before she realized it was there. Somehow
    the thought of Willi waiting for them with a small mountain of tacos made
    her decision more bearable. She couldn’t say why, but there it was.



    She took Bernie’s arm—a bit of support still helped—and walked from the
    building into the biting wind, the last gasp of winter a full two weeks
    into spring.



    “So,” he said, “why no appetite?”



    He eyed her, probably for signs of emotional re-lapse. But she was doing all right. The anger had burned itself out. The bad dreams were fading. The grief over what she’d lost … well, she was still working on that. (What did it mean that her career wasn’t the loss she felt most deeply?)



    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be ready to eat when we get there.”



    He harrumphed. “All right, then.”



    She hoped he was as watchful of Hartgrave’s well-being. Which, of course, made her wonder for the thousandth time how Hartgrave was.


Never mind her resolution to never bring him up. One question wouldn’t hurt.



    “Bernie—how is he? Hartgrave, I mean.”



    His eyebrows rose. “You really want to know?”



    “Yes. I do.”



    He pursed his lips, then frowned, then sighed. This so clearly communicated
    what was coming that it blunted the surprise when he said, “Pretty bad. But
    we’re working on it.”



    Perhaps a tiny,
    ungenerous part of her relished the idea of him wracked by regret, but the
    rest of her had hoped to hear he was fine. Not worse than she
    was.



    But wasn’t that exactly what she should have expected, given how much
    experience he had with guilt? Given how terrible their last conversation
    was?



    She could fix that. The thought was immediate and insistent. She could tell
    him she wasn’t angry anymore and perhaps by that act make up for some of
    the selfishness that, ironically, made it possible for him to develop
    feelings for her in the first place. It would hurt to see him, and perhaps
    it would set her own recovery back, but it was the right thing to do.



    Or maybe it would make things worse. But now the idea of one last
    conversation had lodged in her head and she couldn’t force it out.



    “Could you take me to him?” she asked. “Right now?”



    Astonished delight spread over Bernie’s face. “Sure!”



    He bustled her into the humanities building and down the Inferno stairwell
    at a pace she could hardly manage. As they went, he kept up a continuous
    patter.



    He said, “We’ll need to jump,” and, “He’s overseas,” and, “He’ll be so
    happy to see you,” and then the corker: “Em, I can’t tell you how glad I
    am. He’s just not himself without you.”



    “Wait,” she said, catching her breath. “You know I’m not
    trying to restart the relationship, right?”



    His deflated expression not only said this was exactly what he’d thought,
    but it also told her how anxious he was about Hartgrave’s state of mind.
    “Why do you want to see him, then?”



    “To have a better farewell—without rancor this time.”



    He shook his head. “But to show up and raise his hopes, even if only for a
    moment ... Maybe I should go on ahead and give him a heads up that you’ll
    be stopping by to, what, forgive him?”



    “That’s not exactly ... It’s more that he thinks I hate him, and I want him
    to know that’s not true.”



    Bernie eyed her, biting his lip. “What happened? Besides you
    nearly getting killed—or was that it?”



    She’d forgotten he didn’t know. That night in the hospital was on her mind
    so much, it felt as if the entire world must surely know about it.



    “No,” she said. “Almost dying was my fault as much as anyone’s. The
    thing is, he hid his involvement with the Organization from me.”



    Bernie groaned. “I’m sorry, Em, I thought you knew—”



    “Of course you did.” She tried for a grin but couldn’t quite manage one. “I
    mean, I never once asked you how we had so much insider information.”



    “When did you find out?”



    “Well, it started to dawn on me at Organization headquarters. But I didn’t
    know the extent of it until he came clean at the hospital. He said our
    relationship was a mistake.” She stared at the interplay of darkness and
    light on the stone floor. “After he admitted he’d killed people, I had to
    agree.”



    The Inferno went dead silent. She looked up at Bernie just as he grasped
    her arm.



