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      I pulled into the parking lot at Talbott Academy and sat for a moment with the car in park and the engine still running. It had been blistering hot all week, and I appreciated the land yacht’s robust A/C, but with the sun beating down on the hood of the car and reflecting into my eyes, I felt like I’d run all the way here instead of driving. I pressed my forehead against the warm steering wheel and squeezed my eyes shut. Three weeks without a crisis, and now this.

      “Mommy, I need to potty,” Jenny sang out from her car seat behind me. “Potty, potty, potty⁠—”

      “I get it, Jenny, that’s enough.” I turned off the engine and got out, bracing myself against the punishing heat of the motionless air. Even a breath of wind would make a difference, promising a break in the unseasonal September heat, but no such luck. I helped Jenny down and took her hand. Bathroom time first, before confronting Alastair’s little disciplinary problem, as the assistant principal had referred to it. Her delicacy had made me cringe more than if she’d called him a violent hoodlum, which at least I knew wasn’t true. Though Alastair’s “disciplinary problems” always meant he’d gotten in a fight, he never started them.

      Talbott Academy was a two-story red brick building that looked about eighty years old, which was true as far as its façade went; it had been renovated eight years ago, and the interior was fully modern, as was the single one-story wing that extended to the main building’s left. To me, it looked like something out of an old movie, square and dark with tall upper-story windows that opened only at the bottom, surrounded by grassy lawn. But the playgrounds were both new, the swing sets solidly built rather than aluminum poles that creaked frighteningly when a child pumped too hard, and the new addition’s combination siding and red brick looked more like someone’s house than a forbidding bastion of education.

      Jenny hurried along beside me, taking mincing steps that told me she really did have to go. I picked her up and rushed her inside to the security doors, waved at the camera, and waited for the click that said the office had unlocked the door for me. Then we hurried down the short hallway covered with kindergartener art in bright primary colors and into the women’s bathroom across from the main office. I judged this was enough of an emergency not to check in first.

      Once Jenny had finished her business, she and I crossed more sedately to the main office. Its many windows made it look like a glassed-in cage, or maybe an avant-garde fish tank, but it had a perfect view of anyone entering the school and crossing the wide foyer, as well as the first grade classrooms opposite. This early in the year, it was still decorated with cut-out paper hearts and streamers and a sign that read WELCOME BACK, STUDENTS!

      Through the windows, I saw two office workers I knew, Clarice and Donald, and guilty shame flashed through me. I couldn’t help wondering if they knew why I was here. Whether Alastair’s story had spread beyond the third grade and the assistant principal. I put on a false smile and waved. Clarice waved back and reached beneath the counter to unlock the door, which gave a faint buzzing noise as the lock disengaged.

      The tall counter that divided the office in half lengthwise came to chest height on me, making me feel uncomfortably like a child being called to the principal’s office even when Alastair wasn’t in trouble. Clarice looked up from her work and smiled. “Hi, Ms. Campbell. Are you here to talk to Mrs. Keith? Alastair is waiting outside her office.”

      So she knew. I made myself keep smiling and wrote my name and the time on the clipboard. “Thanks, Clarice. Is it all right if I go back, then?”

      “Sure thing.” Clarice opened the half-door that separated the waiting area from the offices. I sailed through, pretending nothing was wrong. Clarice didn’t show me where to go, which made me feel even more embarrassed. I’d had enough encounters with Mrs. Keith that I didn’t need directions.

      I walked past the administrative assistants’ carrels and to the back hall where the offices were. It only felt like a gallows walk, since nobody looked at me as I passed. Dull gray Berber carpet gave the impression that no one had vacuumed since the remodel, what with the weird flecked pattern and the very faint smell of carpet glue. I slowed to match Jenny’s pace so I wouldn’t drag my daughter along behind me and not at all because I wasn’t looking forward to this encounter.

      The back hall was narrow enough to feel claustrophobic, but was surprisingly well lit given that it had no windows and the light fixtures were invisible behind a ledge that ran the length of the hall just where the walls met the ceiling. I passed two doors before the hall widened into a waiting room that could have belonged to a dentist, complete with potted ficus trees I wasn’t sure were real. Since the only smell continued to be that of carpet glue, I guessed not. Chairs lined three sides of the room, the kind that were just one step up from folding chairs, with padding compressed into cloth-covered slabs of rock by Time. No one could expect to be comfortable in those chairs.

      Alastair looked up from his seat when Jenny and I entered. I sucked in a breath. His right eye was purple-black, and a Band-Aid barely covered a long cut on his cheek. His teacher, Ms. Torres, sat next to him, her hands neatly clasped in her lap. On her other side sat a boy I didn’t know, heavier than Alastair but shorter, based on how his feet dangled above the floor. His chin was bruised, and there were traces of blood on his upper lip.

