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      A light breeze fluttered my shirt and died away, not dimming the screams and shouts coming from all around me. I tilted my head back, squinting at the top of the castle, where a stocky figure stood silhouetted against the cloudless summer sky. “No!” I shouted. “It can’t be you!”

      “It is me!” the warrior shouted. “The terror of the kingdom! Fear me and my mighty wrath!”

      I strode toward the castle across the soft lawn and onto a carpet of wood chips that shifted underfoot. “You’ll never take me alive!”

      The mighty warrior scowled. “I am the most powerful! Watch this!”

      I gasped and darted forward as Duncan threw himself over the parapet and grabbed the rope dangling from it. Like a monkey, my son descended hand over hand until he reached the ground. I came to a halt about three feet away. Giving Duncan room to express himself without getting hurt or killed was a full-time job.

      “You’re right, that was impressive,” I said, not letting panic reach my voice. “Now—”

      “I challenge you to a duel!” another small voice shouted. Sophia came running around the corner of the castle-shaped play structure. She was armed with two long sticks she waved at Duncan. “Fear me and my mighty wrath!”

      “I don’t think so,” Judy said from behind me. “No stick fighting, not after what happened last week.” She disarmed her daughter and tossed the sticks in the direction of our picnic blanket. “You can take yourselves and your mighty wrath to the slide. Maybe you could take turns being the fastest.”

      “I’m the fastest,” Sophia promptly said.

      “No, I’m the fastest,” Duncan replied. “Watch this!” He ran off, spreading his arms wide like a tiny blond airplane. Sophia was on his heels in the next instant, her dark hair trailing her like a comet’s tail.

      Judy and I returned to sit on the blanket. Viv, who lay sprawled on her back chewing her plastic straw, removed it from her mouth and said, “They’re either going to kill each other or end up married.”

      “Fortunately, that day is far in the future,” Judy said. She idly started collecting wrappers and uneaten sandwich crusts and putting them in the hamper. This was the last weekly picnic my best friends and I had before school started, and it was bittersweet to think of how our children were growing older.

      “They nearly killed each other last week,” Viv pointed out. “Reenacting the final battle from that video game they’re so crazy about. Legend of Kerrigor or whatever.”

      “Legend of Kerigon, and I blame Jeremiah—and by extension you—for giving it to them,” I said. “I’m getting tired of hearing ‘fear my mighty wrath’ whenever it’s time for a bath. Duncan doesn’t need any help being obstinate.”

      “Duncan is six. Obstinate is part of the age,” Viv said. “I remember being just like him back then.”

      “You’re still obstinate,” Judy smirked. “You’re just old enough to call it ‘strong-willed.’”

      “They aren’t all obstinate.” I pointed at the swings, where Alastair pumped his legs back and forth as he sailed peacefully higher and higher. “I swore I’d never compare my children to each other, but sometimes that is really hard. Though Alastair gives me different worries.”

      “It’s got to be easier while school is out,” Viv said. “Less temptation for him to…you know.”

      “I do.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose, though my head didn’t hurt. Yet. “He wants to help. There’s nothing wrong with that. But he’s an oracle, and that has to be a secret.”

      “Would you still say that if magic was practiced openly?” Judy asked, a trifle more heatedly than I expected. “Wouldn’t his gift—your gift, all the children’s gifts—benefit the world if you didn’t have to conceal it?”

      I bit back the hasty words her near-antagonism prompted in me. “I want them to have a normal childhood, as far as that’s possible. That can’t happen if everyone knows they have prophetic powers. They’d be swarmed—have all the wrong kinds of attention—it’s not what I want for them.”

      Judy frowned, but as she began to speak, little Jenny stirred and sat up from where she’d been napping in the shade. Her blonde hair was mussed on one side, and there was a crease across her plump cheek from a fold in the blanket. “Mommy,” she said. Her eyes, brown-blue like her brothers’ and mine, flashed silver so quickly I almost missed it. Then she let out a scream that drew the attention of everyone within twenty feet of us.

      I scooted over and gathered her up in my arms. “Shh, shh, don’t cry, sweetheart,” I said, my heart aching with a familiar pain. “It can’t hurt you. They’re just pictures. Don’t be afraid.”

      Jenny buried her face in my shoulder and shook with the intensity of her sobs. “Don’t like it,” she gasped when the crying wound down. “There was a strange lady, and she hit her little boy, and he was so scared—”

      I couldn’t tell her everything was all right. She was only three, but she was smart enough to recognize the lie. “Be still, and let me look,” I said. I turned my attention inward, letting my awareness of the rest of the world fall away.

      Ten years ago, I had been the custodian of Abernathy’s Bookstore, which was secretly the world’s only oracle, and after defeating alien invaders who had tried to destroy our reality, it and I had become one entity. Now I was the oracle, able to prophesy the immediate future, and after ten years of practice, I felt confident in my ability to manage the oracular gift. But nothing had prepared me for having a child who was possessed of the same gift and was terrified of it. I couldn’t stop her having visions. All I could do was share them.

