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CHAPTER ONE: LATE SHIFT AT THE LIGHTHOUSE
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I was bleeding before we reached the bar. It should have meant nothing, after this endless day of facing down so much more than a few scrapes... but somehow, after all that, it felt wrong that a couple of cuts were seeping blood inside my sleeve again. Bits of the cloth stuck to my arm.

I kept it hidden from Uncle Theo as the two of us closed in on the door.

The Alford Lighthouse waved a spangle of reddish neon over its darker walls and shaded glass. This deep in the cool night, the mismatch looked like the bar was trying to cover up one part of its own history. The claim seemed to be working, judging from the handful of figures that trailed inside—their footsteps and voices played off the louder sounds inside to break up the night’s quiet.

Why would they name a place in midtown “the Lighthouse”? It’s not even near the river—

Move faster, Oliver.

It was different at the building’s back. Theo stayed watching the front door, while I scrambled around to where the sounds were screened out again, at the back street and its own clutter of half-cleared trash. Here, dimmer lights left the shadows spilling around as thick as the muddled voices inside.

Those weren’t the shadows I’d come to see. My talisman’s magic went to work.

I reached my will into the ether, its mistlike space just beyond the solid world, marked with the soft traces of what had passed by out here, and a tug of magic began bringing those rough feelings into visibility as greenish images, a parade of the long stillnesses and furtive figures here that could be the history of any back street in the city. I searched their outlines, felt the hints of emotion that had carved them into the ether. I only needed each glimmer to appear for an instant, no more what could have been mistaken for a flicker of the streetlights, if anyone had been back here to see them. What this place could tell me...

Late last night, two men had come here lugging boxes. I took a couple of extra glances to study the tall figure and the broader one, and the face of the man who opened the back door for them, and to feel the nervous edge in their imprints. And I saw them meet here before then too, two nights earlier.

Not who I was hoping to see, but time’s ticking away. Besides, the back door was locked tight, and if she had come this way I might have found it swinging wide.

The search took less time than my quick walk back to my uncle.

“Found what looks like some leverage.”

“Good. You go on in, Oliver—I want another minute to search out here.”

He’d need more than a minute, with all the people who could have passed by with her among them, and anyone on the street he’d have to hide his work from. But I only nodded and turned for the door. Theo must feel even more guilty than me, desperate to catch Ramona’s trail in time.

Faster.

The blood pulled inside my sleeve again as I walked in.

The clusters of lights made me pause, blinking, while the scratchy music and the smell of hot wings poured over me. The seats here were more empty than not, but I felt an extra sullenness in how people huddled in their chairs, or made their awkward first steps toward voyaging to a distant table.

The smaller shapes of women clustered at many of those seats, more than I’d expected. Now I had to use a minute walking along the back tables, glancing at the faces on the faint chance that Ramona might be among them.

Tension coiled around the room, one of the most restless I’d ever been in. That was the newest phase of the dread sinking into the city, now that they had lived a whole day with “waves” of unexplained pain flashing over whole blocks at once and winking out again.

Now I had to walk on past knowing not to reassure them that we’d just stopped the cause of those waves. And not saying that it all came from my father and me pushing too deep into our magic.

And now we were chasing the woman who’d kidnapped him.

And Ramona meant to sell Dad to someone more dangerous yet. Theo was sure of that, based on the time he’d thought he could train her in our magic, and how...

That moment she’d blamed us for keeping our secrets close, and sealed Dad in a box of her wards... my last glimpse of her soaring away in the sky with it... I’d flown after her and lost her just hours ago.

And if we couldn’t catch her soon...

A woman twisted away from me. Her face was just a swirl of dark hair, but that sudden motion—

I lunged toward her, past the man standing near her. She stumbled back—

Not Ramona. This face was more flushed, pinched in by jewelry and a startled look at me. I pulled up and backed away, muttering “Sorry, my mistake.”

“Hey! You can’t go scaring the girls,” the man beside us spat.

“Yeah, I know, sorry.”

I turned away. Knowing that Ramona had my father was making me crazy, but we had to search faster.

“I said,” the man’s voice swelled behind me, “you can’t do that!”

His tone sloshed out of him, too unsteady to care who noticed. No, it hadn’t been me the woman had been ducking away from.

I should talk him down, but that takes time. And this drunk is no Lonnie Marsh.

I kept my back to him for a moment longer, and let him see my shoulders rise and fall in a breath, unhurried. Screened behind that, I slipped a finger to the blood on my arm and smeared it down my cheek. Then I turned to face him.

