
  
    [image: The Book of Peril]
  


  
    
      The Book of Peril

      The Last Oracle Book Two

    

    
      
        Melissa McShane

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Night Harbor Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Melissa McShane

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Cover design by Alexandra J. Brandt http://www.alexandrajbrandt.com

      Cover images © Rainer Zapka | Dreamstime.com

      © Cookamoto | Dreamstime.com

      © Gutaper | Dreamstime.com

    

  


  
    
      For the real Judy,

      the real Viv,

      and the real Helena.

      You know who you are.
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      Afternoon sunlight, the first taste of spring we’d had in days, warmed me as it poured through the plate glass window with ABERNATHY’S stenciled on it. I hopped down from the stepstool and dropped my squeegee into the red plastic bucket, where it landed with a splash and sent a couple of droplets flying. Not that I minded. The ancient linoleum, cracked and spangled with gray blisters, could stand another mopping. I stepped back, leaning against the dark walnut-stained plywood curve of the counter, and surveyed my work. No streaks and the glass gleamed like crystal.

      “I still say that chore’s beneath you,” Viv said. She perched on the chair next to the front door, examining the tangerine finish of her nails and occasionally wobbling thanks to its uneven legs. The end of her rainbow-striped scarf brushed the linoleum, back and forth like it wanted to help with the cleaning.

      “It makes the store look better. Besides, who else is there?”

      “Judy.”

      “I don’t do windows,” Judy said. Since she was pushing a broom, her bald-faced refusal didn’t offend me. Dressed as she was in a knee-length gray jumper over a white blouse with full sleeves and a Peter Pan collar, she looked out of place doing any kind of menial labor.

      “Anyway, they’re done, and past time.” I used the corner of the rag tucked into my waistband to polish up a smear. The edges of the plate glass were beveled, warping the world beyond a tiny bit out of true. I enjoyed looking through those slivers, which reminded me of Abernathy’s Bookstore itself—looked normal from all angles except one, and that one was extraordinary.

      “Yes, because neither of you wants to work past closing.” Viv stood and came to lean on the counter, facing me. “We’re going shopping for the party on Saturday, remember?”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s my birthday party. Of course I remember.”

      “Why are you going shopping for a party Viv is hosting?” Judy said.

      “Because Viv’s enthusiasm carries her away sometimes,” I said, remembering past experiences, “and I don’t want her buying a million sword-shaped toothpicks and making everyone reenact the battle of Waterloo. You’re coming, right?”

      Judy shrugged. Her eyes were fixed on her broom. “I suppose. I might have something else going on.”

      “Well, you’re welcome if you decide you’re interested.”

      “I might be. I don’t know my schedule.” She turned and pushed the broom off between the bookcases, tall and haphazardly assembled from unfinished yellow 2x8s, bursting with books. Its head was the perfect length to fit between them, packed closely as they were so if two people tried to pass each other, one would have to back up to let the other go by. I sighed, shaking my head at Viv, who grimaced. Sometimes I couldn’t tell if Judy and I were friends or not.

      I picked up the squeegee and bucket, spilling a few more drops of water. “You remember I said no to the mariachi band, right?”

      “I remember. You’re so boring. You said no to the live DJ, too.”

      “It’s a birthday party, Viv, not a celebrity housewarming. Your band is enough for me.”

      “We’re sounding pretty good these days, too. All right. Music, cake, and now we just need decorations.”

      The door swung open, sending the little bell over it jingling. “You’ve been cleaning,” Malcolm Campbell said. He nodded at my bucket. “The air smells fresh in here.”

      “It turned out the onion smell was a side effect of how cold it always was,” I said. “Once I found the thermostat, it disappeared. Anyway, today’s one of those days that make you feel like freshening everything up. Such a pretty day.”

      “I suppose you ‘got it for nothing for being a good girl.’”

      I laughed. “The Philadelphia Story again. That one was too easy.”

      “Appropriate, though, don’t you think?” He smiled. It showed off the dimple that always left me not knowing where to look. “I’m here to access my safe deposit box.”

      Behind him, Viv made an outrageous face, mouthing the words “Ask him,” and pointing at Malcolm. As if I didn’t know what she was getting at. My cheeks began to redden, and I turned my attention on the bucket.

      “Convenient, since I was going to the basement.” I hefted the bucket and was further flustered when he took it and the squeegee from me. “You shouldn’t carry those, not in that suit.”

      “It can handle a little water.” His suit today was light gray, with a plum-colored tie and pocket square, and his shoes gleamed in the sunlight. I led the way to the basement, willing my cheeks to go back to their usual color. Malcolm and I were friends, we were on a first-name basis, we had a running competition trying to stump each other with old movie quotes, and I was happy with things the way they were. Except for my cheeks, which thought otherwise.