      Originally, I had needed words to commune with my power, but that time was past. Sometimes I still silently verbalized my query, but often I simply let the knowledge of what I wanted sink deep within me. The answer emerged in images and feelings and sometimes just the same bone-deep knowledge, as if the truth lived within me and surfaced for the asking.

      My query about what had frightened Jenny returned several fleeting images—a gray house faced with red bricks, a woman standing over a cringing child, a cuckoo clock striking three o’clock—and a sense of fear I guessed was the child’s. Nothing that gave me any indication of the house’s location or who the woman was.

      Frustrated and angry, I tried again, focusing not on the house but on the clock. The more seemingly random the image, the more likely it was to be key to the prophecy. This time, I saw a street sign and then a road map. I drew in a deep breath and cuddled Jenny more closely. “It will be all right, I promise,” I said, hoping it was a promise I could keep.

      One-handed, I retrieved my phone from my bag and called Lucia, custodian of the magical nexus called the Gunther Node and head of magical law enforcement in the Pacific Northwest. Gone were the days when she screened my calls; now she picked up within two or three rings. “Yes?”

      “Are there any Wardens living near Arrowdale Court in Salem?” I asked. The Wardens, guardians of the secrets of magic in our world, could do something about Jenny’s vision.

      “I don’t know every Warden in the Pacific Northwest, Davies,” Lucia said, but without her usual brusqueness. “I can find out.”

      “There’s a woman who’s been beating her child. I don’t know why it matters—I mean, obviously it matters that we protect children, but I don’t know if there’s more to it than that—”

      “That’s enough. I’ll take it from here.” Lucia paused. “It was Jenny’s prophecy again, wasn’t it?”

      “She’ll grow into it,” I said, not very sincerely to my ears. “Thanks.”

      Lucia hung up. I lowered my phone and said, “Lucia will find the little boy, all right? You did a good thing, sweetie.”

      Jenny shook her head. She was still trembling. “Can I have a cookie?”

      “Of course.” I found an Oreo in the mostly empty package and handed it over. “Go ask Alastair to push you on the swings.”

      When Jenny was out of earshot, Viv said, “It’s not getting better, is it.”

      “We don’t know what to do,” I said, swallowing tears. “The boys never experienced these terrors. And neither of them saw the horrible things Jenny does. I thought the oracular gift…I don’t know if ‘understand’ is the right word, but it always seems conscious of human limitations. I never have a spontaneous prophecy when it would endanger me, like while I’m driving. And the boys always received visions that were innocuous when they were Jenny’s age. I don’t understand this at all.”

      “She’s still so young,” Judy said. “Isn’t it likely she’ll outgrow it? Or—not outgrow, precisely, but the human brain develops over time, and she’ll gradually gain more understanding and ability to cope.”

      “We hope,” Viv said. “Even if that’s true—” She glanced at me and shut her mouth.

      “I know.” I brushed dark cookie crumbs off my fingers. “If these visions continue to hurt her, who knows what kind of damage that might do before she does outgrow them?”

      We all fell silent. I wished desperately for a change of subject, but it seemed all of us felt the burden of the conversation. I looked past the swings and the play fort to the street, and then beyond the street to the shops lining it on its far side. Men and women strolled past, dressed for the unexpectedly hot day in shorts or lightweight dresses. Traffic was light at this hour, and aside from one dark green panel van with no logo on the side, no one was parked on the street.

      Judy closed the hamper. “I should get going. I have to stop in at the store before going home.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said absently. Two men and a woman had emerged from the van. Though they wore sturdy boots, the kind with steel-capped toes, they were otherwise dressed casually in shorts and T-shirts, not in coveralls the way I’d expected. I wasn’t sure why I’d assumed the van belonged to some construction or maintenance company, given the lack of logo, but their appearance surprised me. “I wonder what they’re doing.”

      “What who are doing?” Viv asked. She sat up and ran her fingers through her short chartreuse bob, straightening her hair.

      “Those people. They’re not workers, and—” The three had walked into the street, and I gasped as a car drove straight at them. Instead of slamming on the brakes, the driver slowed to a stop and then carefully maneuvered around them. I didn’t see rude gestures or any other indication that the driver was angry or upset.

      “What are you talking about, Helena?” Judy asked.

      I glanced at Judy and Viv, who were looking in the direction of the van. “Those—” I turned to watch the three, who were now kneeling in the street with no concern for passing traffic. Another car drove up, slowed, and its turn signal came on as it waited for an oncoming car to drive past before moving into the opposite lane and driving around the trio.

      “You don’t see it,” I said.

      “I see a maintenance truck blocking off that lane,” Viv said. “Good thing it’s so quiet now, because that would be a real nightmare come rush hour.”

      “It’s an illusion,” I said.

      I stood and brushed off my rear end, though I hadn’t been sitting on the grass. My inborn ability to perceive the truth beneath illusion never indicated when something was under an illusion, and I depended on other people to know what I ought to be seeing or hearing. “There’s a van, and three people kneeling in the street. I don’t recognize any of them. Viv?”