He was big enough, and hunched forward like a round blob of a man, pale hair over black clothes and a squinting look, fists tightening. But I’d seen that pose on too many ether-shapes to think a man like this was on the verge of advancing on me.

I took a step toward him, focusing my glare at his face. My iron and horn talismans’ power sat ready in my pocket.

“I’m not here for you,” I said softly. “Don’t make me haul you in for a crime that’s a fraction of what I’m chasing.”

Then I drew back a step, leaving him with the warning.

He stared, blinked. “You’re a cop?” His gaze searched me, caught at the blood and whatever other hints showed of how much I’d been through today.

His fists stayed clenched, but he backed his own step away.

I mouthed another “Sorry, miss,” to the woman and walked away, and none of them shouted after me.

I’m no cop—I just have no time. I had to force my steps to settle into a slower walk, that gave the attention we’d gathered a chance to break apart again.

We didn’t even know Ramona would come here. All we had were Dad’s notes, four words: “Alford Lighthouse, off limits.”

And the time Theo said he’d mentioned that to Ramona, how his brother seemed to have suspicions about the fire here long ago.

“I never saw her stare that hard at anything,” Theo had said. “Maybe Elliot does think someone like the Scourges were here once. But I’ll bet anything she believes they were.”

And we were betting Dad’s life on it, that she’d come here to contact them now. If we were wrong, she and Dad could be getting farther away every minute—all the ether’s power to call up a place’s history still needed the place to find that trail.

The bar looked quiet just now, with nobody near but the man behind it. He was short and wide and young, with a dark shirt that read “There’s always a Kevin.”

And this “Kevin” looked to be the same as the man who’d let those late-night visitors in at the back. That had to be worth something.

I stepped up and set some money on the bar. “Let’s start with a beer.”

Kevin gave an easy nod and turned to draw me one.

And I reached my will behind me, stretching back toward where the corner table had been. My horn talisman’s magic caught at the traces that tonight’s patrons left on the ether, and I pulled, brought a cloud of tangled shapes into view for all of half a second.

Someone yelped. I heard what could have been a drink sprayed from someone’s mouth, and Kevin looked up, but the images were gone and their surprise was already sinking back into lingering uncertainty.

A hint of “a hallucination” was the last thing anyone needed after worrying about the pains in their heads today. Still, it did draw attention away from the bar and me.

I leaned in, a fraction over the bar. And I flicked my magic forward, this time in blink-fast glimpses easy to miss, to show me a figure behind this bar an hour ago, then two hours back. All of those samples could be of the same Kevin.

“You’ve been here all evening.” I could have made that a question, but I had to start impressing him.

“The long shift, sure,” he said.

My whole approach here was a clumsy rush. But stealing glimpses might never find whether Ramona had even come here, and I had to know now.

I set more money on the bar. Dropping my voice, I added “Has anyone been asking about the Lighthouse’s famous riot, and the fire?” I stared at him as if I could will the answers out of him.

Kevin’s stubbled face frowned, like my tone hadn’t quite gotten through to him. “There’s always someone asking. After all these years.”

Faster.

I tugged the images far behind me into view again, just for an instant this time. The nervous tightening of voices around them was something I tried not to hear. No interruptions for me, not now.

“I mean tonight.” I leaned closer. “Someone asking what you heard about who was there.”

This time Kevin edged back. His features twitched, in distaste or something like it.

I leaned over more—and for an instant I looked down at the shelves and spaces behind him, and pulled out the impressions of which spots saw the most attention. No area stood out as one they conspicuously avoided, nothing I could hint about to spook him.

“The, the fire was thirty years ago.” Kevin had found his voice. “You think anyone knows who was there anymore?”

“Sure you do. And I’m asking who came looking for that now. I already know you were here all night.”

A flicker of his eyes told me my hints were starting to make him worry.

“And, I know about the quiet ‘delivery’ in the middle of last night, from your two friends. And another one two nights before that. Want me to go on?” I added, to mask the point I didn’t have more to push him with—just the mystery of how much I might know.

Kevin stood locked in place, pale, his head twisted to look away from my gaze. Whatever those visits were, he had something to hide.

“But I’m not here about that,” I went on. “All I want is who’s been asking about the fire, and what there is to tell. None of it has to be your problem. Unless I find you were holding out on me.”

Cold, hard anger coiled in me thinking of how Ramona had used me, just when we’d stopped the waves too. But I couldn’t keep startling his clientele.

“I said there’s nothing to tell.” He pulled back, back against the wall.

I stepped around to the little gate that closed the bartender’s space off. I swung it wide.

