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      Gray clouds filled the sky to the west, filtering the light of the setting sun and turning the new greenery lining the freeway even more lush and vibrant. Lightning, vivid and white, cut a jagged scar against the dark background. Wind lashed the car window, doing its best to push the car out of its lane, and carried the clouds tumbling toward us. It was hard not to feel we were outracing the storm, but I couldn’t think of a better vehicle to win that race than Malcolm’s Jaguar, slung low to the ground and purring like a cat.

      “Did you know big cats can’t purr?” I said. “Lions and tigers, I mean. I read it somewhere. And small cats can’t roar.”

      “Is this apropos of a conversation I don’t remember?” Malcolm said.

      “Just thinking about your car’s engine purring, and how a real jaguar wouldn’t. We’re not going to go rolling head over heels, are we?”

      “Not with as low a profile as this car has. Are you afraid?”

      “With you driving? Never.” I leaned my cheek against the cold window glass and eyed the clouds. “Maybe a little afraid of this dinner.”

      Malcolm laughed. “Ashamed of me, or of your family?”

      “Neither. I just want them to like you, and you to like them.”

      “I promise to like them and to be at my most likeable. I hope they don’t think I’ve been avoiding them. It’s been months since you told them we were dating.”

      “I’m sure they won’t think that.”

      Malcolm changed lanes and exited the freeway, coming to a smooth stop at the top of the ramp. “I’m looking forward to your mother’s cooking. I’ve only ever had her leftovers, and the real thing is sure to be spectacular.”

      “She’s making lasagna. It’s my favorite. You will love it.”

      He briefly put his hand over mine and squeezed before putting the car in gear and moving forward. “This is because I’m older than you, isn’t it?”

      “No. Maybe. It’s stupid.”

      “Nine years isn’t that big a difference. Remember that old fellow what’s-his-name in African Queen?”

      I laughed. “All right. I just can’t help thinking my parents are going to think it’s weird, when the truth is I never remember your age except when your birthday rolls around. And they’re not going to think it’s weird.”

      “Your birthday is coming around in a few weeks.”

      “I wish we could celebrate publicly.” I let out a long, frustrated breath. “Maybe I should just tell the Board of Neutralities the truth. They seem to have faith in me, and I can’t help feeling I’m betraying it.”

      “Don’t,” said Malcolm. “If they find out about us, you will certainly lose Abernathy’s, and possibly your life. I haven’t given up hope that you’ll figure out an exception to the Accords. And since you won’t let me break up with you—”

      “What, and make decisions for me ‘for my own good’? I told you that’s what people in bad romance novels do.” I rested my hand lightly on his for a moment. “Does it still bother you that nothing in the Accords would punish you for being in this relationship?”

      “Of course it does. That’s unfair if nothing else is.”

      “And everything about the Accords is unfair.” I sighed again. “I’ll keep looking.” The truth was, I was discouraged. The Accords, the rules that governed all of magery and the Neutralities, said clearly that custodians of Neutralities had to maintain impartiality toward the two factions magery was divided into. They were just as clear that a custodian dating a Nicollien or an Ambrosite qualified as extreme partiality. But I loved Malcolm, and he loved me, and the thought of giving him up filled me with horror. So deception, and secrecy, were the order of the day.

      I directed Malcolm through the last few streets and into my parents’ driveway. The rambler-style house, with its beige brick façade and creamy white trim, looked drab this time of day, gloomy and gray. Even the rhododendrons, with their glossy green leaves, looked dispirited and droopy. I came around to Malcolm’s side of the car and took his hand. “Ready?”

      He looked down at me with an amused smile and a flash of his wonderful dimple. “Morituri te salutant, Helena?”

      I slugged him in the shoulder. “I am not preparing to die, Malcolm!”

      He kissed me quickly. “Then smile like it’s a party, and release your death grip on my hand.”

      I knocked rapidly on the door before pushing it open. I might not live here anymore, but old habits were hard to break. “We’re here!”

      “Come in,” Mom said from the kitchen. I pushed the door open farther and was greeted by a wave of hot air scented with tomatoes and herbs and half a dozen kinds of cheese.