      I trudged down the stairs, which swallowed my footsteps like they were carpeted in velvet, and accepted the bucket from Malcolm at their foot. “Let me get rid of this first.” I poured the dirty water away into the chipped porcelain sink, which was stained around the drain from many years of such service, in a slow trickle so it wouldn’t splash. “How have you been?”

      “Very busy. It seems in spring men’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of security systems. It’s been all men, too—no idea why.” Malcolm lounged against the nearest file cabinet, an ancient wooden one like the others lining two of the walls, and watched me rinse the bucket and squeegee. I put them in one of the narrow metal lockers that kept the chill of winter even into spring.

      “To me it feels like the world starts waking up in April. I mean, it’s been rainy as usual, but you can still feel winter’s passed. People think about things they haven’t all winter. Maybe alarm systems are one of those things.”

      “They’re considerably more complicated than just alarm systems, but I take your meaning.”

      I washed and dried my hands, then crossed the room to take the safe deposit box keys off the wall. “Do you handle more magical clients than not?”

      “It’s evenly balanced. Though the magi tend to want more elaborate systems. Illusory defenders, alarms that punch back, things like that.” Malcolm withdrew his own key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock next to mine. I pulled his box free and handed it to him.

      “I’ll leave you to it.” Ask him, ask, you idiot. I paused with my foot on the bottommost step and said, “Um. Malcolm?”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s, um, I mean…” He looked at me, his dark eyes inquiring, and I nearly lost my nerve. “I’m, um, having a party, a birthday party I mean, on Saturday, and you’re welcome to come if you want. You and your team.”

      “It’s your birthday?”

      “Tomorrow—but the party is Saturday.” You said that already, stupid. “Don’t worry about presents—it’s not that kind of party. Really don’t. No one’s bringing presents.” I wanted to shove my fist in my mouth to shut myself up. “It’s at Viv’s place. Saturday.”

      “I’ll ask the team. It will depend on whether we get called out, of course.”

      “Of course. Really, it’s no big deal if you can’t come. I just wanted you to know you were welcome.” Mission accomplished, I fled up the stairs. My cheeks had stayed their normal pink the whole time. I was growing as a person.

      “Well?” Viv demanded when I emerged from the stacks.

      “Well, what?” Judy said, carrying the broom past me.

      “Don’t go down there yet. Malcolm’s using his safe deposit box.”

      “Well, Malcolm can put up with the intrusion,” Judy said, but she stopped where she was. Since she had a long-time animosity toward Malcolm, that represented a major shift in her attitude.

      “I did it,” I told Viv.

      “Did what?” Judy asked.

      The door flew open, sparing me. “I’m here for an augury,” said the balding man who entered. He hadn’t gotten the memo that spring had arrived; he wore a heavy black wool coat and a red scarf looped several times around his neck.

      “Certainly, sir,” I said, holding out my hand to receive the augury slip. He handed it over with a preoccupied air as if this was just one of many errands he had to run this afternoon, along with buying bread and paying his utility bill. I took three steps and the timeless stillness of the oracle that was Abernathy’s enfolded me.

      Even the light looked different there, blue-tinted and chilly though the air was warm. The air smelled of spring flowers, daffodils and irises and jonquils as if someone had brought their garden indoors. I took a moment to unfold the slip of paper, though I wasn’t totally sure the oracle needed me to read the augury to fulfil it. Which job offer should I take? Nice and straightforward. I’d have used Abernathy’s catalogue, primed to provide answers to questions as simple as that one, instead of paying for an expensive augury. Not that I’d be allowed to. The custodian of Abernathy’s couldn’t use the oracle on her own behalf without violating the Accords, the rules governing the magical entities known as Neutralities. The magi feared Abernathy’s custodian might be biased in favor of one of the two factions the magical community was divided into, Nicolliens and Ambrosites. I thought I was plenty unbiased—I had good friends in both camps, and I wasn’t inclined to play favorites. But I was still subject to the Accords, and the restrictions didn’t chafe me. Much.

      I wandered between the bookcases, looking for the blue glow indicating which book was the man’s augury. The shelves were starting to look bare in places, which meant I would need to restock, which further meant finding an estate sale or something. The instruction manual had a list of places to shop for inexpensive books. I’d hoped it meant a trip to Powell’s downtown, but Judy had laughed when I suggested it, so I figured shopping at that bookstore wasn’t cost-effective. Or anonymous enough. Or both.