That got a reaction. With an angry huff, he advanced to cut me off from invading his space. Was Ramona ever here? She might have pushed behind the bar too, but then what she’d have done would leave Kevin grateful for every inch of distance he could keep from me. Either way, I was losing time Dad didn’t have.

I glanced at the storage behind and below Kevin. There could still be a secret in there to use—

“You’re no cop! You scarin’ us all, I’ve seen real cops...”

The big drunk from before was heaving his way towards me, with a rocking stride that balanced his weight all too well. His voice was even bigger, splashing out around the room and drawing angry gazes and murmurs growing with every step.

All the attention we were trying to avoid. Slowing us down.

The drunk swayed up toward me. And the bar’s corner and the wall were behind me—he’d already cut me off.

His hand clutched inside his coat. For a weapon.

“Bad idea,” came a voice across the room.

He swung around—a fist flailed at me as he turned, a wild swing I dodged back from.

Across the room was the face that went with that familiar voice, fierce and cold as if Theo did this every night... and just an afterimage of ether light flickered over him, glinting for the one startled instant the bully first looked at him.

To hold their gazes for a moment longer. Away from me.

I moved one step around the bully. My hand swung up to slap his back.

And I brought the ether surging out—not the horn drawing up shapes or power from the other world, but the iron talisman making that power into force. All my years-ago practice fell into place with the motion, all of it drawing enough magic out in that one sliver of time. I felt the brush of energy through me, more than I saw the briefest flash of green light or felt the impact on flesh.

The big man tipped away, reeling. He plumped squarely into the wall and stopped there—God, I rushed that, I could have slipped and blasted through the wall—

Shouts and clatters burst around the room. I’d tried to make my strike fast enough, hoping none of them saw that instant of light as anything real.

And I still had a moment to myself here. I whirled to the bar, to lunge in close to Kevin and his staring, twitching face, trapping it in my gaze.

“What did you tell her? About the riot?”

My words made him blink, focus.

A sneer cut at his mouth. “About finding who set it off? We can’t—it was thirty years ago!”

I sagged backward. Of course they had nothing, there never could be a trail here unless the Scourges had wanted there to be, and instead we’d come shaking up the place on one empty hope...

My uncle was striding toward me with his face closed tight in warning. The big drunk was stirring against the wall.

I stepped away and moved out to join Theo, and without slowing we made for the door out.

How had I let this happen? Had all that time with Lonnie and his temper, with Ramona, made me think I could just force this plan until it worked? And there was nothing here to find.

I pushed along behind Theo, drained and sick and fighting to keep my feet from shuffling against the floor. All the people I’d moved past once were staring at us now. Some were halfway on their feet—one man was already moving toward the dazed bully—and Theo glared straight at the others in our path. Figures edged backward, like the beginnings of a wave receding.

But the voices behind us, those sounded uglier, those might be gathering to pour in at our backs... I kept my gaze forward, no hesitating now. We’re leaving, see?

Somewhere on the way across the room, those sounds began to quiet too. We reached the door and Theo pulled it open.

I stole a glance back. A roomful of faces was still staring at us, but a stick-thin old man walked ahead of them, and his hands waved to motion them back.

Then I followed Theo out, onto the sidewalk again. The rush of cool, open air could almost soften my failure—there had never been a chance for us here anyway.

The old man stepped out behind us.

His voice had a hoarse sound, as if he didn’t use it often. “I haven’t seen you here before.” He glanced between us, and his eyes seemed to linger on me a moment.

“Then let me assure you,” Theo said, “you won’t see us again. We never meant to bring you that kind of trouble—of course we’ll leave you alone now.”

I added “And I am sorry, for all of it.” I managed to meet that wrinkled gaze, when looking away would have been so much easier.

The moment stretched, distant cars rumbling somewhere on the night streets. He didn’t answer, but I couldn’t just look away.

Then: “Oh, you think you’re so bad?” And a bitter smile creased his face.

At least he was willing to speak to us. I held my mouth shut and let Theo take this now.

My uncle said “None of that was us at our best. We only came to ask a few questions—”

“About the riot and the fire, right?” The old man’s gaze sharpened. “That has to be it. And you wanted any hints for finding who might have been involved? From years and years ago...”

He let out a slow sigh of a breath.

Then he said “I expect my grandson told you the truth. We have no idea how to reach them.”

“Your grandson? Kevin?” My words slipped out on their own, when I’d been leaving this to Theo. But it was a chance, a chance that after all we’d been through... “So the Lighthouse is a family business? And you could have been there back then—there has to be some—”

“No.”

And he said it smoothly, not suddenly, with none of the defensiveness that would have hinted at any doubt.

