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For Tony

— you wore a thousand faces, and they all spoke for us
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CHAPTER ONE: WILD CARD
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My sister’s alive. With her own face.

It was real, that image up on the news screen. That face I still knew better than anyone’s, that taut, contained look on her as she walked between the two uncaring policemen. Alive.

I knew I had to be freezing up, staring... At the edge of my awareness the ring of people around our poker table began to glance over, but there was no looking away for me.

Police, taking my sister away in handcuffs.

The scar-pale headline below the image, with the word “murder,” and her name.

Of course she was older now, but that was her real face with none of our magic over it, the same held-inside expression she would have.

Even her real name, Valerie. Valerie “Landis” on the screen, but apart from that it was the name our parents gave her—

Dad. Mom. A tingling, throbbing filled up my skin. Can they be alive too?

The other players’ looks thickened around me with an unspoken “What?” That screen stood off along the side of the bar and clear of the card club here in the back, its voice swallowed in the thin daytime crowd’s jangle of sounds and pockets of stillness. Stillness ready to flood with echoes of anything I let slip.

Focus, Nick! If they are alive, what would they say to see you like this?

The heartbeats kept ripping through me, but I let emotions settle into the usual pit within me for later, and managed to look back at the table. Cards were already flowing out to the players... longtime players, new visitors, even the tiny man I’d seen palming cards twice this morning.

Settle in, Nick. Like I had every moment of my life. Small, intent motions around the table gathered cards in...

It was Valerie, and “murder.” No way I could sit here for another minute just to make these people forget me staring. They didn’t know this face I’d been using anyway. But the cheat was winning, and the sweet old woman to my right had to watch her chips dwindle—

I pried the edge of my cards up for a glance at them, and the motion steadied my muscles. I tossed the hand in the discard pile to fold, with a simple “I’ve had enough. Great game, guys.”

Mumbles of disappointment and suspicion began—when I’d tried to keep this identity a simple one, too—but I scraped the chair back and lurched up with a wave of dizziness. For more than ten years I’d been alone and now these people scowled at me for leaving... even the little hunched-over cheat at my right...

But those reactions stayed bubbling away in their pit, safe as always. Heart still racing, I caught up my bag and cashed out my chips. With the money in hand I was free to walk, to run to Valerie.

Instead I edged back, toward one other thing I’d meant to do here.

That small man with the twitching eyes. I’d seen him palming cards before, no doubt about it—he was one of the best I’d ever seen, and the others must have suspected something from the odd furtive looks he made, but all their savvy hadn’t caught him yet. They weren’t raised in a family of illusions.

Valerie and I could be a family again, I’m losing time.

The cheat glared up at me. I couldn’t be standing close enough to spy on his cards, but he still stared a warning at me. He looked at the face I kept, of an identity that didn’t exist—how does Valerie exist, are my parents—

“I can throw you out myself,” he hissed. His mistake.

I drew back a step as the players began calling for more cards. The cheat took one, and I reached my will out.

Just a scrap of soft, unseen magic from the moonstone in my pocket rippled out to paint onto the covered side of his card. Before he pulled it in it had become the Jack of Diamonds, and then I placed the same image under a card going to the old woman two chairs down. And that one duplication would be the most they’d notice, since the real jack was safely buried in my own discarded hand.

The cheat sent another glare over at me, no threat to my control. Holding exact illusions over two cards in other peoples’ grasp was no challenge, compared to the one on my face that sat so tightly that all my own expressions shone through enough for a fair poker game... but working on cards was something I hadn’t practiced. Still, that skulking little man offended me.

If they knew I was living among them, some of them should be grateful. Except, that longtime wish felt a touch hollow now: if these players knew I’d spent a lifetime watching details to work my illusions, would they believe the truth, that I never cheated in these games?

It was the least of what I’d never do to them. And none of it mattered today.

Slowly, steadily, I walked out through the bar. The middle tables looked dotted with tourists, some looking at a distance at the gambling they let us openly play here in Jacksontown. Wisps of beer smell fought the air conditioner.

Valerie’s moment on the news feed was long over, but it had been my sister. Not sixteen now, any more than I was still fourteen. Her clothes in that image had looked well-off, and the house behind her had been even better.