      Though the shelves were spaced closely, they didn’t look so huddled together and afraid as they had five months ago when I’d taken over as custodian. I looked up at the ceiling, a nervous habit formed when Abernathy’s had almost been destroyed by an alien monster like a giant pool of tar. Blank, high, and white, without a trace of invader.

      I rounded a corner and saw a dim blue light reflecting off one of the shelves in the distance. I walked a little faster. If I hurried, maybe I could be finished before Malcolm left. But what, exactly, would be the point of that? He’s just a good friend, that’s all.

      The book was titled How to Show and Sell Your Crafts and had a bright picture of a well-organized craft room on the cover, complete with color-coded plastic bins. I flipped it open and read Ethan Fifielt, $500, written in silver ink on the title page. Since I was the only one who could see the writing, it didn’t affect the book’s value—not that the value of an augury was in the physical book. Sometimes the most expensive books were battered old paperbacks missing half their back cover.

      I tucked the book under my arm and strode back through the oracle, patting a few of the books as I passed. I’d seen them moving and grumbling in the brief time I’d been the oracle’s body, and now I couldn’t help but think of them as alive.

      Malcolm wasn’t there when I emerged. Viv was perched on the stool behind the counter, fingering the keys of the antique cash register. “—though that won’t be for a while,” Judy was saying to the customer, who nodded. He’d unwrapped his scarf, and now it dangled to his knees.

      “Here you are, Mr. Fifielt,” I said. I extended the book to him.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Um, your augury?”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “My name’s not Fifielt. It’s Branch. Doug Branch.”

      I opened the book again and read the silver words on the title page. “I’m sorry, there’s been a mistake. This augury is for Ethan Fifielt. I must have taken the wrong one.”

      “So get the right one. I have things to do.”

      Judy didn’t say anything, but I could tell she wanted to. If she had, it would be a criticism of my skills as custodian. She was a good assistant, never referred to the fact that she in the normal course of things would have been Abernathy’s custodian in my place, but she was sometimes brusque in her correcting of my mistakes. Her refraining from saying anything in public represented the closest she’d ever come to being generous with my faults.

      I tucked the book back under my arm and returned to the stacks. The oracle didn’t appear. I walked through the maze formed by the bookcases, narrow and hard to maneuver. The light remained faint gold. The air was warm and smelled of disinfectant, not the fresh flowery scent I’d left behind. I set the failed augury on a shelf and kept walking. “Now would be a good time for you to let me in,” I muttered under my breath. Still nothing.

      Eventually, I gave up and returned to the front of the store. “I’m sorry, Mr. Branch, but could I get you to write your augury again? And rephrase it?”

      “Why?”

      “I’m just having trouble identifying your book.” If something was wrong with the oracle, I didn’t want it to get out until I’d had a chance to figure out the problem. I felt defensive of Abernathy’s, of its reputation, in a way I’d never realized was possible. I took the new augury slip and this time entered the silence of the oracle.

      The blue glow was immediately visible, coming from around the next corner. I took the book from its shelf (Wildflowers of the Desert Southwest) and opened it, praying for no more mistakes. To my relief, this one had Branch’s name on the title page. I sighed and returned to the front of the store, handing the book over. “Sorry about the delay.”

      “I should think so,” Branch said. He pulled out his wallet. “I’m accustomed to a certain level of service here, and I don’t appreciate having to wait. I’m a very busy man.”

      “Of course.” Did the Accords say specifically I wasn’t allowed to slap customers? Maybe Lucia would know. “Thank you for your business.”

      When the door shut behind Branch, Viv said, “You shouldn’t put up with that kind of behavior.”

      “The customer is always right, Viv.”

      Viv rocked back on the stool, then righted herself as if emphasizing her point. “This is a magical bookstore that prophesies for people. They ought to be grateful to be allowed to use it at all.”

      “What happened there?” Judy said.

      “I don’t know. I pulled the augury off the shelf like always. It was just for the wrong person.”

      “That’s not supposed to happen. You must have done something wrong.”

      “Are you always this critical?” Viv said.

      “It’s not a criticism. The oracle doesn’t get things wrong. Maybe you mistook the augury.”

      I shook my head, refusing to let Judy’s abrasiveness get to me. “You’ve had the training. You know the oracle only selects one book at a time. This was as clear as ever.”

      “So, what else?” Judy leaned her broom against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. At least her scowl seemed directed at the problem and not at me. “I’ve never heard of the oracle making a mistake of any kind, let alone choosing the wrong augury.”

      “It wasn’t exactly a mistake. It was more like it thought it was dealing with someone else.”

      “Even that seems improbable. How could Abernathy’s not know who was asking the question?”

      Viv hopped off the stool. “Seems like you need to experiment,” she said.

      “How?”