      “Hang on,” Viv said. She dug around in her capacious pink bag printed all over with images of Tinker Bell and eventually emerged with a flat box twice the size of a typical glasses case. Inside was a pair of pale blue glass lenses, flat round circles connected to each other loosely by a twist of gold wire. Viv settled the lenses over her eyes, with the wire across the bridge of her nose, and steadied them with one hand. A deep blue haze bled across each lens like an ink spill and then vanished.

      “Huh,” Viv said. “I don’t know them either. And that’s not a Gunther Node van, obviously.”

      “What are they doing?” Judy asked.

      “No idea,” Viv said. “They’re just kneeling there—no, now the woman is standing.”

      I watched the woman walk to the rear of the van and open the doors to climb inside. In a moment, she was back, hefting a jackhammer with a bright orange case. The two men made room for her, and she settled the tool firmly right where they’d been sitting. I winced as the jackhammer noise split the air, louder than the traffic, louder than the shouts of children playing nearby.

      “I can’t hear it,” Viv said. “These things are only good for piercing optic illusions.” But she kept watching the tableau. “This is so damn weird even I can’t believe it’s happening.”

      “Lucia?” Judy said. She had her back turned and was watching the children at play, but her brow was furrowed the way it got when she was intent on a phone conversation. “Do you have anyone digging up the road across from Riverside Park? No? Well, there’s somebody—no, I can’t see them, they’ve set up an illusion—Helena says—how many, Helena?”

      I held up three fingers.

      “Three people, and from the look on Helena’s face they’re making an unholy racket.” Judy fell silent, but the intent look didn’t leave her face. “All right. No—well, of course. Goodbye.” She lowered her phone. “Lucia doesn’t know anything about it, and she’s sending someone.”

      “So she wants us to sit here and wait?” Viv asked. She put away the lenses and stretched. “What if we had things to do?”

      “I have to go soon, but you have nothing to do until you get a new case, or whatever you call it,” Judy said.

      “Jeremiah calls them bountyheads, but he watches too much Cowboy Bebop,” Viv said airily. “That private investigator firm has offered us a permanent job, but I think we’d rather stay independent. Get our own licenses. Even so, I’m not sure I want to wait on Lucia’s schedule.”

      “You’re right,” I said. The jackhammer had stopped, and the three people were gathered around the hole it had made. “Watch the kids.”

      “Helena!” Judy exclaimed. I ignored her and strode toward the van.

      A tiny part of me insisted this was madness. I had no idea who these people were, no idea what they were up to, and they might not be friendly. But the rest of me was caught up in the rushing, swooping sensation of the oracle guiding me.

      I reached the sidewalk, checked both ways, and crossed the street, hoping my children wouldn’t see me jaywalking. I’d only just convinced Duncan that street lights and stop signs mattered. But the street was empty except for the van, and I reached the hole in the ground without having to dodge traffic.

      The three people didn’t look up as I approached. I had the strange sensation of being the one under an illusion, invisible to everyone but myself. I wasn’t exactly being stealthy, but all three of them were staring into the hole as if it was a vista on some wonderful hidden treasure. Even when I came to a halt beside the skinnier of the two men, they didn’t look up. I paused for a moment, feeling awkward, and then cleared my throat. “What are you doing?”

      That got a reaction. All three of them jerked upright, and the plump man rose fully to his feet. They stared at me like I was a cop and they’d been caught trespassing. “You can see us?” the plump man said.

      “I swear the illusion is holding,” the woman said, rising more slowly.

      “It is,” I agreed, “but I’m Helena Campbell.”

      None of them looked enlightened. In fact, the skinny man looked more puzzled than before. “Who?”

      That sent up all sorts of warning bells. No one who was part of our magical world would fail to know my name. That wasn’t arrogance, it was pure fact. “You’re not—” I began, then caught myself. That was something I’d learned both from my husband Malcolm and from Judy’s favorite spy thrillers: never let on to an enemy how ignorant you are. And if they didn’t know me, they might be enemies. “I’m guessing you don’t have permission to dig here. Do you want to tell me what you’re after, or should I call the authorities?”

      Their amusement at this statement made me worry I’d said the wrong thing. I kept a straight face and refused to let them see my uncertainty. “The authorities,” the plump man said. “You don’t know anything, do you?”

      “She saw through the illusion,” the woman said.

      The plump man waved in a dismissive gesture. “That means nothing.”

      “You’re not sure about that,” I said, making a guess. Sure enough, he looked a lot less certain. “In fact, you’re asking yourself who might be interested in learning what you’re doing.”

      The skinny man cursed. “Adepts,” he said. “Kill her now.”

      “There’s only one of her. She’s no threat,” the plump man said, but he reached behind him and brought out a small but lethal-looking pistol. “Back away, lady, and don’t make me use this.”

      With the oracle’s warning still surrounding me, I felt no fear. “You won’t shoot,” I said, acknowledging what my prophecy told me as well as challenging him. “Get in your van—”

      “Step back,” the plump man repeated, gesturing with the gun. Then he looked past me, and his eyes widened. The gun moved to point at something behind me. I turned and saw Viv, holding the blue lenses to her face, running as fast as her long legs would take her toward us.