      “Alastair!” I exclaimed, unable to stop myself.

      Alastair winced, but refused to look at me. I turned my attention on Ms. Torres. “What happened?”

      “Alastair and Kenny had a fight,” Ms. Torres said. “Mrs. Keith has spoken to each boy separately, and she would like to talk to you and to Kenny’s parents as soon as they can be reached.”

      The other boy, Kenny, ducked his head and muttered something. “I’m sure we’ll figure something out if both your parents are at work,” Ms. Torres said.

      A door down the hall opened, and Mrs. Keith, large and imperious with her gray hair like a helmet framing her face, stepped out. “Mrs. Campbell,” she said. “Please, join me.”

      Cringing inside, I picked up Jenny, who was staring at Alastair’s black eye, and obediently entered Mrs. Keith’s office. The door closed behind us with an ominous click, and I took a seat without being invited.

      Mrs. Keith and her office made me nervous. I’d never seen anywhere that looked so much like a TV set for a drama about lawyers, from the framed diplomas on the wall to the heavy walnut bookcase filled with books whose spines all matched. Mrs. Keith’s desk was even worse. Easily six feet across, it was too big to have made it through the door, and the notion that it had sprouted and grown in place was the kind of funny that made me aware I was close to bursting into nervous laughter.

      Mrs. Keith seated herself behind her desk like a battleship coming in to port and said, “Well, Mrs. Campbell. It seems we’ve had a little incident. I’ve spoken to both boys, and they were moderately forthcoming. Both agreed Alastair threw the first punch, which surprised me. He’s been in fights before, but never as the aggressor.”

      I refrained from protesting that this couldn’t be true. Mrs. Keith never lied, and she was committed to accuracy and forthrightness. “I’m sure you’re right, but I don’t understand it either. I’m so sorry, Mrs. Keith. I hoped this year would be different.”

      “Neither of them would tell me how the fight started. It happened at recess, and the monitors didn’t realize there was trouble until the boys had already attacked each other. Of course, ultimately the reason doesn’t matter. You know the rules. Mandatory two-day suspension for fighting.”

      I grabbed Jenny’s hand before she could start Mrs. Keith’s kinetic sculpture of marbles on a wire track rolling. “Of course. And I’m sure Alastair understands, too.”

      Mrs. Keith sighed. “Mrs. Campbell,” she said, “Alastair is one of our brightest students. He’s at the top of his grade academically, and if you chose to advance him to fourth or even fifth grade, no one here would argue.”

      “We want him to have a normal childhood, and socialize with children his age,” I said.

      “And that’s reasonable, too. But his socialization includes violence far too often.” The formidable woman now looked unexpectedly dejected. “I had hoped this year would be different, too. And perhaps it will. Alastair must learn to solve his problems without resorting to violence. He came far too close to expulsion last year. I would really hate for that to happen.”

      “I know. We’ll talk to him. If—” I stopped myself before I could say if he saw another option, he’d take it, and substituted, “We’ll make sure he understands. Thank you.”

      “Thank you for being so reasonable. Not all parents are,” Mrs. Keith said.

      As if on cue, the door banged open, and a man barged in, saying, “What’s this nonsense about Kenny? Did some kid beat him up?”

      “Mr. Braithwaite,” Mrs. Keith said, showing no sign that his approach intimidated her, “please, have a seat. Mrs. Campbell, you can take Alastair home. Make sure you sign out at the front desk.”

      Mr. Braithwaite didn’t sit. His angry gaze turned on me. “Was it your kid? I warn you, I won’t put up with my boy being bullied! You’d better not blame Kenny for this fight, Mrs. Keith. He’s too much of a⁠—”

      A spontaneous prophecy welled up within me, muting my senses temporarily. Images whirled past and were gone almost too quickly for me to comprehend them. When my hearing and sight returned, Mrs. Keith was saying, “—both were at fault, Mr. Braithwaite. We don’t know what the fight was about, and neither boy is talking.”

      Thanks to my prophecy, I now knew far more than I wanted to about Kenny’s father. I pinched my lips shut to keep the words from spilling out. Anything I said would get Kenny into trouble, if they believed me at all. I hated the prophecies I couldn’t do anything about. I didn’t know what the point of the oracle was if it showed me things I was helpless to change.

      “Mr. Braithwaite,” I said, “I’m sorry our boys fought. I intend to find out the truth, and I hope Kenny will tell you what happened, too.”

      “Are you implying Kenny would lie?” Mr. Braithwaite loomed over me. I refused to back down or show fear despite the verbal violence I’d seen him inflicting in my vision.