    “Let’s go,” he said, a steely tone to his voice that she’d never heard there
    before.



    A terrible suspicion formed. “Bernie—”



    “Ten, nine, eight ...”



    She quickly thought of calming things.



    When the world resettled around her, Bernie’s grim expression first, she
    said: “Please tell me you already knew about Hartgrave. Please
    ...”



    She trailed off as she noticed the place they’d landed looked uncannily
    like Kincaid’s first-floor hallway. Because it was, in fact, Kincaid’s
    first-floor hallway. Her heart revved up. Her throat felt too small. She
    had to get out.



    Into this panic attack came Hartgrave.



    He walked through the front door, caught sight of her and came to a stop so
    sudden he almost overbalanced.



    “What’s—what’s wrong?” he rasped, staring at her like he thought she might disappear if he blinked.



    “Hartgrave!” Bernie thrust a finger at him. “Who have you killed?”



    She moaned and held on to the stairwell for support. Of
    course Hartgrave hadn’t told him. Had he kept the truth from Willi, too?
    Had she just destroyed his only friendships?



    Hartgrave looked at Bernie, then at her, then back at Bernie.



    “Come on—I want names,” Bernie demanded.



    Hartgrave leaned against a wall, pressing his hands to his eyes. “Most
    recently, Crawford, Shaw and Kincaid—at least, they wouldn’t have been
    killed without me. Before that ...”



    Oh God, she was going to be sick.



    “Before that,” he repeated, looking as ill as she felt, “every single
    person the Organization tracked down with my invention.”



    She gasped, not trusting her ears. “The—the Organization tracked
    down?”



    “Yes, be more specific,” Bernie snapped, sounding not the least bit
    surprised. “How many of these people did you personally kill? As in, at the
    scene?”



    Hartgrave’s answer came out as a croak: “None.”



    None.



    “Well, I was dazed at the time,” Bernie said, “but I’ve heard from a
    reliable eyewitness that Kincaid killed Crawford and Shaw, and Willi killed
    Kincaid. You know”—he tapped his chin in a mock-thoughtful way—“I don’t
    think you’ve killed anyone.”



    “A matter of semantics—”



    “I don’t believe that. Even Willi doesn’t. What about you, Em?”



    Her eyes were locked on Hartgrave’s. “You ... you raging idiot.
    You complete and utter ninny! First you leave things out to make yourself
look better, and then you leave things out to make yourself look    worse!”



    “Daggett—”



    “And you let me jump to conclusions again, damn it!”



    “I just—”



    “I don’t want to hear it! Tell me one thing, Alexander effing Hartgrave: Do
    you actually love me? If this was an elaborate scheme to get me to go away,
    then I promise not to inflict myself on you ever again!”



    The moment of silence that followed was probably shy of three seconds, for
    all that it felt a hundred times longer.



    “I love you so much, I was trying to be unselfish for once in my life.” His
    quiet, urgent words sent a magic-like thrill through her body. “But I don’t
    think I can continue in the face of such temptation.”



    She crossed her arms. “Oh no, it’s not that easy. You’ve put us both
through completely unnecessary heartbreak, and I’m only taking you back on    one condition.”



    “What—” He cleared his throat. He really did sound awful. “What do you
    want?”



    “Restitution.”



    One side of his mouth twitched. “Money?”



    “No.” She glared at him. “Information. About you.”



    His eyes widened, the momentary flash of amusement gone.



    “That’s right,” she said, gesturing. “Your punishment is to tell me
    everything. About your childhood, your years with the Organization, your
    escape to Ashburn—everything. Don’t look at me like that! There
    are big gaping holes in what I know about you, and I don’t see how you
    thought that was the foundation for a lasting relationship!”



    “I didn’t,” Hartgrave muttered. “I thought I’d eventually tell you, and
    you’d leave me. Assuming we weren’t killed first.”



    “Honestly! You’re such a—”



    “Yes.”



    That brought her up short. “Yes?”