      “Have someone ask a question and see if it happens again.”

      The thought of going through that again gave me a twinge of despair. “Well, I can’t ask for an augury, it’s against the Accords.”

      “I don’t feel like spending money on an expensive augury when I don’t have anything I want to know,” Judy said. “And I doubt you have any money to spare,” she told Viv.

      “What about Malcolm? Is he still here?” I asked, trying not to sound eager.

      “He left while you were in there the second time,” Viv said.

      “Too bad,” Judy said. “He’s certainly got enough money to waste.”

      I slumped against the counter. There was a smear on the cracked glass top, and I polished it with my shirt cuff. “I guess we have no choice but to wait and see what happens next. I hate that.”

      “And hope it doesn’t happen again,” Judy said.
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      Viv’s apartment complex had been built in the ‘50s and never updated. The walls, the pale, flat turquoise of a public swimming pool, bore rusty stains around the eaves where the gutters leaked during heavy rainfall. The two-story buildings stood sentinel around an oval patch of grass, at one end of which was a sturdy swing set much newer than the apartments and a merry-go-round that canted to one side. It turned by itself even in calm weather, giving the impression that ghosts were using it for nocturnal play dates. Viv and I sometimes sat on the walkway outside her apartment, our legs dangling over the edge, and watched Mrs. Torrance’s kids run around the grass, screaming at each other. They were cute, from a distance.

      Tonight Viv had decorated the tiny pavilion at the other end of the oval with streamers and balloons and set out stacks of plates next to the giant sheet cake she’d optimistically bought at the grocery store down the street. It read HAPPY BIRTHDAY HEL across the top because she’d opted to save money by decorating it herself, and had run out of room. An inflatable gorilla wearing a party hat leaned against one upright of the pavilion, its extended plastic arms draped with more streamers and a sign that repeated the sentiment on the cake, though with my name completely spelled out across it. A couple of coolers filled with beer and soft drinks flanked it on either side. Beer and cake—all this party really needed. That, and music.

      Bright orange electrical cords ran across the grass at the other end, attached to amplifiers and other tools of the musician’s trade. Discordant twanging indicated Viv’s band was almost ready to play. I crossed the grass to talk to Viv, seated behind her drums and tapping each surface with a distant look in her eyes, as if listening to them speak to her. “You’re sure no one minds we’re doing this here?”

      “I invited half the complex,” Viv said, “and the other half holds much wilder parties than this one all summer long. You worry too much. Relax. Get drunk. Enjoy yourself.”

      I never enjoyed being drunk, but a little buzz would be nice. I wandered back over to the cooler and helped myself to a bottle and popped the top off the way Chet had taught me. Chet. I was done thinking about my ex-boyfriend, really I was, and besides, I’d been the one to end it. It wasn’t as if I missed him at all, because I didn’t; the relationship had ended months before I’d found the nerve to call it off for real. But he’d been my first serious boyfriend, and maybe it wasn’t unreasonable for me to think of him sometimes. It just felt weak. Needy. I was fine without a boyfriend, and I was certainly better off without Chet.

      I took a long pull from my drink and sighed with pleasure. Here came the first guests, and tonight was going to be a great party. Even if some of them weren’t my friends, but Viv’s, here only for the free booze. The cool, damp evening air made me shiver a little, and I took another drink. Was it true alcohol warmed you, or was that a myth? Either way, I’d feel loose enough to dance soon, and that would warm me up fine.

      “Helena.” Betsey Trainer flung her arms around me. “Happy birthday. Twenty-two, right?”

      “Well past legal. How are you, Ruth?” Betsey’s girlfriend gave me a shy nod. I didn’t know Ruth as well as I’d like, but Betsey was cheerful and as fun-loving as Viv and made any party livelier. “Help yourselves to drinks—there are Dave and Linda, but I’ll see you around, right?”

      People were trickling in faster now, and I had to scramble to make sure everyone was greeted. Across the lawn, Viv’s band, The American Suffragettes, started in on a cover of “Avalanche” that drew most of my guests into a spontaneous dance. Betsey grabbed my hand and pulled me along. “Dance with us!”

      The music was wild and loud, and the beer had done its job because I felt light and airy and ready to dance the night away. I bounced from partner to partner, laughing when Xander Pullman went into his awful breakdancing routine and insisted I cheer him on. Finally, the band took a break, Viv hooked up her iPod for some canned music, and we all trooped back to the pavilion. “Cake now?” Viv said.

      “Cake now.”