      “The smell alone was worth the drive,” Malcolm murmured, helping me out of my coat. I hung his coat and mine on the hooks just inside the door, then took his hand again and led him into the living room, where my dad was just getting up from the couch. Jake, my brother, followed him a bit more slowly.

      “Dad, this is Malcolm. Malcolm, my father, Roman Davies, and my brother Jake.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Dad said, extending his hand to Malcolm, then catching me up in a big hug. “Hope the drive wasn’t too bad.”

      “The rain held off,” Malcolm said. “Though I enjoy driving in the rain.”

      “I’ve heard about your car,” Jake said. “Vintage Jaguar, right?”

      “1963 E-type coupe. It was my father’s. Would you like to see it?”

      Dad’s eyes gleamed. “Louise, we’ll be out front for a bit,” he called out, and suddenly I was alone in the living room, blinking at the absence of men.

      “Wait, I wanted to meet…they’re gone,” Mom said, emerging around the corner from the kitchen. “Boys and their cars.”

      “Well, it is a very nice car,” I said, going to hug Mom. “I guess this means I have to set the table on my own.”

      “Jake did it before you came. Without being prompted. Sometimes I don’t recognize my own children.” Mom put her arm through mine and drew me after her into the kitchen, where both ovens were working hard. “Food will be ready in about ten minutes. How are things?”

      “Busy, but dull, if that makes sense. I have a lot of customers who all want the same things.” I couldn’t tell my parents that I worked in an oracular bookstore, nor that most of my customers were capable of working magic to fight alien monsters invading our world. Fortunately, Mom and Dad were satisfied with my often vague answers.

      “Dull can be nice. It beats tax season, which is what I’ve been wrangling for my business this last week. I want it over and done with.”

      “I’m glad I have an accountant.” I also had Judy Rasmussen, who was a wizard with our accounting software and kept the books in perfect order for the accountant. I couldn’t begin to imagine how complicated Abernathy’s’ taxes were.

      The door opened, and shortly all three men trooped into the kitchen, their noses and cheeks rosy from the chill in the air. “I’d be afraid to drive that,” Dad said. “The insurance premiums alone…”

      “They are high,” Malcolm said, “but it’s one of my few indulgences.”

      I figured his expensive suits, his heavy gold watch, and his hand-stitched Italian leather shoes were more necessities of his job running a high-end security company than indulgences, and held my tongue. Today Malcolm was dressed in khakis and a lightweight black sweater that did nothing to conceal his excellent physique. It made me think about getting him home so I could get him out of his clothes as quickly as possible. I blinked away the image and smiled.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Louise,” Malcolm was saying, shaking my mom’s hand. “Your reputation as a cook has preceded you.”

      “I hope I’ll live up to it tonight,” Mom laughed. “Roman, why don’t you pour the wine, and I’ll serve the salad and bread.”

      It was the best meal I’d had in months: fresh, hot, crusty Italian bread with flavored oil and balsamic  vinegar for dipping, a green salad rich with romaine and arugula, and the lasagna, pure heaven on a plate. I caught my mother’s eye once and nodded at her, chewing vigorously. She flicked a glance at Malcolm and raised one eyebrow in an expression that clearly said You done good, girl. I blushed and couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes.

      “So, Helena wasn’t very clear on what you do. You…sell security systems?” Dad said.

      “More specifically, my company handles the varied security needs of all its clients. That can mean alarm systems, but often it means private security personnel, bodyguards, transportation of sensitive material.”

      “Your company?” Mom said.

      “It’s an old family business. My brother and I run the organization. My mother is on the board of directors.”

      “So your mom is still the boss of you,” Jake said with a grin.

      Malcolm smiled back at him. “It never ends. As I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.”

      Jake shrugged. “I’m off to college in the fall.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “University of Oregon.”

      “That’s my alma mater. I hope you like it.”

      “I didn’t know that. I would have thought you’d go to Harvard or Yale or someplace like that,” I said.