      I swung back around to see the plump man’s finger move to rest on the trigger. Without a second thought, I kicked his knee and ducked away from the gun. My foot in its sandal couldn’t do much damage, but he grunted in pain and his arm sagged. In the next moment, I was beside him, grabbing his wrist and sinking my nails deep into his flesh. He cried out and dropped the gun.

      It all happened so quickly his partners had only just begun to move. The woman backed up and reached for her own pistol. The skinny man fell to his knees beside the hole and reached into it. I kicked the fallen gun away and pushed past the plump man to shove the woman off balance, or at least I hoped I would manage that. Fighting competently still wasn’t one of my skills.

      The woman took a step backward under my assault, but stayed upright. She grabbed my wrists and shoved me to the ground. I found myself eye to eye with the skinny man, who froze in his scrabbling at the hole. Then Viv was there, dropping the lenses inside her shirt and body-checking the plump man. It was his turn to hit the ground.

      Viv moved smoothly past her fallen victim to challenge the woman. Unlike me, Viv knew what she was doing after eight years of kickboxing training. She and the woman circled each other, looking for an opening. That was all I noticed before movement caught my eye, and I saw the skinny man pull something out of the hole in the asphalt. I grabbed his wrist, and for a moment we stared at each other like a couple of stunned deer facing the same oncoming car. I recovered first and reflexively slammed his wrist against the edge of the hole. He dropped whatever the thing was and wrenched out of my grip.

      “Go, now!” the plump man shouted. I looked up. Viv was on the ground, and so was the woman, but the plump man hauled her up and dragged her to the van. I snatched at the skinny man’s legs, but managed only to brush the sole of his work boot before he was out of my reach. He threw himself into the driver’s seat and gunned the engine. Viv grabbed me and dragged me out of the van’s path as it sped away, bumping once over the new pothole but not stopping.

      I sat on the sidewalk, panting, beside Viv, who wasn’t nearly so out of breath. I really needed to get more regular exercise, though attacking strangers wasn’t in my daily routine. “Thanks.”

      “You have got to stop running into danger,” Viv said. The illusion was gone, because traffic had resumed its normal course, though there still weren’t many cars. All of them swerved wide of the hole in the street, sending up honks whenever their paths took them into oncoming traffic.

      I crept forward from the sidewalk and looked into the hole. Whatever the skinny man had found there, he’d dropped it again, and it was visible only as a vague, oblong shape. I dug my phone out and turned on the flashlight, and aimed the beam into the hole. “Wow,” I said, forgetting that my head was inches from oncoming traffic.

      The object was a stone about half the size of my head, with rounded edges and a smooth texture. But what had astonished me was the glass embedded in it. Emerald and ruby and sapphire fragments caught the light and gleamed with deep, liquid hues. It looked like the concrete stepping stones the kids had made for our friends the Kellers last Christmas, only this was clearly granite and not concrete and I couldn’t imagine how the glass had gotten there.

      I put away my phone and reached into the hole, and got another surprise: the stone weighed practically nothing, certainly not as much as granite and probably not even as much as the glass pieces all together. I showed it to Viv, who’d crouched beside me. Viv whistled in appreciation.

      “That’s something,” she said. “What is it?”

      “I have no idea,” I said. “You’re a glass magus—is the glass magical or something?” Any magus, a Warden who could wield magic, could tell if an object was imbued with magic, but of the six types of magi, the glass magi specialized in seeing what was hidden.

      Viv dug in her shirt for her lenses. “I don’t get it,” she said after a minute of observing the stone in silence. “I can’t tell if it’s magical or not. It’s not a warded stone, that’s for sure, but it’s also not definitively non-magical.”

      I stood, cradling the stone in the crook of my arm, and waved to Judy, who was poised in the terrible still pose that told me she was going to erupt if we didn’t return immediately to tell her what was going on. “Those people weren’t Wardens,” I said, “unless there are Wardens who’ve lived in caves for the past ten years and don’t know the Long War is over. But they could definitely do magic.”

      Viv led the way across the street. “We should turn everything over to Lucia and let her figure it out. If those were rogue magi, it’s her job to track them down. Unless the oracle has a different idea?”

      I saw Jenny swinging and laughing as her brother pushed her, saw Duncan and Sophia holding the high ground of the fort against a couple of other children, and my desire to dig into the mystery diminished. “Lucia will tear me a new one if I don’t let her handle this. The oracle isn’t a policeman. But…” I brushed my fingers over the smooth glass shapes. “But I think this is the start of something serious.”
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      Lucia’s office hadn’t changed in all the years I’d known her: battered melamine desk, an office chair much nicer than the desk, metal bookcases piled high with binders and boxes of paperwork. The newest addition from a few years ago was a magazine rack on the desk’s corner, filled not with magazines but with tablets in varying shades of gray and black. I didn’t know what was on each tablet, but Lucia never got confused.

      The stone rested in the center of her desk, the colored glass gleaming in the white lights illuminating the room. Compared to the angular, modern furnishings, it looked like a prop from a fantasy movie.