      “No. I mean that Kenny knows the truth, and I hope he confides in you. Thanks again, Mrs. Keith.”

      Mr. Braithwaite blocked the exit. “That’s not good enough. Your kid punched mine—I saw the bruises! I demand⁠—”

      Jenny let out a piercing scream that startled me so much I nearly dropped her. Mr. Braithwaite, surprised, took a step back. My shame and guilt disappeared, overridden by fury. I cuddled Jenny close, rubbing her back, and said, “That is enough. You’re a repulsive human being who doesn’t care if he makes children cry. Whatever happened today, your son is just as much to blame as mine, and you’d better believe if you try to bully me, you are in for a world of hurt. Now, get out of my way.” I shoved past him into the hallway and slammed the door behind me.

      I strode past the waiting room. “Alastair, we’re leaving. Ms. Torres, I’m sorry.” I gave her a look that said We’ll talk later and glanced at Kenny one more time. Remorse filled me as I recalled my vision, seeing Kenny cringe before his father’s wrath, and I blinked away outraged tears. Then I stopped, put Jenny on one of the chairs, and knelt in front of Kenny.

      “You need to tell someone,” I whispered. “I know what he’s doing, and it’s wrong, even if he never lays a hand on you. But if you tell… Mrs. Keith, she’ll help you.” Mrs. Keith’s name had come to me in a flash, and I hoped it was oracular insight and not that I’d just left her office.

      Kenny looked at me, wide-eyed and still as an owl on its perch. I smiled at him, I hoped in an encouraging way, and said more calmly, “All right, Alastair, let’s go. Hold Jenny’s hand.”

      “I’ll bring Alastair’s work for the next two days,” Ms. Torres said. “Tonight sometime.”

      “Thanks, Maribel,” I said. “Sorry again.”

      We stopped at the front desk again to sign out. Clarice and Donald still looked like nothing had happened, though I was sure Mr. Braithwaite had shouted loudly enough for the sound to carry this far. I was so grateful for their pretended ignorance I gave them an extra-cheery farewell.

      On the way back to the car, I checked my phone for the time. Less than half an hour before school let out, which meant if I drove home now, I’d just have to turn around ten minutes later and come back. “Put your backpack in the car, Alastair, and we’ll hang out in the park across the street until Duncan is ready.”

      Alastair nodded. He still wasn’t looking at me.

      I held both children’s hands as we crossed the street to the park with its small playground. Once there, Jenny claimed one of the swings; she was too small to push herself, but she liked jumping onto a swing on her stomach and pretending to be an airplane. Alastair slouched to a bench and sat in such a pose of despondency it unexpectedly lightened my mood. I sat beside him and said, “This isn’t a death sentence, you know.”

      Alastair shrugged. “I’m sorry. I know I’m in trouble.”

      “Only if you refuse to tell me what happened. Alastair, I thought we were past the fighting stage.”

      “Me too.” He ducked his head further. “But it was a prophecy.”

      I raised both eyebrows. “A prophecy told you to fight that boy?”

      “Sort of.” He kicked one foot idly against the bench leg. “Kenny has been picking on Eric ever since school started. He’s a bully, and he never lets up. And Eric was going to do something bad.”

      That sent a chill through me. “Bad… how?”

      “I don’t know for sure. But the prophecy said he was going to hurt Kenny a lot. Maybe kill him. He was so scared, Mom.” Alastair wiped his eyes. “So I had to stop Kenny bullying Eric, and the prophecy said fighting him would make that happen.”

      “You couldn’t find a better way? You know violence⁠—”

      “Don’t say it,” Alastair said with some heat. “I know what you always say, but there are kids, maybe grownups too, who only change when you punch them. It’s how things are.”

      “Don’t be rude,” I said, but weakly, because I was afraid Alastair was right. “And I hope you know you’re not responsible for changing everyone. I’ll give this a pass because it was a prophecy, but the last thing I want is for you to turn into a vigilante. You go to a teacher when there’s trouble, all right? You know Ms. Torres is a Warden, and she’ll listen to you.” Then I hugged him. “I’m proud of you for standing up to a bully, and your father will be, too.”

      “I wanted there to be another option,” Alastair said, sniffling. “I don’t like how you look when you have to come to school because I’m in trouble.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” I considered what my prophecy had told me, and added, “Kenny’s being verbally abused by his father. I hope he’ll do as I suggested and talk to Mrs. Keith. But you might consider how you could make him your friend.”

      “I didn’t know. I guessed, though,” Alastair said. “And I feel guilty that I didn’t care because Kenny is so mean. It’s not like I even like Eric all that much. He’s kind of a whiner.”

      “Alastair, sometimes you’re a little too honest for your own good,” I teased.