And they took her. For murder. Or it’s all a trap, or...

My fingers shook, as I leaned against the wall, and I slowly drew out my phone.

“Hey, hey, she’s got that jack too!”

“Goddamn cheat—”

And their shouts were aimed at the real card shark they already suspected, not the old woman who’d been coming to these games longer than most of us. Of course they never looked at me.

The A/C pressed its coolness into my skin, as my phone walked its way into maximum-secure mode. The shouting swelled to mean nobody was watching the cards anymore, and I let my outstretched will relax and the illusions fade unnoticed. Exposing him was a small gift, part of my passing through here like our family tried to do.

Except the three of them were dead. Until today.

The phone was ready. I’d never gotten real access to police systems—and I should have set that up!—but the news sites told me the start of it:

“Valerie Landis arrested... in connection with the murder of her boyfriend, Derek Russo, in their house at...”

Murder?

Boyfriend?

Of course, it had been twelve years.

Twelve years, and just like me, she was still living in the same city it had happened in. She had the same first name... like I was still mostly Nick again. Did that mean she’d been looking for me? Had they all been looking for me, after all this time?

But they had died, all three of them. Since that moment, when the gang stumbled into our hiding place—

I was walking, shaky steps toward the exit as that packed-away memory tore open yet again:

My father’s head exploding, gone before we ever knew there was a bullet or anyone there to fire it, the last moment for that heavy-featured real face like mine would grow up to be... my mother staring in horror more real than anything, and cut down seconds later...

Then me running, under frantic wraps of illusions as I heard Valerie caught too close to the bodies and shot to pieces too. Or that had been how it sounded, through the pounding of my feet, my heart...

The same thudding in my footsteps now, trying to tear free of here and send me racing for the street.

I’d lost my family—or I’d only lost them, scrambling away hidden under every trick I knew and too afraid to check our rendezvous spots afterward. If the Silencers were real after all, real magic-killers hunting us and not some boogieman our parents kept us in line with...

But when I dared to follow up, it had been just a gang. And my father, mother, and sister were still gone.

Whatever had gone down then...

My sister was alive.

*   *   *
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The police station wasn’t the only place to start. I could look into this “murder,” drawing on any cover I wanted and any access I’d set up, to get some grasp of what was happening before I walked right in among the most suspicious people on Earth. When our faces and identities were rarely a week old.

But anything else would be time away from seeing Valerie again. And the bus was right there down the block, letting me march myself down the sidewalk and then settle into a seat and let it carry me.

Passengers crowded in around the seats, each one their own story told in whispers or phone-watching or twitching in place. Just sitting among their anonymity should be the most peaceful place in town. Except this time all I felt was the gap between them and me and how the trembling inside me grew.

Valerie, arrested. I had to see her, I needed a way past the police—without drawing the kind of attention that might let someone realize they couldn’t trust what they saw.

Or someone already knew. If the Silencers were real and all this was their way to trap one of us in spite of all our magic—

If that face even means it’s her—

I willed my breathing to calm. I’d been through those questions once, so sure our family’s hiding place in the train yard should have been safe from ordinary dangers. But everything, everything I’d dug up in those harrowing weeks afterward said the same thing, that those were just petty trigger-happy thugs who’d been there when our luck ran out. Magic was just the four of us and our secret risks, and then there was just me.

The bus’s clatter of shifting feet, the teasing voice of the father and his kids in the seat ahead of me, grounded me back in the now.

No matter what was waiting ahead, my need was the same. I needed an approach that would never be noticed... or one that even the most suspicious would write off...

When I got off the bus, there were five blocks left to the police station.

The warm summer morning kept the sidewalk full, and my plan fell into place before I settled on a restaurant and stepped inside.

Then I ducked into a bathroom stall.

The tight space that sheltered me from sight still let me slide off my shoulder bag and then my suit coat. The lightweight bag folded neatly to squeeze inside the briefcase that had been inside it; the coat turned inside out to hide the quiet brown I’d been wearing and reveal the louder-striped pattern within. A cheap tie went around my neck to match.

Those gave me a base for my illusions, more reliable than burning through magic to make an outfit out of whole non-cloth—or waiting for someone’s elbow to nudge against a shape that had nothing underneath it. With quick brushes of thought I shaped cheap, loud cuff links and the right touches for my shoes and belt buckle. The business cards I already had; this man had left them all over town.