      I endured a rousing chorus of “Happy Birthday To You” before Viv would let me cut the cake. There were at least forty people there—maybe the cake hadn’t been so optimistic after all. I took my piece and a plastic fork and retreated to the outskirts of the group, who’d crowded in around the table. Chocolate with buttercream frosting. Not my favorite, but I’d reasoned carrot cake wouldn’t be popular, and I had guests to think of.

      From where I stood, I could see the corner of the parking lot through the space where two of the apartment buildings met in an L-shape. Lights flashed out of sight around the corner as someone else pulled in. I hoped we weren’t taking up too much of the lot—hoped even more no one would have anyone towed.

      “Nice party,” Judy said from close beside me. I jumped and turned a little too quickly, then had to make a dive to keep my cake from falling to the ground.

      “I didn’t know you were here.”

      Judy shrugged. “I didn’t have anything else going on. Viv’s band is pretty good.”

      “She says they’re getting better, but people still want them to play covers rather than their original music.”

      “I can see why. I mean, not that their music is bad, but they make other people’s music sound better.” Judy stuffed a large bite of cake into her mouth as if trying to keep any other insults from flying out.

      “I understood you.” An awkward silence fell over us both. I was uncomfortable talking about Abernathy’s in public, even if we were standing alone, but the store was the only thing we had in common. “How’s your father?”

      Judy’s lips quirked in an ironic smile. “Fine, but I’m sure you don’t really care.”

      “I guess not.” William Rasmussen and I had been at odds since I refused to give up the custodianship of Abernathy’s in Judy’s favor. He didn’t like me, I didn’t like him, and we managed to stay polite the few times he’d been into the store since last November, but polite was all I was willing to be. “I could ask if you have a boyfriend. Or a girlfriend. Or whatever.”

      The smile widened. “We’ve worked together for almost five months, and you’ve never once asked me anything that personal.”

      “I suppose—I don’t know why that is.”

      Judy shrugged. “I don’t ask you personal questions either, so that’s fair.” She glanced past my shoulder, toward the parking lot. “Though your personal life is about to come walking in.”

      I turned around. Coming toward us were Malcolm Campbell and Derrick Tinsley, both moving like jungle predators even though they had to be off duty. Derrick, a member of Malcolm’s four-person invader-fighting team, saw me and waved. I glanced back at Judy. “That’s not—Malcolm and I—”

      “Save it, Helena. I know you’re just good friends. That’s all it had better stay, too.” With that cryptic remark, Judy walked away. Surely Judy wasn’t interested in him? She and Malcolm disliked each other on principle, Malcolm being an Ambrosite and Judy being the daughter of the Nicollien leader, but what if that concealed a different feeling?

      I crushed jealousy under my heel and went to greet the two. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Quincy had a prior engagement, but she asked us to wish you a happy birthday,” Derrick said. “And you know what Canales is like. He said you didn’t need a fifty-year-old bulldog hanging around.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered, but I understand.” Derrick was built like a tank, with a powerful jaw and jutting forehead, but his smile was pure sweetness. “Come have some cake and a beer.”

      “I hope we haven’t missed Viv’s performance,” Malcolm said.

      “They’ll play again soon.” He was dressed more casually than I’d ever seen him, in faded jeans and a red T-shirt with NAVY blazoned across the front. I handed him a plate and a fork and added, “They’re pretty good.”

      “So I hear.” He helped himself to a bottle of Samuel Adams and popped the top with a practiced gesture I was pretty sure was magical.

      “Well, I should mingle, but enjoy yourselves, and I’ll see you around?” I could feel myself beginning to babble again, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Like Judy, everything I had in common with Malcolm and Derrick wasn’t stuff you could talk about in public. But they didn’t seem to mind. I backed away into the crowd, then went running for Viv.

      I couldn’t see her anywhere. She was 5’10” and had a bright green bob; she shouldn’t have been able to disappear into a crowd that small. But she had. I worked my way to the band, where Tiffany Alcock and a man I didn’t know were talking. “Where’s Viv?”

      Tiffany shrugged. “I think she went inside for more beer. Hey, isn’t that—”

      “Helena,” said Mike Keyes from behind me. Mike was one of the friends I’d won in the breakup, so to speak. “Hey, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “What’s up?”

      Mike shifted his weight and hooked his thumbs in his jeans pockets. “It’s about Chet.”

      “That’s what I was saying,” Tiffany said. “Why’d you invite Chet?”

      I looked past Mike and stiffened. There was the familiar lanky body, the mop of blond hair that always looked in need of a comb, the T-shirt reading GEEK & PROUD I’d bought him to celebrate our one-month anniversary. Chet stood up straighter when my gaze met his. He was several feet away, but I could still make out the charming smile I’d told myself was genuine. “Mike, why is he here?”