“No, we really have no idea how to reach the, well... more than that, we’re grateful we don’t. I mean, you made some noise and shook up Kevin and his big friend, yes. But nothing, nothing, you do to us could be worth making that kind of person notice us again.”

He clenched his eyes shut, and I thought I saw him shiver.

He had to mean the Scourges—why else would Dad have heard a name that ominous being whispered at all...

I opened my mouth to test the word on him, but I halted.

Everything Dad had said or tucked away in his notes, all of it came to the same thing this man was saying. Whoever the Scourges were, the Lighthouse and its people were lucky they had passed them by. Dad’s main note had simply called the place “Off-limits,” even now.

I nodded. The breath I’d held ready trickled out again.

And he added “We told that young woman the same thing.”

My head jolted up, I stared at his lined face, the face that had just said... “You what?”

“Oh yes.” He gave a tight smile. “Almost an hour ago. Darkhaired girl, quiet, with a quiet kind of threat too—”

Theo snapped “An hour?” He spun away to look up the sidewalk.

I looked around, tracking what few people and cars were out to see us—empty fumes of strength in me found one more spark—

“She had a message for you.”

My feet slammed to a stop, leaving me tipping and twisting back toward him. “A message. She had a...” My nerves tore at me, aching to run somewhere but I had to wait for this.

“She said...”

His brow lowered, and he drew himself up straighter, to pass along words he knew he didn’t understand:

“‘I’m not doing this out of greed.’”

That’s a lie—Ramona told me she wanted more when she flew off.

“‘He’s proven it’s not safe to leave him on the loose. And they’re not safe to see at all, so you don’t want to follow me.’

“—And that’s it,” he added.

I gasped “Thank you!” and Theo and I moved.

He strode off to the left, up the sidewalk where he’d been looking, and I broke for the right. There had to be some trace we’d missed—

“I said it’s been near an hour!” came the old man’s voice behind me. “You won’t find her.”

I gave him a nod of thanks for the thought. I could stop and warn him about Kevin sneaking whatever those boxes were at night... no, he’s so sharp he probably knows already. I broke into a quick walk down the block.

The street was the same cold, heavy concrete and walls the streetlights always painted it... dim enough if I just got some distance from our watcher, if the cars and the lights in the windows stayed sparse now. Ten steps clear, fifteen...

I called up one glimpse of the nearest figures who’d passed this way—an instant of three green outlines together, enough to see none could be Ramona. And the next wake through the ether was of a full-sized man.

A car rolled by in the street and I let the searching pause until we’d moved past each other. One of these has to be her. I glanced around again for other eyes that might slow my search, or if Ramona could actually be watching from a corner or high on a roof, right now. We still had a chance, a chance...

There. This time the echo I touched strained with tight-locked purpose—the shape was a woman striding away, the same athletic walk I’d know anywhere.

I turned back, looked far up the block and waved. And the distant shape of my uncle whirled and jogged back toward me.

Fighting to keep my pace steady, I pushed on. A “finger” of my will stayed along the wake Ramona had left, only now and then calling up another glimpse to be sure I kept it straight from the other imprints in the ether.

I looked around again, as Theo’s footsteps swept up to reach me.

“We’re an hour behind her,” I said. “This won’t be easy.”

“So you aren’t losing your head after all.” He chuckled to soften that, as if a joke could hide his own concern for his brother.

I added “The good news is, she didn’t find a way to the Scourges either. We may have time.”

The Ramona-image turned to the curb.

And ended. I probed, sifted through the ether, but every mark in those unseen mists was gone.

We’d seen the ether disrupted before. But here, this was focused, almost a line drawn along the curb where nothing beyond it carried a single trace.

I breathed “She... she used our ether magic to wash her trail away?” Just saying it had the strength draining out of me. We’d guessed we might need more tangible leads on her, but...

“So she can do that.” Theo’s head dipped, but he forced it up again. “If she went across the street, it could be we can pick it up there.” He eyed the road, the trickle of late-night traffic.

“Or she had a car here,” I sighed. “She’d need one to move Dad... we can’t see what it looks like now, we can’t go searching the whole street for block after block and....”

I choked down a groan.
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CHAPTER TWO: BLANKS
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“She won’t come back here.”

Theo had been saying it for the whole drive, but we were here now. The apartment building he said was Ramona’s loomed out of the night, a simple wide shape before us—the architecture looked all but featureless in the deep night except for the rows of windows, and the pools of detail where lights glowed.

We had most of the street to ourselves. That let us stand outside the front door probing the recent imprints of who had passed by and viewing the more promising ones, but the disappointments only thickened around us. And, the door itself was locked tight.