      The school bell rang, and I watched the doors open and the first children come running out. “Jenny, let’s get Duncan and Sophia and go home,” I called out. “Alastair, we’ll have to come up with something to occupy you for the next two days so Duncan won’t complain about how you get a long weekend.” Ms. Torres did her best, but even her heaviest homework burden never took Alastair more than two hours to finish. For both days.

      “I could build a model,” Alastair volunteered.

      “That’s a fun task, sweetie. No, I think you’re going to help me reorganize the pantry.”

      Alastair scowled. “I thought I wasn’t in as much trouble as that.”

      I got both kids settled in the land yacht and opened the windows a crack so air could circulate. We’d been gone less than an hour and already the interior was creeping up on blast furnace levels of heat. “Whatever happened to a nice, rainy September?” I muttered.

      “Soon,” Alastair said.

      “Have you seen rain coming?” I asked.

      “It was on the news,” Alastair replied.

      That struck me as funny. Here I was, oracle and mother of oracles, and yet sometimes the TV weather report mattered more than any prophecy.

      I saw a couple of familiar small figures hurrying down the front steps and waved to get Duncan’s attention. Duncan saw me, but he and Sophia didn’t speed up, probably because of the crowd. For once, they weren’t pretending not to notice each other. I’d never fully understood the term “frenemy” until back when Duncan and Sophia had turned four and decided they were friends, rivals, and archenemies in turn. Theirs was an exhausting relationship.

      “Aunt Helena, can we get ice cream before we go home?” Sophia asked when she and Duncan were finally within earshot. “It’s so hot.”

      “I want popsicles,” Duncan said. “Ice cream is too sticky.”

      “Is not.”

      “Is too!”

      “That’s enough, both of you.” I helped Sophia, then Duncan into the far back seat and watched to make sure they buckled up properly. “Sophia, your mommy had to go in to the store, so you’re coming home with us for a little while. And I happen to have both ice cream and popsicles, so you can take your pick.”

      “Yes!” Duncan kicked the back of Alastair’s seat, prompting him to turn around with a shout. “Hey, what happened to your face? Were you in a fight again?”

      “I don’t wanna talk about it,” Alastair muttered, turning around fast and hunching his shoulders as if that would make the bruises disappear.

      “It’s not important, Duncan, and Alastair will talk about it when he’s ready.” I started the car and waited for about thirty seconds for the cool air to kick in. Then I waited a little longer for my turn in the parking lot exit line. I never let the wait to leave bother me, but today I felt more irritable than usual, as if Alastair’s misbehavior was visible to all the other parents and children around me. Surely none of them had made repeat visits to the principal’s office every year since kindergarten.

      I recalled Maribel Torres’s look of compassion and felt marginally better. Alastair’s frequent fights as he defended other children, and his tendency to act on the spontaneous prophecies he saw, had been a problem since kindergarten, but it hadn’t occurred to anyone to arrange for a Warden to be his teacher until the end of his second-grade year. I was sure Maribel would be helpful, giving Alastair someone to confide in and supporting him in keeping his prophecies secret, but situations like today’s weren’t anything she could do anything about.

      I listened with one ear to the kids’ discussion about some show they all found fascinating and to the music on my playlist with the other, and my heartache eased again. This would pass. Alastair would figure out how to manage what Jeremiah Washburn referred to as his “paladin tendencies” and the fighting would stop. And then probably some other difficulty would arise… no, I wasn’t going to be pessimistic, as if I had no faith in my son.

      I had barely pulled into our garage and turned off the engine when Alastair, Duncan, and Sophia all bolted for the back door. I’d guessed it was unlocked because Malcolm’s Camaro was in its usual spot, but they disappeared so quickly I could only shout, “Shoes!” just as the door slammed shut. Well, Malcolm would supervise the raiding of the freezer.

      I freed Jenny from her car seat and carried her down the driveway to the mailbox. It was an old habit even now that almost all our bills were invoiced and paid online and oracle requests came by email. Now the physical mail was mostly ads from local stores, unsolicited offers to refinance our house, which we owned outright, and the occasional card from Viv or the Kellers, who loved sending greetings by mail.

      This time, the grocery ads and the two loan offers were joined by a postcard from Thailand, where Malcolm’s mother Madeleine was traveling this week, and a couple of envelopes whose contents I couldn’t guess. Both were hand-addressed, though a closer look revealed one was fake handwriting printed on the envelope. In contrast, my name and address had been written on the other envelope in a calligraphy script in blue ink with a real fountain pen, or so I guessed. There was no return address, and I couldn’t imagine who’d sent it to me.

      The children were gone when I entered the kitchen, but Malcolm was only just closing the freezer. He offered Jenny a tangerine-flavored juice popsicle, her favorite, and took her from me to set her down. “Outside,” he said, “and hurry before that melts.”