      “Huh,” Lucia said. She prodded the strange stone with her forefinger. “This looks like one of those tchotchkes people buy at seaside tourist traps to put in their gardens.”

      “A stepping stone, yes,” I said, not mentioning the similar ones my children had made. “But one made by a master sculptor. Don’t you think it looks… I don’t know, deliberate? Like it wasn’t just thrown together.”

      “And it’s got magic bound up in it somehow,” Viv said.

      “Yes, you said.” Lucia’s voice sounded distant, like she was thinking about something else. “Tell me more about the people who dug it up.”

      “Just what I said. They didn’t know who I was. And they—oh, I’d almost forgotten this—they said something about adepts. Like I might be an adept, whatever that is.”

      “Not Wardens.”

      “Definitely not,” Viv said. “What does that mean?”

      “A pain in the ass for me,” Lucia said sourly. “People who can work magic who aren’t Wardens like us…that suggests rogue magi.”

      “Maybe the last remnants of the Mercy?” I said. The rogue magi group called the Mercy had been in league with the alien invaders, and the invaders’ defeat had weakened but not entirely destroyed them.

      Lucia shook her head. “We eliminated them for good six years ago, I’m confident of that. I’d say some splinter group that wants to stay secret from other magi, but even a splinter group would recognize your name, Davies.” Lucia called everyone by their last name and called me by my maiden name, possibly because keeping track of more than one Campbell annoyed her.

      Lucia pushed her chair back from her desk and stood. “Leave it to me. You take your brood home and don’t worry about it.”

      “But—” I closed my mouth on a protest. There really wasn’t anything I could do short of prophesying, and I’d tried that already and gotten no visions or impressions. That generally meant either that something was none of my business, or that it didn’t affect me or anyone close to me. “All right. Will you tell me what you learn?”

      “If it matters to you, sure,” Lucia said with a familiar sardonic smile. “You need to stop carrying the weight of the world, Davies. There are magi for that. Not that I think you’re capable of not trying to help regardless.”

      The three of us left Lucia’s small office and followed the long hallway back to the Gunther Node’s central hub. The scent of gardenias, so familiar, came to my nose briefly. Why gardenias in this cold, concrete warren that escaped being called a bunker because it was enormous, I had occasionally wondered. No one ever mentioned it, and I never asked because I felt superstitiously that my drawing attention to it might make it disappear. Or maybe I was the only one who smelled it, and everyone would look at me funny if I said anything.

      The central hub was a gray concrete dome some three stories tall that should have echoed with all the traffic that went through it. Why it didn’t was another of those mysteries, like the gardenias, only this one I didn’t care enough to pursue. Colored lines painted on the floor in a spaghetti tangle led from the hub’s center to each of seven doors the size of warehouse gates, also rimmed in color. At the moment, few people strode through the hub, though “few” still meant dozens. I’d seen the hub at its busiest, so this qualified as practically nothing by comparison.

      I opened the first door inside the green-rimmed opening and said, “All right, time to go!” Then, “Oops—sorry for the interruption!”

      I hadn’t known the Gunther Node had a day care until Alastair was almost a year old. Natural light, not artificial—that was another thing I hadn’t known, that magic could produce actual sunlight, not an illusion—lit the cheery room painted with birds and trees and animals that would never coexist peacefully in Nature. The day care smelled pleasantly of fresh-baked cookies rather than gardenias and was unexpectedly quiet. I’d interrupted story time.

      Frank Hale glanced up from the picture book he held. “Almost done, Ms. Campbell,” he said.

      But Jenny popped up from where she’d been sitting, shouting, “Lucia! Lucia!” and ran for us, flinging her arms around Lucia’s legs. Lucia bent and swept her up, holding her upside down so she giggled.

      “You need to let Mr. Frank read, peanut,” she mock-scolded Jenny, and set her down on her feet.

      The other children, gaping, turned back to the book with its pen and watercolor art of monsters being led by a boy in a white wolf suit. Even Alastair was listening, though he sat at the back of the group so he could pretend disinterest. Alastair could read before he was three, and he’d often been the one reading aloud to the other kids in kindergarten, but he still loved being read to.

      I listened to the comforting, familiar last pages of Where the Wild Things Are without impatience. This was one of those days where I had nothing to do except start dinner in a few hours, and I enjoyed the peace. When Frank closed the book and said, “All right, Campbells, we’ll see you again sometime, yes?” I straightened from where I’d leaned against the wall and waited for Alastair and Duncan to join us.

      Julie Northrup, one of the other day care workers, wandered over with a toddler in her arms. The sleepy child had her head against Julie’s shoulder. “It’s good to see the kids,” she said quietly. “You know they’re welcome any time.”

      “I’m grateful,” I said. “It’s been a real blessing.” Not all my days were this peaceful, between handling requests to the oracle and business related to my corporation. The oracle still charged for its services, but it wasn’t as if I needed the money personally, so I’d incorporated my “consulting business,” paid myself a nominal salary, and organized a charitable giving program to handle the rest of the funds.