Ramona’s “sword” could have slit it open with barely a trace, but our magic’s force was clumsier. And I was not stepping through the ether again, not for one second, not after Dad’s time lost in there had spilled waves over so much of the city. But to just stand out here, weighing this faint lead against what few other ideas we had...

The door opened. A wrinkle-faced little man rushed out, shrugging his coat on and never looking over at us, and I caught the door before it closed.

Theo walked straight in and led the way up the narrow stairs. The dimly-lit corridor we reached sounded quiet around us, only a muffled sound here and there if I strained to listen, enough to hold our footsteps down to a walk when the chance and the fear it was nothing made every step another petty delay.

We made it to the corridor’s end. To the second-last door.

My uncle didn’t even slow his stride when he splashed a blast of force into the door’s lock.

Not like any wood I ever heard splintering, this time is more muffled, more spread out because it’s got a door and frame all crowded in together—

And we were inside.

The apartment’s darkness lifted in another moment when Theo found the light switch. I pivoted to hold the damaged door shut.

But the place was empty—no, the walls were bare, and most of the floor, but one corner did have a table big enough for two chairs. And each corner held a tall potted plant, like pillars that only made the room between them look more hollow.

“She already stripped the place!” I whispered.

“This? This is about how it looked before.”

Theo swept in, at a quick and still-exploring stride to glance through the kitchen, the closet and bathroom and the other door. I scrambled after him, for the few seconds it took us to know nobody was hiding here.

The building around us was still quiet. Could it be nobody had heard the door breaking?

I reached for the ether—and felt no imprints in it here, nothing but our own intrusion in the smoothed-over traces. Even the room’s smell had more in it than this, with the vegetation in the corners.

“So she was ready for us tonight,” Theo said. “More likely she was planning it before then.”

He stepped to the window and slid it up, then looked around again.

There had to be something... maybe here, or else back in Dad’s notes or online or with one of our friends, something about the Scourges or where she’d take him. I listened again—still quiet out beyond us, safe.

A hockey stick leaned against the wall by the door. What was that supposed to be, Ramona’s pretense that she couldn’t cut an intruder in half, or use her ward screens to seal him up like she did to Dad? And she wants to sell him for even more magic.

I turned to Theo. “You knew her longer. Let’s say there’s a clue here, so where do we look?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think I ever knew her. Just that she—”

Footsteps moved up in the corridor above us. We froze, eyeing the window we had waiting. If whoever that was came down here, if they saw the chunk blown out of the door...

The feet moved onto the stairs. And they walked down and past our floor and away.

I let out a breath and tried to let the tension slip from me. Smashing our way in and sneaking around like this shouldn’t be easy.

Theo took a step closer to me. “Yeah, she made a fool out of me. Now you’re thinking when I tried to teach her magic, I used that relationship to get her in bed? Or she made me think I was seducing her, maybe?”

“What? No, I know you better than that.” Just hearing him say it aloud sounded wrong. I moved over to the tiny table and glanced underneath it, under the chairs.

“Thanks.” Theo stayed behind me, and I heard a quaver in his voice. “All we Greers seem to do anymore is doubt each other. But with Ramona, I was trying to use her all along, for hints about where she got her own magic and the other spellkeepers out there. And I did go and hide her from you two.”

I nodded, and took another look around at the near-empty room.

Something glinted on the wall, tiny marks—

I rushed to it. But they weren’t cracks from some hidden compartment, they were faint gouges, four marks at different angles and maybe a fraction of a fingernail deep.

Slashes. I didn’t need the ether to picture Ramona here, practicing with her summoned blades and trying to see how close a swing could come without nicking the wall.

Theo said “I never did get much out of her. Not how she got the secret of that cutting magic, or how long she had it. And I suppose that was always just one small piece of the barrier wards she uses... and I thought I could tempt her with a few hints of the ether.” He scoffed, turned away and glared around at the doors.

“She did tell me she had a mentor once,” I offered. “Someone she owed a lot to, and they weren’t around anymore. Did she mean you?”

“That’s about all she told me too,” he sighed. “Might even be true.”

“Do you think...” She’s got Dad. I tried to put the fear into words. “You said unstable magic bothered her even more than it did you. And now we know that’s just what Dad was doing, him and me with him. So do you think... she hates it, hates him, more than she wants more magic?”

“I don’t think it matters. She’ll trade him to the Scourges either way—”

He stopped, stared.

Down in one corner, tucked behind its huge flowerpot, an electronic panel was set against the wall. An alarm, and one light was flashing.