      “I was accepted to Princeton, but I decided I’d rather stay close to home,” Malcolm said, giving me a look that reminded me he had a calling in life that mattered more than his university education. Though I would have thought he could fight invaders anywhere. I wondered for the first time how long he’d been a magus. Undergoing the Damerel rites for the implantation of the aegis that let humans wield magic was dangerous, and I couldn’t imagine they’d let a teenager do it, but that was all I knew.

      “So your mother, your brother…what about your father?” Mom said.

      “My father passed away five years ago.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “That’s all right. It was quite sudden—he was only fifty-eight. But we remember him fondly, not sadly.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      Dad cleared his throat. “Dessert, and then a movie? Helena tells us you’re a fan of classic films.”

      “Yes, it’s what brought us together. The Philadelphia Story, wasn’t it? ‘Unsuspected depth?’”

      I laughed. “That’s it exactly. I’d almost forgotten that.”

      “It certainly made me see you in a new light.” His smile warmed me, and without any self-consciousness I kissed him lightly on the lips. It made his eyes light up, and suddenly I couldn’t remember why I’d ever been nervous.

      We carried our little plates of tiramisu into the basement, where my dad’s shrine to the gods of entertainment lay. Surround sound, a flat screen TV filling most of one wall, leather recliners with plenty of cup holders…it was the most decadent way to watch a movie I knew.

      Malcolm and I picked out a comfortable seat, and I curled up against his side the way I always did for movies. Though this was unlikely to end the way it did any time we watched a movie in my apartment, with the two of us kissing and taking each other’s clothes off as the credits rolled. I caught my mother looking at me again with that sidelong smile, and snuggled in closer to hide my embarrassment. “I still can’t believe you’ve never seen The Thin Man,” I said. “And you such a big fan of My Man Godfrey, too.”

      “Well, as I recall, you had never seen Notorious until five weeks ago. That’s a much greater omission, in my opinion.”

      “Helena’s never seen Notorious?” Dad said. “Louise, we’ve failed as parents.”

      “The one you should see is Hollow Triumph,” Malcolm said. “Helena and I watched that recently—Paul Henreid in a double role, psychological noir…it’s not light watching, but it was compelling.”

      “I’ll put it on my watch list,” Dad said, pulling out his phone. Mom dimmed the lights.

      “Movie time,” she said, and the opening credits came up on the screen.

      The Thin Man is one of my favorites, though I’ve always wished they’d given Myrna Loy more to do with her role and I’ve never gotten the appeal of Asta the dog. Malcolm chuckled in all the right places. When Nora Charles tells Nick she read he was shot in the tabloids, and my parents and Jake and I all said “It's not true. He didn't come anywhere near my tabloids” along with Nick, he nearly dislodged me, he laughed so hard.

      “I have no idea who the real murderer is,” he said near the end.

      “That’s all right, neither does Nick Charles,” Jake said. “Want to take a guess?”

      “My money’s on Cesar Romero, but that’s just because he’s creepy in this part.”

      “I forgot who the murderer was the second time I saw this,” I said, “so it was like seeing it for the first time again.”

      “Shh, pay attention or you’ll miss it,” Mom said.

      We watched the dinner party unfold, the unmasking of the murderer, and the final scene where Nick throws Asta into the upper bunk so he and Nora can sleep together. “Not that they could do anything but imply that,” I said.

      “And you notice how they never move their heads when they kiss, in these old movies,” Mom said. “They just press their lips together and hold still. Very awkward.”

      “I love old movies, but I wouldn’t want to live in one,” Malcolm said. His fingers curled around mine. “That was a really good one. But I can’t say I’ve ever seen quite so gin-soaked a movie. Odd how their code didn’t prohibit displays of extreme drunkenness.”

      “It’s true.” Dad stood and helped Mom to her feet. Malcolm did the same for me. Handsome, and considerate, and funny, and polite…I wished I dared fling my arms around his neck and kiss him hard in a way that would have been wildly inappropriate in an old movie.

      We went back upstairs to the living room, where Jake said goodnight and tromped off to his room. “He’s going to text that girl,” Mom said. “For hours.”