Finally, my face, and hands too. The sleazy lawyer I imitated kept his hair short, and his face had too many forced laugh lines for someone still young... but I kept this face subtly different from the real man’s. Even if the police followed up with the real man, our faces would let them accept that the cheap ambulance-chaser had attracted an even cheaper imposter.

And suddenly I was done, and opening the stall and walking out with nothing but the last blocks of sidewalk between me and the station itself.

My walk was my first protection: too quick and arrogant to look at the people around me, or to give me time to think about the crowded doorway ahead. Then I plunged through it and among the people inside, the mass of different voices each grumbling over the problems that had trapped them here.

The police among them stood out, uniforms or not. They used sharp glances that sometimes flicked out and played around like searchlights watching for trouble, not yet noticing me.

But drawing attention was my defense.

“Excuse me—” I pushed up to the front desk the moment another visitor left a gap— “Excuse me!” My voice went shrill, another exaggeration of the real lawyer’s TV voice. “Excuse me, miss—”

The woman with the iron-gray bun of hair sank her brows even lower at the clumsy flattery.

“You’re holding my client.” I passed one of the business cards over. “Les Grassle—‘less hassle,’” I finished the slogan, and leaned over on her desk. “I want to see Valerie Landis. No, let me make it clear, I expect to see Ms. Landis at once, or I’ll show you what hassle is—”

“Mister Grassle,” she cut me off. But then she looked behind her and waved a uniform over, and shifted to look past me to the people behind me. Anything to get me out of her way.

“Thank you. I’ll need that back,” and I scooped the card up from her desk—I did only have a few of them before I’d have to start using other cards with illusions—and turned to the plump cop approaching. “I’ll be seeing Valerie Landis. Now.”

“Oh, you think so?” The cop folded his arms, moving with an ease that made him less a slab of fat than a mass of well-managed muscle.

Now the real battle began. “You think I won’t?” I flung back, louder. “Either I’ll see my client now, or it’ll be later and all on your head. Nothing you say is going to take away her rights.”

“Her rights?”

I’d been braced for a hostile snort or a deflection, but the officer gave it an oddly light sound. His frown was a skewed crinkle.

“Let’s see about that.” And he led me on into the station.

His walk was slow. I tried to use the time to remember each corridor of potential trouble I left at my back and line up arguments for what might be ahead, but instead I kept pushing closer behind him and trying to force our pace up. He only kept to the same slow shuffle.

Keep it together. Valerie will have been keeping her guard up since they brought her in—and even cops still trust what they see, if I do it right. The only attention on me would be what I hid behind.

I heard the sounds change before we reached it: a heavy, sullen tone to the corridors ahead, even with the scattered, harsh voices that they never quite swallowed. The police around here had a more watchful air.

Then we reached a security gate, and my guide looked back at me.

“You think your client needs help? You better wait here. And, we’ll be watching you.”

He trudged forward to speak with a smaller, graying cop. I caught part of his low words to him: “—lawyer thinks Valerie Landis needs—” before the murmurs around us swallowed them.

A smirk came over the older cop’s face. He walked past the gate and out of view, and my guide gave me a warning glare before I could come closer.

I raised my voice a fraction: “Alright, I’m giving you two minutes!”

My bluster gave me some leverage. Or I was just digging myself in deeper.

What had happened with Valerie? I had to see her, now... I started pacing in the corridor the way this lawyer would, never letting them forget him.

Everywhere I looked I saw a cop or two, and other uniform-less people with them too. But no matter how deep in I was, I was here for my sister. Everything I knew about the police force cycled through my head. I could slip away and try putting on the face of a certain lieutenant—no, down here anyone with pull would be someone I barely knew, and that the people here probably did.

Footsteps toward me drew my gaze back around. The second cop was walking back to us.

His balding, weathered face bent in a faint smile, a man with a secret. “Ms. Landis isn’t interested in a visitor now.”

“She’s right down there but you aren’t letting me see her?” My words came out softly clipped, so careful.

“I said, she’s not interested.”