I looked at the front door. That signal could have Ramona on her way back here right now—no, she’d stay away and just call the police on us. I looked up, around, at all the bare walls for anywhere we might have missed a camera.

“Wishing for some of the Warden’s masks?” Theo said. “Let’s finish this fast.”

We split again, Theo stepping for the kitchen and me going for the other room.

That put me in the bedroom. I stared at the neatly-made futon, and the compact workbench in the corner—that looked like some kind of electronics kit on it, for the surveillance “goggles” she wore. And anything here could be the clue we needed.

I shut my eyes, and filled my mind with the furious memory of her wards closing in to trap my father, and doing that right after we’d pulled him free of the ether too. Ramona was never the reluctant ally I’d risked my life for—even those dangers had been her setting me up.

We’ve searched through fugitives’ things before. I wrenched the closet open and shoved the rack of clothes back.

Footsteps sounded in the corridor.

I froze. The window was out in the front room, but I couldn’t move, couldn’t pull free of the horror of being caught in her room like some thief. Until the steps made their way past us, went past the gash in her door without a pause.

Finally I drew myself up. This was to save my father, and even the tiniest chance Ramona might leave something useful here should have me tearing through everything... I settled for looking behind the row of clothes, then turned to the workbench.

The pocket-sized box held compartments with chips, thumb-sized battery packs, tiny parts like an array of glittering pebbles and sand. However it was they worked, we might get a chance to trace where they came from—I scooped the kit up.

Then I crouched lower, staring under the bench and behind it. Not that Ramona would have some secret panel here any more than out front, not one that she’d leave anything in, but I still peered over the surfaces.

Footsteps sounded outside. Already in our corridor, and closing in.

I twisted upright—no, they were too near the apartment door already. And I’d never noticed.

I’d never noticed. The sounds were too heavy, not Ramona, but still a firm purposeful walk and about to reach the broken door.

Too late to make it out to the window. Theo’s footsteps scrambled and vanished from that front room, safe. But I had to crouch back and hope this man would pass the bedroom when he walked in. At least there was the ether waiting for me to step into and escape—

I could duck in and out of it fast—

Not like when Dad tore it open and spilled the waves on us—

No!

I lunged out of the bedroom.

Theo sat crouched along the windowsill. Relief stretched over his face, and he slid backward and dropped away into the night.

The footsteps were at the door—

I dashed for the window. That bit of open space ahead looked so much narrower in a run—I leaped, thunked across the sill and scraped through and fell.

My arms reached out. My will reached out, as the air raked up over me, to call up my talismans’ magic.

Power surged. Force gathered, took shape as a stream of green force for me to sprawl across.

I slipped. My weight slid over it, arms weak, scrabbling and wrenching the magic around under me, and my grip caught at last and let me rocket upward.

The shadows snapped back into place, the dimness of the next building’s wall close but easy enough to clear. Then I’d shot up past it, and I swung the magic around, sweeping me over the roofs in the night and back to the building right across from where I’d come from.

That second roof rushed up. I reined the power in and let the energy break apart. My feet thudded down on a solid surface again, sending me tumble-crouching onto my hands and pressing low.

And then it was just my heart pounding in the stillness. The city night, soft and scattered sounds around me.

Somewhere along the roof’s flatness... there, that hunched shape would be Theo making his way over it too. I crept out to join him, forcing my shaking muscles to move. My hands stung.

We pressed lower as we reached the roof’s edge. Out across and below us, the bright, open window stood out in the clinging dimness, its light burning the darkness around even darker. This was our chance to see who came to that window.

Nothing moved. The window-space only hung there, the same bright rectangle onto an angle of empty floor. My breath tried to steady—the night chill must have gathered more bite while we were inside.

Theo muttered “We wait until we see who’s there.” He shifted position on the asphalt, tucking a handful of papers into his coat.

I settled myself in place, holding in a groan that tried to escape: What good does seeing them do, if it’s some cop or neighbor or anyone but Ramona herself?

But every other glimmer of hope we had was just as weak. I tried to count them up as I crouched there.

We needed some clue about Ramona... or about the spellkeepers she was searching for... Most of what we knew about anyone else with some secret of magic were reasons not to look for them...

The roof kept getting colder, sucking more heat out of me as I stretched over it, squeezing shivers through me. And the window still showed nothing. It’s a wide-open window, how could these cops or whoever it was not come and take a look out?

No glimpse, no shadow, no voice or sound from anything inside.

Just cold, tired, lying here waiting...