      “Which girl?”

      “Her name is Claudia and they’re in English together,” Dad said. “And that is the extent of what we know.”

      “I don’t understand the appeal of courtship via texting, but it seems to work for him,” Mom said. “Remember before we had unlimited texting?”

      “Remember before we had texting, period?” Dad said with a grin. “Back in the bad old days?”

      “I don’t know how I’d survive without being able to text people. So much better than calling and leaving a voice mail they might not get,” I said.

      “I prefer it, too,” Malcolm said. “And it leaves a trail.” Which reminded me of why I never texted Malcolm anymore, not unless it was something banal that anyone might send to a friend. We’d agreed not to leave evidence on each other’s phones in the form of affectionate texts or voice mails.

      “Well, back in our day, we were lucky to have voice mail,” Dad said, intoning the way he always did when he delivered one of his “kids these days” statements.

      “They don’t want to talk about our day, Roman,” Mom said affectionately. “Would you like anything else? More dessert? Coffee?”

      “Actually, we should be going,” Malcolm said, rising from his seat. “I have an early meeting tomorrow.”

      “Well, it was wonderful to meet you, Malcolm,” Mom said. “I hope we’ll see you again soon.”

      “I’d like that.” Malcolm shook my dad’s hand and hugged my mom, who made the most outrageous face at me over his shoulder. I struggled not to laugh.

      It was pouring down rain when we left my parents’ house, a heavy, cold rain that beat down on my scalp like a thousand tiny frozen fingers. Malcolm’s car was chilly, and the vintage Jag might have been a wonder to drive, but its heating system wasn’t terribly robust. We sat in the driveway for a minute, me holding my hands over the vent to warm them. “I didn’t know you had a meeting,” I said.

      “I do, but I might have exaggerated its earliness in my desire to get back to your apartment and practice kissing in a non-Hays Code-approved way.”

      “Mmm. I like the sound of that.”

      Malcolm backed out of the driveway and headed toward the freeway. We drove in silence; I felt too relaxed and full and happy for speech. It had gone well, my parents liked him—

      “You had a good time, right?” I said.

      “I did. You have a great family. You’re luckier than you know, I think.”

      “What makes you say that?” I tilted my head to look at him.

      “My family isn’t nearly so pleasant to be around. My mother is…difficult, and Ewan can never decide whether to be a dutiful son or his own man, and I’m afraid I get irritated and snappish and make things worse. And then there’s Andria.”

      Jealousy touched my heart. “I thought you dumped Andria.”

      Malcolm laughed. “Oh, love, Andria never came close to holding a place in my heart the way you do. But she’s my cousin—second cousin—and my mother has never given up the hope that Andria and I will marry. One unfortunate side effect from having to keep this secret is that my mother believes I’m unattached, and has no trouble pushing Andria on me at every opportunity.”

      “But Andria has to know you’re not interested.”

      A rueful smile touched his lips. “Andria knows. Andria is opportunistic and enjoys pushing my buttons. She is currently living with my mother rent-free and enjoying a lifestyle superior to what she would live at home in Quebec, so leaving doesn’t benefit her at all.” He accelerated up the ramp to freeway speeds. This close to the road, I could almost see the rain as a wave pushed up by our passage. It was the strangest sensation.

      “You’re not jealous, are you?” Malcolm added. “Because I promise you—”

      “I’m not jealous. Well, I sort of am, a tiny little bit, but more in the ‘I’ve never met her and I have some small insecurities about how much prettier she is than me’ way than anything serious.”

      Malcolm roared with laughter. “Helena, you are so much more beautiful than she can ever dream of being,” he finally said. “She’s pretty enough, but there’s an arch self-awareness to her that makes it difficult to want to be close to her over time.”

      “‘Arch self-awareness’? That’s a sweet way to insult someone.”