    “Yes, I am whatever you were about to call me. And yes, I’ll tell you
    everything.”



    “Well,” she said, taken aback by this quick surrender. “Well—all right,
    then.”



    He just stood there, looking at her with a dazed air. So she rushed forward
    and kissed him.



    And oh—it was so good to breathe in his forest scent, to
    feel his wiry arms wrap around her and his magic nip at her skin.
    Incredibly, wonderfully good. She’d thought she would never get to do this
    again.



    Everything bad receded. The unsettling location. Her joblessness. The
    lingering ache in her left elbow. Nothing mattered but his warm mouth, cool
    hands and the sound he made as he pulled her closer.



    He ended the kiss first and simply held her, the embrace somehow more
    intimate than his lips on hers. He pressed her so tightly to him that she
    could feel his heart racing against her cheek.



    Then he pulled back, and she saw in his eyes that he thought he would lose
    her yet.



    “Daggett,” he said, slowly, reluctantly, “the fact remains that I am at
    fault. I should have considered what that program could be used to do—I
    should have listened to my misgivings about Kincaid. I was willfully blind.
    I didn’t want to know.”



    She took his hand. “He’s very good at spinning a persuasive lie. He almost
    had me believing he was just finding autodidacts to teach them.”



    “No, listen,” Hartgrave said, a pleading edge to the words, and she had
    enough sense to be quiet. To stop embroidering his past with her few spare
    facts. “I’d known him for years before I finally managed a working tracking
    system. Years. Enough time to tell he wasn’t right. I knew he was
    asking me to do dodgy things and I did them, I did them anyway because”—he
    looked away—“who cared what might happen to other people when I had
    everything I wanted.”



    That sounded familiar.



    “I might not have personally killed anyone,” he said, twisting the
    word like a knife, “but he sent me out to the microchip companies as his
    manager-slash-enforcer, and I lived up to his every expectation.”



    
        Perhaps you’ve assumed I’ve done nothing under his tutelage that would
        sicken you. This, possibly, was what he’d actually meant that night in the hospital.
    This was the decision that couldn’t be explained away by Kincaid failing to
    tell him the truth.



    She tried to keep her voice level as she asked, “Did you hurt people?”



    “Scared them badly enough to leave emotional scars. So—yes.”



    She bit her lip, trying to reconcile her Hartgrave with Kincaid’s
    Hartgrave. She thought of how he had knocked her out with one swift kick.
    Then another memory surfaced, the one immediately afterward, as he kneeled
    over her, voice trembling.



    She would ask him, of course, but it seemed pretty clear in hindsight that
    he’d meant to unbalance her, not injure her.



    “Shaw enjoyed what she did,” she said. “Crawford, I think, saw it as a
    necessary evil. How did it make you feel?”



    “Irredeemable,” he said, so quietly she almost missed it.



    She nodded. “I think that’s why Kincaid never told you the truth. Crawford
    and Shaw knew, but he must have sensed there were some lines you wouldn’t
    cross. Maybe at first he saw the same something in you that he found in
    them,” she added as he tried to interrupt, “but you grew up.”



    “Don’t paint me as his innocent victim, Daggett,” he warned. “This is not
    one of your childhood books.”



    She could feel the blush spreading across her cheeks. “I did finally figure
that out. Look: There’s no question you’re to blame for everything you did.    You are. However, you’re being deliberately obtuse if you don’t
    also take into account everything you did once you realized you were wrong.
    And just for the record,” she said, slipping her other hand around his, “I
    love you. You.”



    He said nothing. His face, though, said everything.



    “Psst—reciprocate,” Bernie hissed from somewhere behind her, giving her a start.
    She’d forgotten he was there.



    Judging by his sharp intake of breath, Hartgrave had too. He glared at the
    man. “Have you no concept of privacy?”



    “No, and you’re welcome,” Bernie said. “You need supervision or
    you’ll muck it all up again.”