I fumbled my phone out. I’d copied a bit from Dad’s laptop, and that was still back where we’d left our car. My fingers fumbled on the screen, so I took a moment trying to remember what he’d noted down. Anything that could point us to where she’d take him.

Rumors that there might be magic out there that could... change an object’s substance, or was it its shape? But Dad had never seen it.

And how long had Theo been keeping Ramona to himself?

Trouble, we always thought they’d be trouble if we found anyone else, even Mother’s people...

On the West Coast, or had Dad said Lavine...

My legs shook, shook. I tried to move—

The window! No, not even a shadow there.

And all we could do was stare, stare. Something wet was on my sleeve, my arm bleeding again. But my uncle hadn’t moved at all.

There was nothing there—I glared at the phone, fumbled for the note I’d made. Dad had mentioned out west, hadn’t he? He’d said to keep away, and now Ramona was out to bring him there... not there, she couldn’t take him all that way, right? And she knew something, Theo said she’d tried to contact them once already, here in Alford... where, where had she done that? Or was all that just part of faking her death...

My head’s no good now.

“Theo... how did...”

The words were a mush of sound.

I tried again. “How’d Ramona... try to...” There had to be words for it in my head.

“Try what? The time I thought she ran off to sell our magic?”

I nodded. And grunted—everything was so dim now.

“All that was her tricks, I think. But I’ll tell you where that dead end was. Later.”

“Wha...” Why would he say that? His words made less sense than mine.

“Oliver, it looks like there’s nobody coming. And we should get home.”

I don’t have to freeze?

I scrabbled to stand—

“But—” The memory came back to me. “Ramona knows where we live, I saw her outside there...”

“So we keep watch,” Theo said. “I’ll stay up first.”

No, no, I couldn’t sleep now—I tried to protest—

“You can just check on the notes, or something, as late as you want,” he added, a light voice that didn’t fool either of us. “But don’t tell me you can go on all night. I’m the one who got some rest today, not you.”

I should argue, I should say Dad needed us now...

But there was nothing to say but a grateful sigh.

*   *   *
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Find Ramona, or find where she’s headed... The thoughts hung in my head as Theo drove us back. Now that I was huddled in the car’s warmth and the faint, familiar blend of food smells that seasoned it, the urge to sleep shrank away. The sick, helpless need to do more only gripped tighter.

Then we were pulling up under the familiar rounded night-shape of the house that had been the family’s home since Grandmother’s day. I crushed down the thought that we two might be only Greers left now.

I shuffled inside with Dad’s laptop. Theo walked ahead, looking into side doors and corridors for lurking threats, too quick to let me follow.

Instead of settling on my bed, I went for a bathroom and splashed my face with cold water. The cut in my arm was still seeping blood... I couldn’t feel it much, with so many other scrapes and bruises making their chorus of aches, but none of those were bleeding. So I wrapped layers of a bandage around it and made for my room.

Sitting cross-legged on my bed let me hold myself up straight, with Dad’s laptop on my knees. As long as I kept working over the questions, I wasn’t letting him down.

But my gaze moved out and roamed along the walls. So many souvenirs, from matchbooks and different-shaded paper napkins arranged by what region they’d come from to trivial little trophies I’d picked up to remember the different lives we’d touched. We’d gone all across the country and beyond... and I’d head out anywhere in an instant if she took Dad there—

I shut my eyes. Find Ramona or find where she’s headed.

She’d been Theo’s student. She hated unstable magic. She faked her death to steal some of Theo’s talismans. Then she stayed around, to fight the damage Dad and I caused, and...

My balance tipped. I jerked myself upright before I toppled.

There had to be some way. Maybe in the papers Theo had grabbed, or... I squinted down at the computer on my lap.

Dad’s notes and records were a sprawling mess of subjects, as though he’d never dreamed any of us would need the family password one day. It had been Lavine he’d marked as potential spellkeeper territory—for freakish weather? If that makes a city suspicious, what would the Scourges think of Alford once news of today’s “waves” gets out?

Hundreds of people in pain, our fault—

I jerked my head in a shake, and scrambled off the bed. The heavy green candle on my dresser was just what I needed now. My lighter flicked it on, and I held up the iron and the horn talismans.

“Zoath sha zoa arua... zoath sha zoa arua...”

The words pulled the smoke toward my lips, passing through the iron rod and sinking into the horn, filling them both with their feeling of weight and restoring their energy. But even that didn’t shake the bitter muzziness from my head.

I puffed the candle out. I should keep it with me from now on—Ramona knew its part of our secret already. Not the words, though, not that last key to sustaining the ether talismans she had.