So close, after twelve years thinking she was dead, and now they just stop me— “And that’s what you want to say to her lawyer?” I let my gaze and voice begin to sharpen.

His smirk stretched just a hair wider. “You sure you are one?”

And the first, bigger cop squinted at me. “Huh. He does look different from on TV.”

For one moment our place in the corridor felt still. A swirl of other voices and motions hung just beyond us, waiting to close in...

After all that care I took leaving a way open that a phony Les Grassle could exist, instead the face was so different they didn’t confuse us at all? My options were narrowing by the second, but I still pushed Plan A.

“Are you asking for ID? Or are you asking for a lawsuit for keeping me away from my client? No, you’re definitely asking for the lawsuit.” Throwing those words at him felt good.

“Easy there.” The second cop took a tiny step toward me, still smiling. “You think we’ve got it in for her?”

The bigger cop nudged him. “Hey!” I caught him whisper. “Trying to get rid of this clown, remember?”

Not admitting I’d overheard that, I pressed on “Of course I know the facts. An alleged murder, an upstanding young woman accused... but what I don’t have is her side, because two police officers chose to interfere with her rights.”

“Her rights are fine.” That cold, catlike smile split to flash his teeth at me. “The woman hasn’t been charged, and she’s not the only suspect. But the last thing she needs is some bill-by-the-hour white knight chasing after her.”

“And you think that’s up to you to decide?” I spat those words out to hold back the rush of relief: not the only suspect. Of course Valerie didn’t kill her boyfriend, but now I’ve heard them say it. “You really want to question her without her lawyer?”

“Believe it or not, we know the rules.” This time the cop’s grin soured in resentment, for an instant before the smirk returned. “That’s why she’s already with her lawyer right now.”

Bastard. He’d been stringing me along all this time, and he was still blocking me from my sister...

I still had a chance. “Did she tell you she preferred this hack’s services to what I can do for her?” I snapped. “You’re still interfering—no, I’ll bet you she’ll take me instead, the minute I see her.”

“I told you,” the bigger cop growled—

“No, let him try.” The second cop’s smirk broke into a harsh laugh. “She can handle some wannabe shark. And I think I want to see this happen. Follow me.”

And he turned and began walking.

I scrambled into place behind him. Whatever had him laughing, at least it was getting me to Valerie.

With the big cop close behind us, we walked past the gate and into the thick of the hushed noise. Lines of doors passed on our side, distinguished here and there by cops. One pair of officers passed by with a sullen prisoner between them.

And I barely glanced at them all. Everything was one more clue about how this place ran and if anyone suspected me, but my gaze kept going to the doors ahead.

Every step was bringing us closer to my sister, it had to be. Was she beyond this dimly-stained door? Or this one, with the angry voice behind it? We kept passing them.

But one place ahead had a figure standing outside it, a uniformed woman so tall and skeletal she seemed to be looming down over the door. Her fist banged on it.

“That’s long enough, Landis!”

The cop leading us called out to her: “Look what we’ve got here. A second lawyer for her, he says.”

“Tell me you’re joking—” The woman’s rough grin faded away. “What? You think I’d let another one in there?”

I glared back at her, up at her.

But the cop took up the fight himself: “I told you, the woman doesn’t need you leaning on her. She keeps her real lawyer, and we get to watch her throw this clown out.”

“Huh?” She stared harder at them. “You’re on her side now?”

And he was, I could feel that in the pressure between them. The cop had no use for me, but their prisoner had his respect. That has to be my sister, right beyond this door.

“Oh, get it over with,” the matron sighed.

Her key released the lock with a rattle that spilled all through the corridor.

“Ms. Landis?” my escort called out. “You’re popular today. Someone else says he’s your lawyer.”

Inside...

A man, a woman, in close-set chairs at a table in a small gray room. So close it hurt my eyes to keep them only on the lawyer—the only one I dared look at yet.

An older man with graying hair. A smooth and fine-tailored suit, that kind that would have been a mass of small details for me to recreate. And he looked straight at me like he saw a cockroach.

“Lester Grassle? They let an ‘attorney’ like you in here?”

“Ms. Landis—” My voice was smooth, no quaver in it as I spoke to the dead woman I looked away from, and I’d never been so grateful for a lifetime of training. “I have information that could clear all this up—”

“Just go away.” Her voice, my sister’s voice. “Officer... you said there’d be no other visitors...”