    She successfully fought back a grin. “I can manage from here. Go and make a
    bet with Willi that we’ll miraculously patch things up.”



    Bernie guffawed. “Don’t think I won’t.”



    “Wait.” Hartgrave clasped Bernie’s arm. “Thank you.”



    “We even for you saving my life?”



    Bernie was joking. Bernie was always joking. But Hartgrave, in all
    apparent seriousness, said, “Yes.”



    She teetered on the edge of both tears and laughter.



    Bernie cleared his throat, his own eyes going a bit misty. “Well, my work
    here is done. Be good, you two.”



    After they were left to themselves, Hartgrave caught her up for another
    hug. Less desperate this time. More buoyant. He actually spun her around.



But then he heaved a sigh and said, “He’s right, you know. I probably    will muck it all up again. My only relationship experience was
    with an assassin.”



    It wasn’t funny, it really wasn’t, least of all because the assassin was
    dead, but all she could do at this admission was crack up. And then he was
    laughing, too.



    “I can promise you this, Emily Helena Daggett,” he said, once he could get
    a word out. “I will do my very best.”



    “I know.” She tucked her head against his shoulder. “Me too.”



    They stood like that for a while before he spoke again. “Did Ballantine
    tell you how we’re reorganizing the Organization?”



    “No,” she said, interested. “How?”



    “We offered to transfer all the technicians to the microchip firms, but to
    a company, they prefer to continue outsourcing—assuming a less exorbitant
    charge. So that’s what we’re doing. Seems to solve the problem of financing
    murder-free magical oversight.”



    “That’s fortunate,” she said.



    “As a result, we have an opening for a researcher.”



    Her brain stuttered at that. She gaped at him, trying to tell if he was teasing.



    “Forget university work.” He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear,
    setting off a reaction that was nothing like the last time he’d followed
    through on the simple gesture. “Make more breakthroughs with magic.”



    Oh, that was enticing. A dream job. But one large objection
    loomed, and there was no arguing it away.



    “I shouldn’t be working for you,” she said, unable to make the declaration
    anything but mournful. “That’s bound to blow up on us.”



    His endearing almost-smile made an appearance. “You wouldn’t be working for
    me. I’m not in charge here.”



    She stared at him, shocked. After all the times he’d insisted on his way
    ... “Who is in charge?”



    “Willi’s CEO, Ballantine’s the chairman. They have to agree on any major
    decision.” He cocked his head. “You think it’s a bad idea?”



    “No, I think it’s a great idea,” she said, seeing in it zero chance of
    history repeating itself. “I just can’t figure out how they got you to
    agree to that.”



    “I suggested it.”



    She shot him a tell-me-another-one look.



    “I’m serious!” He appeared to be, too. Very serious, in fact. “If I’m
    temporarily the most powerful convincer—wizard—on earth ...”



    Comprehension dawned. She laced her fingers with his. “You don’t want to
    become Kincaid.”



    “Never.”



    He sounded so vehement, so earnest, she had to kiss him.



   “Daggett,” he murmured as he pulled back, lips still very close to hers, “you’d better get the restitution out of me now, before I lose the courage to tell you every wretched detail of my life.”



    “It’s the right thing to do. You’ll see.”



    “Yes, it’s just that I have this odd aversion to relating tales of my own
    massive stupidity and negligence.” He looked away. “I can’t even figure out where to
    begin.”



    She cleared her throat. “‘Once upon a time’?”



    Perhaps it was her sheepish manner, or perhaps the absurdity of the
    suggestion. Either way, she made him laugh again.



    “It’s a perfectly good way to start a story,” she said, elbowing
    him.



    “Yes.” He smiled at her—an entire smile, nothing half about it, which made
    it impossible to do anything but respond in kind. “It is.”



    “Could we go somewhere else, though?” She glanced over her shoulder at the
    hallway. “It’s just ... well ...”



    “I know,” he said. “I feel the same way. But I think you’ll like it better
    outside.”