      “Give him a chance, Helena. He just wants to wish you a happy birthday and maybe talk some.”

      “We don’t have anything to talk about.”

      Mike looked like a kid caught between fighting parents. “He’s sorry for the way things ended. Let him apologize, all right?”

      My buzz had faded away entirely, leaving me feeling cold and empty. “You shouldn’t have done this, Mike.”

      “You won’t regret it, Helena. Just five minutes.”

      I sighed and pushed past Mike to approach Chet. His smile broadened as I came near. “Hey, babe,” he said.

      “I told you not to call me ‘babe,’ Chet. What do you want?”

      “I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday. Is that so terrible?”

      His wounded expression gave me a pang of guilt at overreacting. It wasn’t like I hated him. “I guess not. Thanks.”

      “Wait.” He put his hand on my arm to stop me when I would have moved away. “Can’t we talk for a minute, like old friends?”

      We’re not friends rushed to my lips, but I suppressed it. That would have been ungracious. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Well, how have you been? I heard you got a new job. You liking it?”

      “Yes. It’s interesting, and I meet all sorts of people.” Against my better judgment, I added, “How about you?”

      “Still working at Costco. I’m an assistant manager now.”

      “That’s great!” I felt stupid at how enthusiastic I’d sounded. “You dating anyone?”

      “No. Of course not.” His grip on my arm tightened. “There’s never been anyone but you.”

      “You were dating that girl Sarah before you met me, so I think that’s untrue.” I twisted my arm to break his grasp—something Derrick had taught me—and took a step backward. He didn’t follow.

      “You know what I mean. Come on, Hel, we were good together. Why can’t we try to make this work?”

      I cast a quick glance around. Nobody paid any attention to us. They were all busy stuffing their faces with cheap grocery store cake and laughing like crazy at jokes I hadn’t heard. “Because I don’t want to make this work, Chet. I don’t feel that way about you anymore.”

      “I know we went through a rough patch, but that’s all changed. I’ve changed.” He dug in his pocket for a small box. “Look, I brought you something.”

      “I don’t want anything from you.” I put my hands behind my back so I couldn’t take the box.

      “At least look at them.” He opened the little jewelry box and held it up to my face. I gasped. Inside was a pair of diamond stud earrings, at least a carat each. They must be cubic zirconia, Chet can’t afford real diamonds. “They’re the kind of thing I can see you wearing. Classy. Happy birthday, Helena.”

      “Chet, I can’t accept them. We’re not dating anymore—it’s completely inappropriate.” Now I was glad no one was paying attention to this scene.

      “I want you to have them. As a promise. I’ll do better this time. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      I snapped the little box shut. “What I want,” I said, “is for you to leave. Please.” I had no idea why I tacked on that last word since polite wasn’t close to how I felt.

      “I won’t go until you promise to think about what I’ve said.”

      “I’m not going to promise that.”

      “Then I’m not leaving.”

      “Is this a friend of yours?” Malcolm said, startling me. I’d never known a man his size who could move like a cat.

      “Not anymore,” I said, not caring now that I was rude. My heart beat too rapidly, and I’d clenched my hands into fists without noticing. Even Malcolm’s presence didn’t calm me.

      “Her boyfriend,” Chet said, casting his eye over Malcolm and dismissing him. If I hadn’t known he was stupid before then, that would have proved it.

      “He’s not my boyfriend. And he’s leaving.”

      “I told you, I’m not leaving until you promise to think about what I said.”

      “I believe the lady asked you to leave,” Malcolm said. He sounded as calm as if this confrontation meant nothing. To him, maybe it didn’t.

      Chet looked at me and began to laugh. “She’s no lady,” he said. “If you knew some of the things we’ve done—”

      The punch came out of nowhere. Chet staggered and fell on his butt. The little box flew out of his hand and bounced away across the grass. All around us, conversations came to a halt, though the merry banjo of Mumford & Sons continued without pause, the vocalist declaring he would wait for whoever it was he was singing to.

      Malcolm stood over Chet, flexing his fist as if working the blood back into it. “And you’re no gentleman,” he said.

      “You hit me,” Chet squealed, putting his hand to his nose to stanch the flow of blood. “You broke my nose.”

      “Calm down, it’s probably not broken,” Derrick said. He knelt beside Chet and gently felt along the bridge of his bloody nose.

      Chet shrieked and pushed him away. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Don’t get so excited. I’m a doctor.” Derrick held Chet’s nose again. “Someone bring me a napkin and some ice.”