      I set the mail on the center island and walked into his embrace. “Mmm,” I said after a long, satisfying kiss, “that’s the best way to come home anyone ever thought of.”

      “Definitely,” Malcolm said. “Do you want a treat, too?”

      “With the kids running around outside?”

      Malcolm raised one eyebrow. “I meant,” he said, “something from the freezer. The other kind can wait until tonight.”

      I kissed him again. “In a minute.” His greeting meant Alastair had successfully hidden his face from his father, probably by way of hurrying upstairs while the other kids clamored for treats. Well, I was just as happy to put off that discussion for a minute or two.

      I handed Malcolm the postcard, threw the junk mail in the garbage can, folded the ads to look at later, and dug in the junk drawer for a letter opener. I liked opening the mail that way; it reminded me of the Abernathy’s days.

      “Did you read this yet? Mother says she’s extending her trip to go to Japan for a week,” Malcolm said.

      “That’s the third time she’s been to Japan this year.”

      The calligraphy-addressed envelope was a thick linen paper, expensive to the touch, and the letter opener, which was shaped like a small sword with a two-inch-long enameled hilt, had trouble getting the paper to tear. I finally slit the envelope open raggedly and extracted the single sheet of paper inside. It was the same heavy linen as the envelope, folded in thirds, and the handwriting and sky-blue ink matched the address. At first, struck by its beauty, I didn’t register the words. Then, in growing horror, I read:

      My darling,

      Separation is

      A passing moment only

      I will see you again.

      There was no signature. Instead, someone had sketched a small five-petaled flower below the four lines. It took me a moment to realize the center of the flower wasn’t a circle, but a tiny skull.
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      I gasped and dropped the paper. It fluttered to the floor, giving no sign of its sinister contents by bursting into flame or emitting an evil laugh. Malcolm said, “What’s wrong?”

      “That—” My hand was shaking. “Read that.”

      Malcolm swept the paper up, his brow furrowed. In the few seconds it took him to read the terrible words, his expression went from puzzled to furious. “Who sent this?” he demanded.

      I shook my head. “There’s no return address. Malcolm⁠—”

      Malcolm tossed the paper aside and drew me into his arms. “We’ll find out who sent it. It’s creepy, yes, but you’re in no danger.”

      “I know. It just caught me off guard, is all.” That wasn’t entirely true. The ink, the calligraphy, the care that had gone into that letter had all made me feel like someone had seen through to the heart of me, and it terrified me. “It’s a terrible haiku, too. Wrong number of syllables.”

      Malcolm chuckled. “That’s the right attitude. I’ll take the paper in for analysis in the morning, and we’ll track the sender down.”

      “It’s so weird. Why would anyone single me out like this?” I picked up the paper and folded it back into thirds, unwilling to look at the graceful handwriting again. “Do you suppose it’s because of the oracle, or is it me?”

      “I have no idea, but—Helena. Look at me.” Malcolm gently laid his hand along my cheek. “We have precautions in place for things like this. More of them since you were kidnapped three weeks ago. You’re safe.”

      “I know. And I do feel more confident now that I’m taking self-defense classes. I don’t know why it’s so unsettling. I mean, it’s just a piece of bad poetry.” I drew in a deep breath and was relieved to find I’d stopped shaking. “And maybe I just have a secret admirer. But if it’s not that, if it’s someone with a grudge or a weird obsession, then I have an enemy I didn’t know about.”

      “I can see how that would be unsettling.” Malcolm took the paper from me and tucked it back into the envelope with its shredded edge. “Since we can’t do anything about it until morning, I say we ignore it.” He looked at our address on the front of the envelope and then set the envelope on the island. “Where’s Alastair? Didn’t he want a popsicle or an ice cream sandwich or something?”

      The amount of relief I felt at having to discuss Alastair’s fight embarrassed me, as if despite all my words and Malcolm’s reassurances, I was still afraid. “Well, actually, he was in a fight at school. A fight prompted by a prophecy, he says.”

      Malcolm stopped with his hand on the cupboard where we kept the glasses. “How is that possible? Doesn’t the oracle keep him out of danger?”

      “I didn’t get many details out of him, just that the boy he attacked⁠—”

      “Since when does Alastair start fights?”

      “Just listen!” I explained what Alastair had told me about what had led to the fight and then shared the prophecy I’d had about Kenny’s father. “I haven’t had time to consider things further,” I concluded, “but if Kenny is being verbally abused, I can’t stand by and let it happen.”

      “Which brings us back to the same old problem,” Malcolm said. “What to do about evil when you can’t reveal the source of your knowledge.”