Fear. It shook at the edges of her tone, either real dread or her way to have me pushed out.

“There you have it,” the elegant lawyer said. “Mr. Grassle, I’m sure we can contact you if there’s a parking ticket involved—”

“I’m sorry,“ I cut in, “that your situation is such a train-yard wreck—”

I heard my voice crack this time, the smallest hidden break as I mentioned the place where our family had died—

“But you do have to consider any chance you can to recover, don’t you?”

She looked at me—my eyes were on her now, my face trembled and threatened to stretch my pleading-lawyer look into something far more desperate as I finally saw her.

And her face held no reaction at all.

Then...

“Alright,” she sighed. “Give us a moment, all of you.”
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CHAPTER TWO: SURVIVORS
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My gaze tried to stay on the lawyer as he squeezed past me in the narrow room, his fingers giving one more smug brush to his fine coat, his gaze lingering on his client the way only my sister could have won him over. And then all the strangers were gone. The door was safely shut.

Valerie—

It was my sister’s face, a face nobody could wear like she did, as if I’d just fallen through all the past years to crash down here and see those same pale, rounded features suddenly in their adult leanness. Her black hair was shorter now, and she wore the same high-priced white blouse she’d had in the arrest video. Her face still showed no emotion.

There was just the cramped little room, so small it would take only two steps to lunge into her arms... and I couldn’t. Not here.

What happened to her? Mom? Dad?

“I never asked for another lawyer,” Valerie said. “Convince me.”

But she knows it’s me, she has to—

I stopped, forced myself to look again around the room, all gray like the metal table and chairs. So featureless there were few places that could have hidden a bug, even if these police did dare to eavesdrop on an attorney and client. But that wasn’t an assumption we made.

We. Yes, it’s we again.

“Can I sit down?”

As I settled in the chair opposite her, I pictured the angle up to the single stark light above us, the least-unlikely place that might still hide a camera. My hands came together to fold on the table, matching hers, and for one instant before one came down over the other, it screened the lower from above.

For that covered instant, my thumb flicked to spin a ribbon of illusion, the exact shade of bright purple that Valerie had liked her hair as when she’d been fourteen.

Her face didn’t change. Her hands lay flat on the table, giving no sign she’d seen it at all.

“So what can you do for me, Mr. Grassle?”

“Ms. Landis...” I leaned closer, close enough for a whisper.

She pulled back. She pulled back.

Aloud I said “Ms. Landis, you have to know I’m your best hope here. Let’s not play games—”

Damn it, that was real frustration slipping into my voice. I had to apologize—

Something crashed against the door, a fist. “Are you done with him yet? Believe me, you don’t want to keep me waiting.” The same matron that had almost chased me off once.

Never moving her gaze from me, Valerie called back “Ms. Thorpe, I’ll tell you when we’re done.” As if nothing touched her now.

What was happening here? Why was Valerie so cold?

No. I let that anger drain away—I had no idea what she’d been through in the last twelve years, except that her boyfriend had just been killed. But her face was more rigid, more empty, than I’d ever seen her.

One more bang came on the door from Officer “Thorpe,” and the moment went silent. I could hear Valerie’s steady breathing, so close, as all the other rumbles and footsteps of the police circled around outside this tiny room. All too close for us.

Even if we were bugged, fencing words would take time we didn’t have. “Ms. Landis... Valerie...” She gave no answer, and all I could do was lean over closer. “Tell me what I can say to convince you.”

“Can you help me, Mr. Grassle? I need someone I can rely on. Like—”

She swallowed, once, and said,

“Like once, like a lost child. Thinking they know how the world works, and then they say the wrong word and their family abandons them on the street for most of a day. Until the boy is walking up to anyone he meets and saying ‘Are you my mother?’”

The longest day of my life, until the train yard years later.

I was eight.

Just some kids on a playground... I’d told them our family never stayed in one place for long... My gut wrenched crushingly tight.

I hadn’t known about the magic yet, but I knew we had rules. But I still told someone too much, and then our car was gone. There was only me trying to survive, scrounging, begging, wondering how it happened, but I never turned myself in to any of those outsiders. The endless streets and doors, the ache in my feet, the smell of my sweat that nothing could shake.