      Alastair came to my side. “I’m ready.”

      “Duncan,” I called, not loudly as I was conscious of the sleeping child Julie held.

      Duncan kept driving a Tonka truck across the carpet and ignored me.

      Sighing inwardly, I said, “Duncan, don’t forget we’re going to watch a movie this afternoon.”

      That brought him to his feet and hurrying toward me. I cringed inwardly at Julie’s regard. She would never criticize, and maybe she didn’t even think a criticism, but I felt guilty nonetheless. These days it seemed I resorted to bribing Duncan a lot faster than I used to, even if it wasn’t technically bribery. His disobedience reminded me painfully that I really had no idea how to raise children.

      We said goodbye, peeled Jenny off Lucia’s leg, and headed back to the hub, where Viv found a black-clad tech to work the teleportation circle that sent us outside. The heat of the day felt worse after the cool air-conditioned comfort of the Gunther Node, and I opened the doors of the Tahoe and fanned the air inside into motion while the kids ran in circles around the car. How they still had so much energy in this heat baffled me.

      Viv paused with the front door of her car open, clearly as reluctant to step into the oven as I was. “Girls’ night tomorrow?”

      “As always,” I replied. “It’s Judy’s turn to choose, so I figure she’ll text us.”

      Viv nodded and climbed in to start her car. She’d driven her Econoline van into the ground, not willing to admit it was past its best-by date, until Jeremiah had taken her to a used car lot a few years back and she’d fallen in love with this battered Lexus GX that looked like it had been through the wars. No one would ever believe it was a luxury automobile. She’d immediately named it Clarence.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she told me.

      “Worry about what?”

      “The stone. Those weird people. Whatever’s coming, we’ll have plenty of warning. I feel it.” She shut the door, waved, and drove off down the short incline to the road.

      I watched her go until she vanished out of sight around the bend. Ever since becoming a glass magus, Viv had become prone to premonitions. They weren’t as clear as oracular visions, and not as precise as the precognitive visions our friend Victor Crowson had, but they were always accurate, even if sometimes their accuracy wasn’t obvious until the event was over. That one hadn’t been particularly helpful, not in the sense of telling me what more to expect, but it was reassuring.

      I came to myself and herded the kids into the car. “Seatbelts,” I reminded Duncan and Alastair, then checked to make sure they’d fastened them properly. Surprisingly, Duncan never fought me on the need to stay strapped in, possibly because Alastair didn’t. Alastair was better at getting Duncan to do things than I was. Older brother, possibly cooler brother—whatever the reason, Duncan looked up to him, and I had to resist the urge to put the burden of Duncan’s obedience on Alastair. That wasn’t fair to anyone.

      I put the Tahoe in gear and trundled down the road. We’d bought it when Jenny was born and the Accord couldn’t fit us all anymore. Malcolm was the car nut, not me, so I’d let him choose, but I’d balked at the size of the enormous SUV. “It would be like driving a tank,” I’d complained, but Malcolm had pointed out the conveniences of a full-size SUV for a working mother like myself, and I’d agreed to test it. Just to see. And I’d been surprised at how much I’d liked it. Even so, I called it my land yacht, with myself as skipper.

      The journey from the Gunther Node to our house was about half an hour long, but at this time of day, traffic wasn’t heavy, so I sailed along the freeway half-listening to the conversation Alastair and Duncan were having. Alastair was telling Duncan the plot of some book, but he kept looping back to insert important parts he’d forgotten in his excitement. It was reassuringly normal in my genius son, that he wasn’t perfect. Sometimes he was a little too much like a small adult, between his intelligence and the oracular gift.

      Jenny didn’t speak, but I heard her tapping the sides of her booster seat in rhythm with the quiet music playing in the background and knew she hadn’t fallen back asleep. Too much sleep during the day made her cranky and unable to sleep at bedtime. I relaxed, and realized I’d been tenser than I’d thought. Now that I could go over that encounter in memory, I was shocked at how casually I’d ignored the guns. I’d been certain they weren’t a threat, and I had no reason to doubt my insight, but the possibility of being wrong still chilled me.

      I made myself contemplate dinner, something light and cool, until we reached home. The kids, released from their seatbelts, raced inside, and I followed more slowly. We’d lived here for more than ten years, it was familiar, but familiarity had bred contentment in me rather than contempt, and I always entered the house with a sense of relief. Here, I could shut out the world when the demands of the oracle became too much.

      I kicked off my sandals and put them in their cubby, shouting, “Alastair! Duncan! Shoes!”

      Running feet sounded in the hall outside the mud room. “Movie?” Duncan asked.

      “Get cleaned up first. I’ll make popcorn.” Again, the sense of calm filled me at the thought of such a normal interaction. I really had the best life imaginable.

      The feeling of peace persisted through the movie, a cartoon chosen by Duncan. Judy had expressed astonishment that my children were willing to sit through an entire seventy-five minute movie without losing interest, something Sophia apparently never did. That, I had no explanation for, but it was something else for which I was grateful. Afterward, they spread out through the house to play while I started dinner. The idle thought that this was too good to be real struck me as I was chopping vegetables to go in the salad. I told myself that was foolishness and went back to singing along with the Annie soundtrack.