      “I did tell Kenny to talk to Mrs. Keith. According to prophecy, she is the one who can handle it.” I sighed and accepted the tall glass Malcolm handed me, then filled it with water from the refrigerator tap. “But we need to have a serious conversation with Alastair. He can’t help others if he’s expelled.”

      “You don’t think it’s that serious, do you?”

      “Mrs. Keith warned me. I know the fact that in the past Alastair never threw the first punch is what’s kept him from getting more severe punishments. But he’s got a reputation now, and I don’t know how he can overcome it.”

      Malcolm sighed. “If he wants to overcome it. Being known as someone who fights to defend others isn’t a terrible thing.”

      “The teachers won’t see it that way, though.” I took a long drink of water that soothed me. I hadn’t realized how hot I’d become. “It might be only a matter of time before he gets a teacher who thinks he’s a delinquent too smart for his own good.”

      “We can manage things so he only has Warden teachers until he reaches high school and leaves Talbott. That transition will give him a chance to leave any reputation he earned in elementary and middle school behind.” Malcolm drained his glass and poured himself another.

      I eyed him suspiciously. “You sound like someone with personal knowledge.”

      Malcolm smiled. “I might have needed to reinvent myself before high school. Though I didn’t have a reputation for fighting, just for stupidity. I disliked school and pretended to be dumb so my teachers would have low expectations of me. Did the bare minimum to get by.”

      I briefly saw the image of a small Malcolm slouching through the halls of his elementary school like James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause, complete with tiny leather jacket. I lowered my glass, gaping. “Malcolm! What changed?”

      “My father sat me down for a talk.” Malcolm chuckled. “We’d had plenty of ‘talks’ before, with me being sulky and him being frustrated. But this time, he took me out to the garage and made me sit on a bench in front of his Jaguar—you remember the car. He didn’t say anything for a minute or so, while I got increasingly restless. Then he told me if I ever wanted to drive the Jaguar or any other car, I’d better start performing academically the way he knew I could. And then he walked away.”

      I giggled. “I can imagine how effective that talk was.”

      “Very.” Malcolm rinsed out his glass and set it in the dishwasher. “I’ll talk to Alastair and see if there’s anything else he wants to tell us. What will you have him do while he’s suspended?”

      “The pantry. It’s plenty disorganized.” I never knew how it managed to become so messy when I prided myself on keeping things tidy.

      Malcolm nodded and left the room. I put my own glass in the dishwasher and then helped myself to an ice cream sandwich. I felt entitled to a treat after the day I’d had.

      My eye fell on the envelope, and I stared at it as I ate. Then I snatched it up and put it in a letter organizer near the mud room where I kept the rare bill that came in the mail and any other paperwork I had to deal with that wasn’t oracle-related, turning it so the address in its beautiful script wasn’t visible. Malcolm would deal with it. I didn’t want to think about it even to the extent of seeking a prophecy. Generally, when I asked for information for myself, the oracular gift was unclear unless I already had knowledge about the subject or was in immediate danger. A strange, obscure letter didn’t qualify.

      Even so… I leaned against the island and closed my eyes, letting a query sink deep into my bones: Who sent it? No response came, not even flashes of images or a face or even a name. As I’d suspected, I didn’t know enough. Surprisingly, knowing the letter wasn’t a danger didn’t reassure me. Whoever had sent it wouldn’t stop at just one. And if it was a Warden who had pulled this stunt… I’d always assumed I could trust any Warden, even the ones I didn’t know, because we shared the same goals. If it was a Warden, this letter felt like betrayal as well as fear.

      I finished my ice cream sandwich and licked melted ice cream off my fingers before washing my hands. Girls’ night out tonight, and I’d tell Viv and Judy and let them join in being horrified. For now, I’d sit on the porch and watch the kids play with Night-Noon, our elven caracal cat, and pretend my life was normal.
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      The three of us ended up at Viv’s house after dinner, seated on the screened porch that looked out over a deep, narrow gully. Viv’s house was just south of the city’s downtown, on one of those roads that wound through forest so overgrown it was like it had never heard of cities or downtowns. Jeremiah, who as a wood magus had an affinity for manipulating the natural world, had chosen the place back when he and Viv had been in danger from rogue magi, and they’d never wanted to move even after the danger was past.

      The temperature had dropped after sunset, and the trees and bushes growing right up to the edge of the porch made the night even cooler, though not cool enough to require a jacket. I stared out into the darkness beyond the warm light illuminating the porch, enjoying the swishing sound of the night breezes in the leaves.

      “I don’t know how worried to be,” Viv said. “I mean, that poem sounds like it might be a threat and not a love letter.”

      “Either of which is disturbing,” Judy pointed out.