My voice was a boy’s again, breaking: “No. I said ‘father.’”

I was leaning clear across the table now, whispering my softest.

Now she didn’t pull away. She breathed “You should have looked for Mother. It was mostly me there keeping an eye on you.”

I never did ask. They only started showing me magic after that, how my vague guess only scratched the surface of what we did... and Valerie turned out to be new to it herself, so she could only have been some of the girls on the street around me. Because she’d only been through the same test, the same lesson, not so long before me.

The fear had almost left me over time, but not their pride. I’d survived, I’d even almost guessed what they’d been hiding from me.

Her eyes, dark, swam before me as I blinked back what might have been a tear. She’d just tested me again, it was over—my hands on the table twitched and wanted to catch at her like I’d grabbed at all three of them when they came back to me. And her own hands folded over each other.

Cupped and hidden under one hand, the other’s finger flashed a gray shimmer of her own magic. Her answer to me.

The faint sound of her breath was like life in the dull echoes of this place. I stared back up at her face... not to read it or learn it, just for being home.

Leaning closer, she whispered “We found our ways to repay everyone who tried to help you. Even those police that tried to help you in spite of yourself.”

“You told me. What was it, some of your drawings?” I was babbling, muttering anything when that whisper was the closest I could come to hugging her.

“Whatever they needed. He always figured out the right way.”

He. She didn’t say Dad, even now that we’d settled on a whisper low enough to hide from most bugs.

The need to know cracked inside me. “Is he... she...” Alive, like you?

The pain in her eyes was a stab.

I was sitting on the chair, so cold, so still. But my blood ran with the old trembling and dread I’d felt weeks after the train yard, forcing myself to search out that gang and finding half of them dead in other shootouts and hating myself for taking so long. Then, all the years of wondering if I might have found one of us alive if I’d dared move in time to catch up. Knowing this time could never have been a test.

Now... one back from the dead. And two, dead all over again—

My eyes clenched shut, the only sign I could make here.

A word slipped from me: “Silencers?”

There was no sound, no answer as I sat in the dark.

Then: “Of course not,” and that was my big sister showing me how silly I was. I knew that, the Silencers were just a story to scare us—the stories stopped months after I faced the family’s test, and had more time to prove my self-control. No, what killed them was simply the risks of living in secret, that we had thought we could dodge forever.

I gasped once, let that sink away, and looked out at my sister.

“So what now? What happened, with your boyfriend... they said they had other suspects...” That was too close to you didn’t kill him, did you, the question I hated to ask.

“Boyfriend? Derek was my fiancé. We should have been—”

She broke off, what had been a single tight flare of anger aimed off toward some absent possibility. Her face fell back into that same stillness again.

I tried “If you can’t talk about it...” Words I’d never imagined I’d say to her.

“No, no,” she said. “It would have been perfect. But he had a—”

The bang on the door made me whirl, too fast. I felt it, felt the startle reaction strain at my calm—of all the moments for old fugitive habits to come back.

Officer Thorpe stepped inside, and her bullying face lit up to see me flinch. “You’ve had time enough, Landis. Either toss this guy out or dismiss the other lawyer, so we can get back to questioning you.”

“I heard you. Now listen to me,” and Valerie rose to her feet to meet the looming woman’s gaze with a slow movement that made me think she was tempted to swell her image to twice the matron’s height. “I’m speaking to a lawyer. But please, go right on with your hints and threats, where he can take notes on how I’m treated.”

My sister had been a big child. Adult Valerie was as tall as my own compact size, and right now she made it feel taller.

Thorpe looked back at her, and her scowl etched itself deeper on her face. “No threats. Okay then, I’ll send the other one away—”

“Just try that, and see what it costs you,” Valerie said. “Right now we’re working out the arrangement to give both attorneys their chance. I’ll tell you when we’re done.”

“Oh? You sure you want to do that?” After saying she wouldn’t make threats, Thorpe made that question a clear promise to an enemy. To my eye, every curl of her fingers and clench of her jaw was bracing herself for how she’d lash out later.

Valerie didn’t answer.

“Enjoy your stay,” and the woman turned and stalked out, and the door closed behind her.