      I hurried off to fulfil those instructions, feeling desperately self-conscious and angry and embarrassed all at once. Derrick was a bone magus as well as a doctor, capable of healing most bodily injuries, and he didn’t need ice for that, so he’d wanted to give me something to do. Malcolm had punched Chet for me. Part of me was grateful he’d come to my rescue. The rest of me was coiled up in knots, angry that it had turned to violence, angry that it had even been necessary.

      I gathered up a handful of melting ice in a napkin and brought that and a wad of more napkins back to Derrick. The bleeding had already stopped, and Chet snatched the napkins from me and swiped the blood from his face. “I’ll have you arrested,” he said. “Assault and battery. How do you like that?”

      “I think it would be amusing to watch you try,” Malcolm said, “but then you’ll have to explain your harassment of Helena, who I’m certain will want to press charges of her own.”

      “I didn’t do anything to her, jackass.”

      “I told you to leave me alone, Chet,” I said, stepping back next to Malcolm. “Don’t make this into more than it is. Leave. Now.”

      Chet wiped his face again. With the napkin full of ice held to his nose, he looked pitiful and ridiculous. “I just wanted you back, Hel. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “I told you I’m not interested. Now, stop ruining my party. Mike, if you want us to stay friends, you’ll take him home.” My anger had me shaking as if the night were freezing cold.

      “I’m sorry, Helena,” Mike said. “I thought he only—never mind. Chet, let’s go.” He got a hand under Chet’s arm and hauled him to his feet.

      “Wait.” I snatched up the box and shoved it into Chet’s hand. “I hope you can get your money back.”

      Chet opened his mouth, winced, and closed it again. He shook off Mike’s hand and strode off in the direction of the parking lot. Mike said, “Sorry,” once more, then followed him.

      Mumford & Sons wound down. Something upbeat and catchy I didn’t recognize started playing. “Stop staring,” I called out. “And somebody bring me a beer.”

      My words broke the spell everyone had been under. Conversations began again, quietly at first, then building to a more normal level. Viv pressed a cold bottle into my hand. “What was that?” she said.

      “I don’t know.” I took a long drink. “I don’t know whether to thank you or punch you,” I said to Malcolm.

      “I apologize. I shouldn’t have reacted like that,” Malcolm said.

      I sighed. “I guess I’m glad you didn’t break his nose.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. He did,” Derrick said. “His overdeveloped sense of chivalry is going to get all of us into trouble someday.”

      “Then I’m glad you were around to fix it.” I took another drink. “Do you think this party is salvageable?”

      “I think Tinsley and I should leave now,” Malcolm said. “Again, I apologize for causing trouble.”

      I felt a little ache, deep inside. “You don’t have to go. The fight was all Chet’s fault.”

      “I think things will go more smoothly without our presence as a reminder.” Malcolm smiled at me. “Happy birthday.”

      When he and Derrick were gone, I took one final swig and controlled a burp. “Why don’t you play me a song, Viv? Something catchy I can dance to.”

      “Sure.” She winked at me. “Hey, a hot guy punched out your ex for you. You can’t ask for a better birthday present than that.”

      I caught Judy watching me from across the lawn. Her expression in the low light was unreadable. “I guess,” I said, but I felt more unsettled than pleased.
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      I woke Monday morning to the smell of hot coffee drifting under my door. Judy was in the kitchen, seated at the table with a steaming mug and a box of donuts. “Breakfast,” she said, pushing one of my two chairs out with her foot in invitation.

      “How did you get in here?”

      “You left your door unlocked again. You ought to be more careful about that. Anyone could break in.”

      “Anyone with a key to the front door, which is you and me.” I sat opposite her and took a glazed donut covered in yellow and green sprinkles. “Thanks. What do you want?”

      She raised her eyebrows. Today she wore a tweed skirt and jacket that made her look like she was about to give a lecture at Oxford. “I can’t just buy donuts?”

      “You could, theoretically, but you’ve got a look that says you have something on your mind. And I’ve never known you to do anything purely whimsical.” I took a bite. “So what is it?”

      “I wanted to ask you about your ex-boyfriend.”

      The bite in my mouth went sour. “What about him?”

      “It sounded like it ended badly.”

      I swallowed and wiped my lips. It was too early in the morning for this conversation. “Sort of. When I realized I didn’t care about him the way he wanted, I told him that, and he went a little nuts and threw a crying fit in public. It embarrassed everyone. I guess he isn’t as over it as I’d thought.”

      Judy nodded. “You realize you can’t date Campbell.”

      I almost choked on my second bite. “What—why would you say that? You’re not interested in him, are you?”

      Judy snorted. “Hardly. I’m saying it’s against the Accords.”

      “My personal life, which by the way doesn’t include Malcolm Campbell, is part of the Accords?”