      But the thought wouldn’t go away. It didn’t feel like a worry or anxiety, and it wasn’t the oracle; it was just the sense that I was fortunate, and I shouldn’t take that for granted. I wasn’t sure I was in danger of that, but memories of serving as the oracular bookstore Abernathy’s custodian, of all the things I’d endured in that position, started coming to mind. It would be easy to tell myself I deserved peace after everything I’d experienced, after giving my own life for the sake of defeating the monstrous invaders that wanted to destroy our world, but that was never true. In fact, wasn’t the reward for success traditionally supposed to be yet another job?

      With that, I heard the back door open, and footsteps along the short hallway heralded Malcolm’s appearance. I left the knife on the counter and met him halfway, kissing him more fervently than I usually did. “I’m glad you’re home.”

      “So am I,” Malcolm said, taking me in his arms and returning my kiss. “Did something happen?”

      “No—well, yes, but nothing awful. You just saved me from dwelling on memories.” I took his hand and led him back to the kitchen. “I’m so glad I have you and the kids.”

      “Now I’m worried.” Malcolm took a sliver of red bell pepper off the cutting board and ate it. “You’re sure you’re all right?”

      I ate a slice of bell pepper myself. “Don’t you ever feel like we’re too fortunate? I mean, we have the ideal life, financial security, jobs we love, three wonderful children—maybe it’s too good to be true.”

      “If I believed there was some force in the universe intent on balancing the scales, I might worry. But remember everything we endured to get to this point, Helena.”

      I sighed. “That occurred to me, too. Just because it’s been years since the last time my life was in danger doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. I don’t know. It was just an odd thought.” I swept the chopped vegetables into a bowl atop a bed of lettuce and tossed the mixture with the salad tongs. “But let me tell you what did happen today. It was so strange.”

      Malcolm loosened his tie and freed the top button of his shirt. “Not dangerous?”

      I considered his probable reaction to learning about the guns. “Not seriously dangerous.” Before he could dig deeper into that statement, I told him about the three people and the stone they’d unearthed and tried to take.

      Malcolm’s frown deepened the longer I spoke. When I finished, he said, “Non-Wardens, but magi?”

      “I guess. What else could it be if they were capable of making illusions? But none of it makes sense. And I haven’t had any prophecies regarding it.”

      “You’re right, though, that any Warden would recognize your name.” Malcolm took off his suit coat and folded it over his arm. “So, what haven’t you told me?”

      “Um…one of them pointed a gun at me. But I knew he wouldn’t shoot! So, technically, I wasn’t in danger.”

      To his credit, Malcolm’s sudden tension didn’t erupt into chastisement. He simply shook his head and said, “I realize your prophecies are always correct, particularly the ones that rise out of circumstance, but that doesn’t stop me worrying about your safety.”

      “It worried me, too, in hindsight. But I trust the oracle, especially now the oracle is me.” I set the salad bowl on the counter and made a grab for the tongs as they threatened to overbalance and fall. “Go get changed, and then if you’d bring the kids, dinner is ready.”

      I gathered a handful of forks from the drawer and then paused as the swooping, gliding sensation of a spontaneous prophecy overtook me. For a moment, I saw a narrow, two-lane road, lined on both sides with pines that cast their needles over the paved surface. A gap appeared between the trees on the left, clear of undergrowth, with deeply rutted tracks that said many cars had passed there over the years. In the vision, I took that left turn and bounced through a passage so narrow pine branches brushed the car on either side. Then the vision faded.

      I realized I’d dropped the forks and swiftly bent to gather them up and toss them into the sink. As I removed more silverware from the drawer, I contemplated what I’d seen. No indication of when it would happen, at least not beyond “daytime” and “summer,” but in my heart I felt it would be soon. Combined with that sense was a feeling of satisfaction, the kind of rightness I felt when I’d done something good.

      I hadn’t gotten that feeling from a vision in a long time, not because my visions were evil, but because they were usually impersonal. I was grateful for that, because I didn’t think I could endure being emotionally affected by every vision, even the ones about pleasant things. That might be what hurt Jenny so much. If so, I hoped she outgrew it fast.

      With the table set, I listened to the distant noises of children playing upstairs. My earlier sense of peace had evaporated, replaced by a need to take action. I remembered what I had said about the strange stone—that it meant the beginning of something serious. At the time, I’d meant it was a mystery the Wardens would need to unravel. Now I wondered if it meant something else. Something personal. Maybe I wasn’t wrong to consider how fortunate my life was, if something was coming that would disrupt it. In any case, I was sure the oracle would be at the heart of it.
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      I stood at the loft window and gazed out over Portland at sunset. From where I was, most of Portland’s downtown was to my right, putting those buildings in silhouette against the sky. Clouds tinted the most outrageous shades of orange and peach and pink caught the last light of the sun like they were auditioning for a burlesque show. Between myself and downtown, the Willamette snaked past, with the Morrison Bridge straddling it. If I squinted, I could make out the red-brick building that housed the Board, no longer the Board of Neutralities that had governed the Wardens and the magic-producing nodes, but still a powerful force in the magical world.