      He glanced at me, flashing his dimple. “I hadn’t thought—”

      The smile fell away from his face, replaced by a look of confusion. Then pain creased his features, and he grabbed his chest. The car swerved across two lanes, and I screamed. Cars beside us honked, long and shrill. Malcolm cried out and took hold of the wheel again, his face still contorted in agony. We straightened briefly, skidded, and then the car was swinging in a huge weightless arc across the freeway. I screamed again. Something low and dark rose up fast before us. I struck the dashboard and everything went black.
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      Something hissed beyond the darkness, a loud, ceaseless sound. Rain. I blinked water out of my face and tried to sit up, but was restrained by…what was it? The seatbelt. Right. The car—

      Memory returned. Malcolm’s agonized face, the car swerving, the crash as the car plowed into the freeway’s concrete barrier. One of the headlights was unbroken and pressed up against the concrete, making a white spot that illuminated the destroyed front end of the car. The windshield was shattered, and rain poured in on me. I wiped more water out of my face…except it wasn’t water, it was blood. I must have hit my head on the dash. My hands were shaking. I had to get out.

      Then I saw Malcolm. He hung limply in his seat belt, his head tilted at an unnatural angle. One of his arms, thrust toward me, was clearly broken, hanging awkwardly below the elbow. His face was bloody from a dozen cuts, all turning pink from the pouring rain. With trembling hands, I yanked at the seat belt, but couldn’t get it to release. “Somebody help me!” I screamed, yanking harder.

      Someone flung my door open. “Are you all right?” a man said.

      “Help him—he’s hurt—I can’t get out—”

      “Calm down, it will be all right,” the man said, but I looked at Malcolm’s still face and panic bubbled up inside me. The man managed to unhook my seat belt, and I flung myself at Malcolm, feeling for a pulse.

      “Call 911,” the man said to someone over his shoulder, then to me, “Come out of there, and we’ll see if we can get him out.”

      “No! You’re not supposed to move him, he might have a spine injury, you can’t—please help me!”

      “I’m trying to. Come with me.”

      “No. I won’t leave him.” My hair and coat were soaked. The endless rain made everything so much worse. The ambulance was coming, it had to be coming.

      Malcolm shifted. I grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Malcolm, can you feel that?”

      He opened his eyes briefly, half-lidded, and looked at me with no recognition. Then he closed his eyes and sagged more deeply.

      “Malcolm!” I shrieked. “No, no, no, no!”

      Hands grabbed me, dragged me away. I fought them like a madwoman, clawing and shrieking, but they bundled me away from the car and into the passenger seat of a Suburban. “Let me go!”

      “He’s fine, he’s just unconscious,” the same man said. “Sit here and wait for the paramedics. It will be all right.”

      I gulped in rain-scented air and let out a sobbing breath. “How do you know?”

      “I was a Boy Scout,” the man said. “Is there someone you should call? Your family, maybe?”

      “No, I—” There was someone I should call, someone better than the paramedics, but I didn’t know how soon he could be there. “My phone’s in my purse. In the car.”

      “I’ll get it.” The man ran back to the Jaguar.

      I took a look around, pushing wet hair out of my eyes. Another car had plowed into Malcolm’s, driving it farther into the wall. Good thing those old Jaguars had such long noses, or it would have been us smashed into the wall. As it was, the front end had crumpled, trapping Malcolm inside—I made myself breathe slowly. I couldn’t help him by panicking.

      The man returned with my purse. “Thanks,” I said, digging through it for my phone. A couple of other undamaged cars had pulled up behind ours and had their hazard lights on, and the Suburban I sat in was parked across the lane in front of Malcolm’s car. There was no shoulder, no way to pull out of traffic, and it all looked so unsafe I feared someone else would come barreling along, unable to stop, and add to the crisis.

      I found my purse and dialed Derrick Tinsley’s number. Derrick was a member of Malcolm’s invader hunting team and a bone magus, capable of healing injuries, even severe ones. It rang, and rang, and I had to hold the phone with both hands because now I was shaking all over. Finally, Derrick said, “Helena?”

      “Derrick,” I said, then couldn’t think what else to say. “Derrick, there was an accident. A car accident. Malcolm is—he’s—”

      “He’s dead?”