      “You think a custodian could stay impartial if she’s dating an Ambrosite? Or a Nicollien?” Judy got up to refresh her mug but stayed leaning against the counter. “I’m telling you this as a friend. He’s not interested in you, but I figured you should know.”

      Her casual certainty hurt, but I concealed my pain. “How do you know how he feels?”

      “I can tell. I’m good at reading people. Look, it’s not like I don’t get it. He’s handsome, even if he is an arrogant jerk. But I don’t want you thinking there’s a chance.”

      I threw my donut back into the box. “Thanks so much for your concern.”

      To my surprise, Judy looked hurt. “I thought you’d be better off knowing.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter, does it? Because he really is just a friend, whatever you think about it.”

      Judy gathered up her mug and stood. “I’m sorry,” she said. She sounded like she meant it. I watched her leave the kitchen, heard the door shut, and picked up my donut, which had broken into two pieces. I wasn’t stupid. I had a huge crush on Malcolm Campbell, who was way too old for me, so it was a hopeless crush as well, but it still hurt to have Judy point out in her usual unfeeling way that I didn’t have a chance. I took a fierce bite out of the donut, spraying crumbs across the table. Did everyone look at me with such pity?

      I ate donuts and drank coffee until I felt bloated and miserable. Then I dressed and went downstairs. Judy had disappeared into the basement, which was fine by me. I’d started to feel guilty about yelling at her. By Judy’s standards, she’d shown loving concern.

      I went into my office, which, thanks to my cleaning jag, smelled as nice as the rest of the store, and sat behind the tan melamine and chrome desk. I’d only been able to think of it as my office last month when I’d called it Mr. Briggs’ office in front of Judy, and she’d given me an incredulous look like I’d suggested she strip down and dance on the front counter.

      Silas Abernathy’s photo smiled down at me, and my bad mood evaporated a little more. Silas, last of the Abernathys who’d founded the store, had overseen its transfer across the Atlantic and the entire United States, then abdicated his custodial duties to become a stone magus. He’d written a book about his travels that I’d found, or been drawn to—written it to me, it seemed, and I felt a connection to him because of that. It sat on my nightstand upstairs, and I read passages out of it on nights when I couldn’t sleep. In his photo, he wore a three-piece suit and a fedora, and that was how I always pictured him despite knowing he must have traveled rough throughout the world. The photo kept the office, a generic beige cube, from feeling bland and soulless.

      I checked my phone for the time. 9:44. I sighed and unlocked the middle drawer of the desk. It held the mailing list we used for sending out Abernathy’s catalogue three times a year, not something I’d have thought needed protecting until I learned the identities of some of the people on that list. Abernathy’s prided itself on its discretion and security, and protecting those identities was part of the package. At the moment, though, I was concerned with the green buckram tome lying atop the mailing list. Abernathy’s instruction manual, worth its weight in far more expensive metals than gold. I set it on the desk, closed my eyes, and flipped it open, sticking my finger out to prod the first page I came to.

      Instructions for filing augury transactions, the handwritten header to the page read. I slumped. I hadn’t expected that to work, but the manual was two inches thick and had no index, and I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. What to do if the oracle is wrong probably wasn’t even an entry in the book. But I couldn’t take any chances. All the auguries I’d done since Branch’s had been normal, but what if it happened again? I’d have to read the whole book. I slumped lower until my chin rested on the thick pages of the book. Ah, the glamorous life of Abernathy’s custodian.

      The phone on the desk rang. It was the color of putty and older than me, with square buttons and a handset connected to the base by a long spiral cord. I let it ring a couple of times, then picked it up. “Abernathy’s.”

      “I’m calling to request an augury,” the woman said. “Bridget Smith.”

      “Just a moment, Ms. Smith.” I rooted around in the top drawer for a pen and a scrap of paper. “Go ahead.”

      “I need to know if my boyfriend is trustworthy. If he’s cheating on me.”

      I heard way too many of these. “You need to phrase your request as a question, ma’am.”

      “Oh. I didn’t—this is my first augury. Um. Is Walter cheating on me?”

      “Are you sure you want this as an augury? It might be a better question for the catalogue, and would save you money.”

      “The catalogue isn’t clear. I want to be sure.”

      She sounded so insecure I had to quash my impatience. Not knowing if your boyfriend was faithful had to be awful. “All right. Give me your address, and I’ll mail you the book.”

      “Can’t you just tell me the title?”

      I heard this way too often, too. “Ms. Smith, the point of an augury is it’s more complex than just the title. You’ll have to search the book for your answer. That’s why it’s so valuable.”





OEBPS/images/logo_1005326_print.jpg
Night HnrlEPublishing





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-02perilebook.jpg