And these words were my father’s latest refinement to them, the change that had our magic breaking into the ether itself. The shaking foundation of everything he’d left us to deal with.

“Come on, say what it is you want.” I could hear it, his chiding, warm voice, and the latest phrase he’d picked up from one of the therapists he’d recommend to someone in need. He was always bringing out his newest bit of insight like a favorite toy—no matter how it rankled hearing it again and again.

Mostly over what puzzle or whose life to help with next, and how. And those choices always did wind up testing ether magic even further... no, not always, Dad could find a balance too.

I looked down at the iron and horn in my hands. The first time I’d seen them, I wouldn’t touch them at all.

“I don’t need them, Daddy. I’m going to be an animal doctor, and help animals who’ve lost their horns.”

And Elliot Greer had smiled, like I’d made him happy.

“You’re right, it’s only bad people who steal horns like this. So we make sure we only use ones that an animal doesn’t need anymore. See?”

He’d held them out. I had reached a finger over and touched the horn, and jerked it back—the power in it squirmed against my skin.

Then I’d looked up, shocked, sure I’d hurt Dad.

But his smile only stretched wider. “That’s alright...”

After that... whatever happened in the family then, it must have been ordinary enough. I only knew it was a few weeks later that I was asking to try the talismans again.

And the horn’s energy always worried me—it still shifted in my grip, worse than ever. But I’d tried to hide that flinching from him, and I did love how we used it to help people find answers or settle regrets. We’d kept it secret and it worked out, all of it. Until now.

I settled down by his laptop again. There had been notes I’d found before, about open-ended questions... My fingers tapped a search—no, wrong words—

A file sprang up, a quick list of what must be basic tests of the magic. And one line at the bottom:

“Must keep trying to open the ether, worth any risk.”

I blinked, squinted. The words stuck there even with me staring at them, some stubborn piece of a different, faulty reality.

I shook my head, told myself it changed nothing. The waves had still been an accident... Dad always knew he was pushing the limits of the ether, and he was still careful, he listened to us.

Didn’t he?

Dad, how could you do this...

I’ve got to find you...

I reached for the keyboard again, but I could only stare, stare, at those words.

Something dripped on my forehead. One more scrape I must have missed...

The screen blurred away.

*   *   *
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The doorbell woke me.

Such an ordinary sound... Muscles groaned as I pried myself up from the mattress, all cramped up from how I sprawled there. Light beat against the window curtains. Morning light, mid-morning—Theo said we’d finish the night in shifts, but he left me here.

A voice sounded downstairs. “Elliot Greer? Theo Greer? We have a couple of questions for you.”

The police.

Police, here—they found Dad’s body—

No, no, they just asked for him!

“Right here, coming!” Theo’s voice called out.

I twisted to my feet. Whatever they wanted from us, whatever they knew, I had to help handle them—

I pulled up short at my door. I wouldn’t help by coming down there ragged and bloody... I threw on a shirt, glanced at my bandages and straightened my hair.

Then I started my way to the stairs, careful steps while I pulled my face back to calmness.

Their voices were softer now. Theo seemed to have hushed them when he opened the door. Police here could mean good news, or anything... We had slight connections to several cops, and we were careful to keep it that way, just enough to hear which crimes were baffling enough that we might dig out some tip to sneak to them. They shouldn’t start linking us to one of those times, not now.

That intruder’s voice spoke again. “So let’s see, this place is for you and your ‘brother’?” Mockery whispered in that word.

“Oh, you wanted the Greer couple down the street?” Theo laughed that away, smooth as ever.

I slowed on the stairs, still up out of their view. No need to rush in.

“Sorry.” That cop sounded like a man a few years older, or just a calmer voice. “We do know it’s you, your brother, and your nephew here.”

“All in one house,” the rougher cop added. “This place can’t be big enough to keep them from getting on your nerves.”

“Yeah, sounds like you’ve got relatives too.” Theo chuckled again.

“And you know Lonnie Marsh, don’t you?”

Lonnie? I came to a stop. Why would they mention him? Everything he’d done should be settling down by now...

“Sure,” Theo said. “Lonnie’s a friend—I wouldn’t say I know him that well.”

“Maybe you should. Did you not know his brother died, and it’s got him out harassing a woman?” The cop’s voice made that an accusation at Theo too, or more like a testing jab.

“Chelsea Ballard, I know. But the way I hear it, he blamed her without crossing the line to threatening her, and that might be working itself out now.”

“He was stalking her,” the cop growled.

“He was angry,” Theo countered. “He’s got a lot to be angry at. But you said ‘was,’ right? Sounds like that’s over.”
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