    He took her hand and led her out the front door, and oh—he was right. A
    warm breeze ruffled her hair. The air smelled alive. The forest beckoned.



    She shrugged off her heavy coat and scarf. They reversed their route from
    the ill-fated day they were last here together—over the fence, up the
    embankment, into the clearing with its insinuating ivy—and continued into
    the beguiling woods beyond.



    A fairy-tale backdrop for a true story.



    “Right,” he said, holding her hand a bit tighter. “Once upon a time ...”


 

. . . . .
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Sneak peek: Subversive

 


    Wizards never came to Ellicott Mills anymore. Beatrix stared at the
    contrary specimen striding toward her and had a fleeting thought—more of a
    hope, really—that he simply needed directions to some other place.



    Then the man said, “I must speak with the mayor,” and her heart sank. What
    if this was the town’s new omnimancer? After so long without one, she’d
    assumed that Washington would never appoint a replacement. It did not bode
    well if they thought now was the time.



    “Well?” The wizard leaned into the counter separating them, frowning at
    her. “Don’t gawp at me. Is the mayor here or not? This is his store, isn’t
    it?”



    “I’m afraid he’s at lunch,” she said, aiming for polite but hitting just
    shy of the mark. Gawping, indeed.



    “I’ll wait.” He turned down the nearest aisle, looking at spices.



    He hadn’t introduced himself as a wizard—hadn’t introduced himself at
    all—but his appearance spoke for him. Though he couldn’t have been much
    older than thirty, every hair on his head was silver, pulled into a queue
    that hung halfway down his back. Even Ellicott Mills residents knew what
    that meant.



    Beatrix stared at his profile with disfavor and then surprised recognition.
    Sharp nose, pointed chin, thin mouth: Peter Blackwell, native son.



    She unclenched her teeth. The idea of Blackwell as the omnimancer of any
    place, let alone a small town, was ridiculous. For all that omnimancers
    lorded it over the masses, they were the bottom rung of the wizarding power
    structure. Blackwell had bypassed that rung from the start, and the town
    gossips claimed he did important, hush-hush work for the Department of
    Defense.



    Just a visit home, perhaps. For the first time in twenty years.



    “You don’t have fresh ginger,” he said, returning to the counter.



    “I’m afraid not—no reason to carry it. Our customers who cook with ginger
    use it dried.” She unbent so far as to grin. “And of course we have no
    wizards to brew with it.”



    “Starting today, you do. Order me five pounds. Mature, not young.”



    Beatrix supposed she truly was gawping this time. “You can’t mean
    you’re to be our—our—”



    “Omnimancer? Yes, and as such I need a ready supply of ginger. Also,” he
    said in the tone of a man used to giving commands, “get me fresh
    horseradish, garlic and rosemary. What you have in
    stock is atrocious. Tell your husband not to pinch pennies by leaving items
    on the shelves after they go bad, would you?”



    Perhaps he ended up back in Ellicott Mills by insulting the wrong person.



    “I’m afraid that’s impossible, Wizard Blackwell,” she said.



    “Madam—”



    “Miss. I can’t pass a message to a nonexistent person, you see. I am the
    mayor’s employee, not his wife.”



    He looked at her, really looked, for the first time since setting foot in
    the store. “I do apologize,” he said, not sounding particularly apologetic,
    “if I’ve hit on a sore subject.”



    Honestly. She cleared her throat to cover up laughter. “Not at all—I enjoy
    being in control of my life and finances.”



    “A shopkeeper revolutionist.” His lips curved into an ironic smile. “Equal
    rights for all.”



    Now that was an insult she took more personally. She knew she
    shouldn’t rise to the bait, but she couldn’t help herself.



    “We’ve already had two revolutions over the idea,” she said, stabbing a
    loose hairpin back into her bun. “It ought to be self-evident without
    launching a third that women aren’t meant to be treated differently than
    men.”



    “You see no distinction?”