      “I’m hungry,” Viv murmured.

      “Shut up. Judy needs us to be patient.” I turned around and leaned against the window with my arms crossed over my chest, not because I was impatient but because that was a comfortable pose. The loft was brightly lit despite the sunlight, and its white walls and ceiling made it seem even brighter. The floor, on the other hand, was nearly black and varnished to a point where my shoes slipped if I stepped incautiously. I glanced down at my wavery, dim reflection. I looked like someone in need of a cheeseburger. Maybe I was hungrier than I thought.

      Judy walked toward us, not having any trouble with the floor despite her four-inch stack-heeled sandals. “I am really sorry,” she said in a low voice. “We’re almost done here. I’ll buy dinner to make it up to you.”

      “It really is all right,” Viv said.

      “No, but Katrin is…this is her first Fashion Week, and I don’t want her freaking out and doing something stupid like pulling her collection the night before it’s shown.” Judy rolled her eyes. “She has nothing to worry about. It’s not like this is Milan.”

      “It’s still a big deal for a young designer, though,” I said, looking past Judy at the clothing on racks and the models being fussed over by a short, round young woman wearing overalls over nothing but a pink bra. The clothing was as brightly hued as the clouds and in the same colors; orange and day-glo pink were apparently trendy, as were wide legs, lots of what I would call costume jewelry that Judy and Viv would no doubt say was vintage, and shirts with large, irregular triangles cut out of them. I couldn’t see myself wearing any of it, but I still found the look appealing.

      “A very big deal,” Judy said. “I want to feature her clothing in the store, but it will sell better if her show goes well. Which means she has to have a show.” She walked back to the woman in overalls, who had just torn the sleeves off the nearest model’s dress and looked ready to burst into tears.

      “Dramatic,” Viv said in a low voice. “I guess it could be worse. She’s not a diva. Katrin, I mean.”

      “She’s not?” I controlled my surprised outburst. “What would a diva look like?”

      “Oh…treat the models like mannequins, change her product line a dozen times before release, insist that it’s all crap and she’s a disaster…” Viv shrugged. “It’s amazing how different designers’ personalities are.”

      “How long were you a fashion model, again?”

      “Three—no, four months.” Viv examined the turquoise finish of her nails. “I think Judy’s ready. Let’s go.”

      I nodded, and the room moved with me. “Stop,” I said. In the next moment, I felt a rush as if I’d been caught up in an eagle’s talons and lifted into the sky. The loft fell away, and I saw a table in a forest, not a wooden picnic table but an ornately carved oak dining table complete with eight chairs. Scattered across its shining surface were playing cards—no, these were too large for playing cards, and their backs, for they all lay face down, had a bright pattern of a purply sky scattered with stars. Tarot cards.

      I watched as a wind lifted two of the cards and flipped them over. I didn’t know enough about tarot to recognize the cards, but one of them had a wheel at the center and a winged animal at each corner, all of them surrounded by clouds. The other showed three women dancing in a circle, holding fat goblets over their heads. Then the wind blew harder, hard enough that I felt it, and all the cards went sailing away over the tops of the pine trees, and the vision faded.

      I blinked several times to clear my sight. Prophecies left my eyes feeling itchy, as if I’d had them open for too long, which was probably true. I lost all awareness of my real body when I had a spontaneous prophecy. Dimly, I heard Viv saying, “…a minute, she’s coming around.”

      I focused on the figure in front of me, who turned out to be Judy. She looked mildly concerned, but when she said, “I hope Katrin didn’t see that,” I realized she hadn’t suddenly become worried for me. After ten years of spontaneous prophecies, my best friends were accustomed to my occasional bouts of stillness in the middle of some other activity.

      “Another one I don’t understand,” I said. “I—are we ready to leave?”

      “We are, unless you need to tell us what you saw,” Judy said.

      I shook my head. “It can wait until we get food. Nothing urgent.”

      Judy drove to Giuseppe’s, our favorite Italian restaurant. “I was planning on trying that new restaurant on Burnside,” she said, almost apologetically, “but Katrin has exhausted me and I want something comforting and familiar, like meatballs the size of a baby’s fist.”

      “I’ll never complain about Giuseppe’s,” I said. “And the other place will still be there next time.”

      “Unless it’s so trendy it closes in three weeks, and we’ll be grateful we missed it,” Viv said.

      Giuseppe’s had been around for at least two decades, but the recent remodel had freshened its appearance so it looked, not brand new, but youthful again. The owner had kept the rich, dark interior that had always given it a warm and comfortably intimate air, but the tables were bigger now, the booths wider, and the lighting was brighter. I liked the changes, something Viv and Judy had teased me about, given how reluctant I was to embrace change. I figured if something was working, why “improve” it? That didn’t make me stodgy, it made me…well, “conservative” was probably the wrong word, but I liked it better than “intractable.”
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