Valerie settled back in her chair. “I’m going to pay for that. At least I made some friends here too.”

That was my sister alright. I looked at this adult Valerie and tried to find words to start again.

With one breath, she leaned forward back into whispering distance.

“You understand, I had to survive? With everyone gone, I needed to disappear. I tried different lives, different work. Even some time as an artist.” A wistfulness softened her voice, and a faint smile flickered on her lips.

“You always were good at that.” I grinned back.

Her smile faded. “No. I found out I wasn’t—I had the eye, but never really the touch to create some of what I saw.” She lifted her hand with her fingers set for holding a brush, just one of the things we’d never truly needed, anywhere we could magic an image up and only need it for a minute.

And none of it had to do with her being arrested—but now she must need to say it, to me, after so long. I nodded.

“What I learned was, it was easy to see what people wanted in their art, even the ones who’d pay to find it. I put a good life together picking out paintings for those clients... and then I met the man who was building the houses they’d hang in. Derek Russo was a good, generous, funny man—

“It should have worked.”

Pain shook her with those words, shaking at the set of her face and then smoothing away again. In its place was silence, too much silence.

Too silent to bear. “Did he know?” I asked. About magic?

Her eyes narrowed. “You think I’d tell him?” she hissed, then went on “If I wasn’t sure? We had a good, simple, safe life, and I still had the moments I kept myself in practice. For fun.”

“It sounds good. It really does.”

Her smile was a faint twitch that went all across her face. I’d been slowly learning about different balances in the world now, but she had committed to her life. The same charm that had won her these defenders here had gotten her a real home and the cover to use it... and someone had still gotten killed.

Then her head tipped and sank, looking down at the table. “And what do you think took it away? His family. Because Derek had a brother.”

“A brother.” I didn’t need to prompt her, but I still fell into the rhythm I might with anyone else.

“Shaun... never found his place in life,” Valerie said. “He’s been in and out of trouble. Derek always looked out for him, he was that kind of—”

Her eyes closed. When she spoke again, the words came at a soft crawl.

“The last time. He’d already worked at one construction firm, like his brother, until he was fired. Then a friend from there started another company with him... but that ‘friend’ only used it to steal supplies, and Shaun was there to get the blame for him. Only then, the thief had some change of heart and everything he’d stolen reappeared, I don’t know why.”

That last part would be a lie, for any faint chance that we were being bugged after all. Of course Valerie had gone after that fraud, and her quiet life hadn’t cost her any of the skills she used to fix it.

“Shaun was free. But then, he showed up at our house, yelling... something about the scheme. Derek had never even been part of it, but... I saw Shaun shoot him.”

Her voice was cold, empty... no, for that moment it sounded dead.

“His own brother.” I shook my head. But, the thoughts kept crowding in: “Just, about Shaun, though. He fell in that trap on his own, and then he got off easy, but he still turned killer? That doesn’t fit either, it just doesn’t.”

“I know.” Valerie didn’t move, but every line in her slumped-over body spoke of how she’d closed down.

“At least, the cops believe you.” I offered it to her, anything to lift her out of that state. “They said there were other suspects.”

“Sure.” Now she raised her head. “They’re hunting Shaun now. I think I’m here for some combination of protective custody and because someone thinks I have secrets.”

She said that without one trace of a smile, and it made the joke all the more ironic. But none of that changed the risk here: “Do they? What do they think they’ll find?”

“There’s nothing to find.” This time she managed a weak grin.

And Valerie had never liked Mother’s lessons in hacking or documentation, all the care that went into making a new identity hold up. Her story said she must have gotten a lot better since then.

But she just sits here and hopes nothing in her backstory cracks? Helpless?

Words came welling up, rushing out of me. “I’ll find him first—”

“Ms. Landis?”

This time it was the measured voice of the real lawyer, calling from outside the door, just as concerned for her as every other friend she’d made here.

“I understand you’ve made your choice about your representation. If you change your mind—”

“No!” And Valerie was on her feet, darting around and pulling the door open. “I do appreciate all your help. And, if I’m not released soon, I’m sure it’ll be your help I’ll need. Not his.”

I closed in behind her, wrapping myself in my own role. “You think it’s that simple? You need all the help you can get—I can just hear these cops now, ready to say you’re in danger as long there’s a murderer out there.”