    “Anyone with sense knows a woman can do anything a man—” She caught
    herself, but it was too late.



    “Except, of course,” Blackwell said, “for magic.”



    The front door opened, bell tinkling. In strolled Sam Croft, part-time
    mayor, full-time general store owner.



    “Your turn for lunch,” he called out. “Weather’s beautiful, so don’t spend
    the whole time with your nose in a—”



    Croft stopped, mouth open, as he caught sight of their visitor. Then he
    offered a “hello” that sounded one part wary and two parts impressed.



    “Mayor Croft, Wizard Blackwell would like to have a word,” Beatrix said,
    trying to avoid sounding as if she wanted to throttle said wizard. “Should
    I handle the counter for you in the meantime?”



    Croft made shooing gestures. “No, no, you go have your lunch.”



    But Blackwell positioned himself where the counter opened, blocking her
    escape. “I don’t believe you introduced yourself. Miss.”



    The old superstition about the power of names, and never telling yours to a
    magic-user, crossed her mind. Not that he didn’t know it already, if he
    bothered to think back to his pre-wizard days.



    Croft cleared his throat. “My assistant, Beatrix Harper.”



    As she left with her lunch pail and book, she heard her boss ask Blackwell
    anxiously, “I trust you were … treated well?”



    Blackwell gave a sharp laugh. The closing door cut off the rest of his
    response.



    She spent her break unable to concentrate on her book, her food or the fine
weather. Had she just gotten herself fired? What had she been    thinking? Not of her responsibilities, that was clear. She put her
    sandwich away half-eaten and resolved to go back and beg.



    The moment she stepped into the shop, Blackwell emerged from an aisle.



    “Ah, Miss Harper,” he said. “I’m in need of a full-time assistant, and I’ve
    chosen you. Come with me.”



    Her heartbeat thudded in her ears.



    “Thank you,” she managed, “but I already have a job.”



    “Not anymore,” he said.



    Croft—half-hiding behind a cereal display—did not contradict this
    statement.



    She found she could not beg in front of Blackwell. She struggled with
    herself for a moment before giving in to recalcitrance. “I will find
    employment elsewhere, then.”



    The wizard shrugged. “I doubt it.”



    She had a mental image of going from shop to shop on Main Street and
    finding all the owners cowering behind displays. For a wild moment she
    thought of getting work in Baltimore—somehow. But the delusion passed. Her
    budget could not accommodate daily train tickets, and her car couldn’t take
    even a month of that commute.



    “I’ll pay you the same rate,” Blackwell added. “I presume you need every
    cent, if you’re covering your sister’s tuition bills.”



    Croft inched further behind the cereal boxes.



    In desperation, Beatrix said, “I’m the last person you want
    assisting you! I’m the county chapter president of the Women’s League for the
    Prohibition of Magic!”



    “Yes. No doubt your membership will ask you to step down.”



    Blackwell walked past her and held the door open. Feeling more powerless
    than ever before, she followed him out of Croft’s Goods—her face hot, her
    hands shaking—and toward the long-empty omnimancer’s mansion.


 

 

Want the rest of Subversive? Find it here.


 

 


    About the Author



    Colleen Cowley enjoys fantasy-adventure books, but these days she’s perfectly happy to let other people have the actual adventures. (As Bilbo Baggins points out, they can be awfully uncomfortable when they’re happening to you.)


In addition to The Opposite of Magic, she is the author of the Clandestine Magic trilogy. In an America run by wizards and short on women’s rights, Beatrix Harper resists—so why does wizard Peter Blackwell insist on hiring her?




    Find bookish bonuses at colleencowley.com.

cover.jpeg
COLLEILN_COMEY

)II’I’()SI I
' MA( Wl0





images/00002.jpeg
The Opposite
OfMagic

Colleen Cowley

LENCER
KY

Slender Sky Books







images/00003.jpeg
The prequel to the Clandestine Magic trilogy

S

~ Covrrey GowLey