      “True, but someone who has a crush on Helena might be willing to worship from afar or something. That doesn’t have to mean she’s in danger.”

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” I said. “It scares me no matter what the writer intended.”

      “You know you’re protected,” Judy said. “There’s no need to be scared. I’d be angry if it was me.”

      “You’re right, but—I don’t know. I don’t understand why it scared me so much. It was like…” I paused, groping to put into words a feeling I barely comprehended. “It looked so much like an act of love, all the care that went into it. It should have been received by someone who loved the sender in return. But it didn’t come to me by mistake, so it feels like whoever sent it thinks I’m someone else, or wants me to be someone else. Someone he can control.” I took another bite of chocolate cake.

      “Okay, now I’m scared,” Viv said. She cut herself another slab of the cake Jeremiah had made, dense and frosted with dark chocolate. “And when I’m scared, I eat.”

      “This is really good cake,” Judy said. “But—anyway, Helena, I think I get how you feel. I just hope you won’t let fear paralyze you.”

      “Not a chance,” I said, which was partly a lie; I felt like someone in a horror movie hiding in a closet where the serial killer already lurked. “Malcolm will have Campbell Security analyze the letter and the envelope, and they’ll find the guy.”

      “Or girl,” Judy pointed out. “It could be a woman.”

      “Sure, but isn’t it more likely to be a man? Aren’t most creepy stalkers who go after women men? I don’t know. It doesn’t matter, does it?”

      “I’d say you should have brought it with you, but I don’t know the glass magic that would show the person who sent it,” Viv said. “And that magic shows everyone who touched it, so it’s complicated.”

      “It’s all right. I wanted not to think about it tonight.” I brushed crumbs off my lap. “And of course that didn’t happen—but I had to tell you both about it.”

      “Right,” said Judy firmly. “And since we’re having uncomfortable conversations, you can tell me why Sophia said Alastair got beaten up at school today.”

      I sighed. “He didn’t get beaten up. He got into a fight with a bully so the bully’s victim wouldn’t do something drastic.”

      “Now that’s frightening,” Viv said. “What kind of drastic?”

      “Alastair said the prophecy wasn’t that detailed. I’m just glad he stopped it.” We had tall glasses of milk to go with our cake, Viv being a traditionalist as well as into comfort food, and I sipped mine and added, “But he can’t go on solving problems by fighting. All the school sees is that he’s violent.”

      “Jeremiah says paladins are like that. And where do you think he got those impulses, Ms.-Overdeveloped-Sense-of-Justice?” Viv raised both eyebrows in an arch expression.

      That startled me. I’d thought, since Malcolm was a steel magus and an experienced fighter, that Alastair was following in his footsteps. But there were all those times I’d thrown myself into danger for the sake of helping others, some of which had gotten me into trouble… “I didn’t think of it that way. Maybe I need to talk to Alastair about his instincts.”

      “It won’t hurt,” Viv said. “One paladin to another.”

      “I have no idea what a paladin is.”

      “It’s a class in fantasy roleplaying games. Paladins are holy warriors who defend justice and honor and protect the weak.”

      “Is that so?” I raised my glass of milk in salute. “And are we all paladins?”

      “Of course not,” Judy said. “I’m a rogue. Viv’s a bard.”

      My eyes widened. “How do you know about any of this?”

      Judy grinned. “Mike just joined Jeremiah’s roleplaying group. I helped him make a character. He’s playing a barbarian fighter.”

      I shook my head. “None of that makes any sense to me.”

      “It’s okay, it gets complicated fast,” Judy said.
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        * * *

      

      Malcolm drove Duncan to school the next morning, taking Jenny with him so I could deal with the oracle’s many requests undistracted. I’d only just sat down to the dedicated computer when it occurred to me that Alastair should help. I’d been teaching him the etiquette of handling requests and sometimes let him prophesy on their behalf. He was as much an oracle as I was, and while I didn’t want him dealing with every message that came in—some of them were much too mature for an eight-year-old boy to have to witness—I felt it was good for him to see what the possibilities of the oracular gift were.

      I went upstairs and knocked on his door. “Would you like to help with the oracle requests?”

      Alastair pushed Night-Noon gently but firmly off his lap. The caracal was the size of a German shepherd and enjoyed cuddling despite being far too big to be a lap animal. “I thought I was supposed to do homework and then organize the pantry.”

      “This won’t take long. Come on, we’ll work together.”

      Downstairs, I pulled the second chair close to the computer and opened the secure email client. Fourteen new messages. “Do you remember what to do?” I asked.

      Alastair nodded. I clicked open the first message, scanned it, and then turned the monitor to face Alastair. He read the message silently. “He wants to know what job to take,” he said, “but the prophecy says it doesn’t matter. Except we don’t tell him that.”