I didn’t say the last words like a promise. I didn’t need to.

The lawyer gave me a precise look, just enough down his nose. “An attorney giving tips for the police to manage a ‘client,’ right where they can hear them?” Sure enough, the older cop who’d led me in here stood right behind him in the corridor. “As long as it adds to a client’s need for you, it’s a good thing? About the kind of move I’d expect from you, Mr. Grassle.”

That had been clumsy, but at least it fit my cover. I huffed “I’m starting to think I’m not wanted here. Well, I’ll keep in touch in case your needs change—”

“Don’t,” Valerie cut in. “I heard you out, yes. But I’ve got a lawyer I can trust to look after me, so we’ve got no room for your kind of stunts. There’s no money for you here. Please, just leave me alone.”

The lawyer didn’t need to grin, but I heard a chuckle from the cop who’d brought me back here just so he could see me shut down. But Valerie, for an instant there’d been some sharper tone under her simple warning.

I walked out into the corridor beside the grinning cop. What had that been, something more than telling me not to waste my efforts? And just a few more seconds with her might have made a difference—

“All done?” Officer Thorpe seemed to look down at us, at the cop. “You can’t coddle her forever. I’m thinking Ms. Landis is in for a long stay.”

“Except she just cut the loser loose,” and the other cop nodded to me. “With the real lawyer, I’m betting she’ll be gone as soon as her background check’s done.”

There it is, the thing we’re racing against.

“I could just take your money now—”

“Ms. Thorpe,” I cut in. “Oh yes, I caught your name.”

“So?”

This woman would be a real cellblock bully, just from the way she pushed at Valerie, nothing like how the other cops closed ranks against a troublemaker like me.

My gaze stayed locked on hers. “They’re right. I’m not the kind of slick, high-priced attorney Ms. Landis wants to get her out of here smoothly.” Words came faster now as the soft warning gathered force. “I do noise. Scandal. Cheap shots. And yes, I’ve heard about you and prisoners—”

There had to be some dirt on the matron’s record, and the sudden curve in her frown told me I was right.

Before the chance passed, I pressed on: “So I promise you, if I hear you started giving Ms. Landis trouble, you’ll wish she only knew a big, safe lawyer who has a rep to lose.”

“Is that so?” She looked harder at me. “This from a lawyer who was so desperate to get that private time with her. Is this you looking for business, or something personal?”

The spark of interest in her eye was a bit brighter. I grabbed for threats to stomp it out—

What am I doing? The only thing in danger here is Valerie’s cover, and I’m just drawing more attention to it. And my sister and her magic had a hundred ways to handle some cop with a mean streak.

I let the rising anger sink away, and said a less heated “You don’t get it. All my cases are personal, because I have to take them personally. Going that extra mile is what they pay me for.”

That had to be enough, a good enough stock answer to make this just another day for a man like I was playing.

The other cop actually chuckled. If Valerie had won him over, my standing up for her had done me a moment of good too.

But then he said “Come on,” and he led me back through the station, without a word and without a sign that I could get any more out of him.

Valerie was alive, and safe enough for now, but the identity she’d built could be cracking any time. Unless I made sure the real killer was caught before they looked too deep. And I made it safe for them to release her.

Except, that sound when she said leave me alone...

As if she wanted me safe. Or there was something worse she hadn’t told me.

No. Whatever it was, I was done making mistakes, with Valerie’s cover and with myself. If my big sister thought she had to keep me away from this Shaun Russo...

I‘d have to prove her wrong.
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CHAPTER THREE: TRACES
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I could feel it, when I stepped out of a hiding place with Les Grassle’s face put away, and I’d twisted the quieter side of my coat back outward and moved the briefcase into the bag again. It was setting down the weight of being someone who’d fight for attention... and shedding that small, unlikely fear that the real Grassle might walk in too.

Now I could just sit at the bus stop and blend in again. I could flash small, distant smiles at the people who walked by me in the late-morning sunlight, and let that light settle inside me.

Valerie’s alive, I have family again—she’s even built a life convincing enough to fool the police so far. If that held up, she could simply walk away and be Valerie Landis, more of a life than I’d ever had.
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