      “We don’t put it that way,” I corrected him. “That makes it sound like the oracle doesn’t care. What we tell him is that both jobs offer different opportunities, and he can choose for himself. Do you see the difference?”

      Alastair nodded again. He quickly typed a response—he was nearly as fast a typist as I was—and then said, “I’m supposed to attach the payment link, but that one is free. Why is it free?”

      “I never know how that works, Alastair. I don’t decide the amount myself, a prophecy does. Sometimes the oracle decides the recipient doesn’t have to pay for the knowledge we reveal. Sometimes my instincts say the amount should be a lot. The important thing is for people to appreciate prophecies, and they won’t do that if they’re always free or if they are way too expensive.”

      “I think this one is because the oracle didn’t choose for him,” Alastair said. He clicked Send.

      “Could be. Back when the oracle was in Abernathy’s, it never charged for auguries that would save a life, for example. Aunt Judy set up the payment software so we don’t have to send a link if there’s no payment due.” I clicked on the next message. “This one looks like it might be from an adept. ‘Can the barrier be restored?’”

      “I didn’t know the adepts knew about the oracle,” Alastair said. “Do we give them prophecies?”

      “The oracle gives prophecies to anyone who knows how to ask,” I said. “Or not—sometimes there’s no prophecy in response to a question. And we had to tell the adepts about the oracle to explain why the barrier was released.” Actually, I’d explained it to some adepts I knew, Cassie and Gabriel, and they and their colleagues were spreading the word. According to them, the screaming arguments had started about ten seconds after the adepts started learning the truth. Fortunately, none of them knew where I lived to confront me directly. But most of the adepts had spent their lives protecting the barrier that stopped elves from leaving Faerie to overrun our world, and they weren’t thrilled that a non-adept had summarily, as they saw it, done away with all that work.

      “I thought the adepts were mad at you,” Alastair said, echoing my thoughts.

      “They are, a lot of them, but some thought what I did was good, and they saw the benefits of access to an oracle,” I told him. I typed The barrier cannot be restored, considered elaborating on that response, and decided that was more information than $750 earned the querent. I’d told only a handful of people the feelings I’d experienced upon removing the barrier, how it hadn’t been destroyed so much as freed and how it had felt like a living creature, possibly one that had once been human. It had been an extraordinary experience, something personal enough I didn’t like sharing it with people who might not understand.

      I sent the response and the payment link, hoping the recipient would pay for what they might consider a non-answer. If it was an adept, he or she might not realize that receiving a prophecy and not paying for it meant never receiving another prophecy, or at least not until the bill was paid. Now that I was the oracle, I’d discovered I was more generous about payment than Abernathy’s had been.

      I clicked open the next request. It took me a moment to register what I saw. Not an email message, but a poem. A haiku.

      A jolt of fear shot through me, making my heart thump painfully hard. Instinctively, I closed the message. “I’ll deal with that one later,” I said, hoping my fear wasn’t obvious.

      Alastair gave me a funny look, but said nothing.

      We ran through the rest of the requests quickly, maybe too quickly. The oracular gift usually responded immediately to a querent’s message, but I liked to give each question thorough consideration. This time, I felt the pressure of that unread message bearing down on me, making me impatient. When we finished the last one, I said, “Go do your homework, and I’ll let you know when it’s time for the pantry.”

      “Are you all right, Mom?” Alastair asked.

      I didn’t like lying to my children, but what could I say that wouldn’t distress him unnecessarily? “I’m fine,” I said, “but one of the messages worries me. It will be all right.”

      Alastair still looked skeptical. Then he gave me a hug. “Okay,” he whispered.

      I hugged him back, blinking away unexpected tears. “Upstairs,” I said, and he left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      I shut my eyes and breathed in and out, slowly, regularly, until I felt calm enough to face whatever this was. Then I opened the message again.

      It was another crappy haiku. I knew just enough about poetry to recognize a good haiku, and this one wasn’t.

      When two become one,

      The past and present collide.

      Our love will never die.

      At the bottom of the email was a graphic of the same five-petaled flower with the skull at its center. It wasn’t identical to the first, but my sense of horror at its wrongness was the same. I closed my eyes and tried to calm myself, but I felt as frightened as if I was in a horror movie and the email meant the killer was inside my house.

      I shut down the email program. Then I opened it again and made myself look at the message. The name of the sender was “Eternity,” and the email address was a series of meaningless letters and numbers from a generic hosting service. That was all the message told me. Fortunately, I knew someone who could extract a lot more information.

      My fear subsiding, I scrolled through my contacts and chose one. “Judy?” I said when she picked up. “I need you over here now. My anonymous admirer has struck again.”
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