      I shook my head, forgetting he couldn’t see me. “No, he’s alive, but he’s badly hurt, Derrick, I need your help—” Just in time I remembered my Boy Scout helper, standing nearby and watching me. “Can you come?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Somewhere on the Banfield.”

      “That could—”

      “Hang on.” Lights and sirens were approaching, and my helper ran toward the approaching vehicles. “The EMTs are here.” An ambulance followed in the fire truck’s wake.

      Derrick swore. “Nothing I can do about that,” he said. “Keep a close eye on him, and call me when you know what hospital they’re taking him to. Probably Providence, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

      His words confused me—why wouldn’t he want the paramedics?—but I said, “All right,” to a dead line—he’d already hung up. I put my phone away and staggered toward the ambulance and the fire truck, nearly falling when I put weight on my left foot. It hadn’t hurt before, or at least I hadn’t noticed it in my preoccupation with not leaving Malcolm. If a sprained ankle and a possible concussion were all I was taking away from this, I was lucky.

      Three EMTs were clustered around Malcolm’s car, and one had gone to check on the occupants of the second car involved in the crash. I hobbled over to that one, a uniformed woman who didn’t notice me until I tapped her on the shoulder. Then she looked at me, did a double take, and swore. “Where did you come from?”

      “From the car. Is he…he’s alive, right? I told them not to move him. Was that right?”

      “Come with me,” the woman said, and led me over to the ambulance, where she found me a blanket and urged me to sit inside where it was dry, or at least drier than everywhere else. “You took a bad blow to the head. Is that your husband?”

      “Boyfriend.”

      “Don’t worry, everything’s going to be fine.” The woman had a very reassuring smile, and despite myself I smiled back. She blotted my face with a cloth, then did something to my forehead that hurt. “That will hold it until it can be stitched up. Are you dizzy? Nauseated? Head hurt?”

      “My head hurts, especially when I move it quickly, but I don’t feel sick.”

      “We’ll watch you for signs of concussion, but I don’t think you’re in any immediate danger. Now, wait here and let us help the others.”

      I nodded, which made my head hurt again, and watched her hop out of the ambulance and run back toward the second car. It was a Ford Explorer that loomed over Malcolm’s Jaguar. In the darkness, I couldn’t tell how badly it was damaged, but the driver and his passenger were standing next to it with their coats held protectively over their heads, and the woman who’d treated me didn’t look frantic. I hoped that meant they weren’t hurt.

      I clutched the blanket around myself and felt it grow damp from contact with my soaked body. Everything felt so distant, the headlights drifting past, the rain pouring down on the pavement, the Jaguar’s one unbroken headlight adding to the street lamps and the lights from the emergency vehicles’ headlights.

      “Miss?”

      I startled. A police officer stood nearby, growing gradually wet from the rain. “How are you?” he asked. “You look like you were injured. You were a passenger in the Jaguar?”

      “Yes—no, I wasn’t badly injured—is he all right?”

      “Don’t worry, he’s being cared for. I just have a few questions, if you’re up to it.”

      I nodded, regretted it when pain shot through my head, and said, “I guess so.”

      “Do you know what caused the crash?”

      I swallowed. “Malcolm…something happened to him, a heart attack or something, and he lost control. He tried not to hit anyone, I promise—then we hit the median.”

      “Neither of you were drinking? Malcolm wasn’t texting anyone?”

      “No, of course not!” I exclaimed. “I mean…sorry. I guess you have to ask those questions.”

      “That’s right.” The officer glanced over his shoulder at the wrecked Jaguar. “Did he say anything to you before he lost control? Anything to indicate he knew something was wrong?”

      “No. He just grabbed his chest and then swerved.”

      “All right. You just rest, and someone will talk to you again after you’ve been treated at the hospital.” He smiled. “Everything will be fine.”

      I tried to smile back, but he’d already turned away. I stared after him, feeling even more adrift now than before. The Suburban was gone, and I hadn’t even thanked my Boy Scout. I wondered what the other people thought, the ones in the Ford Explorer. Were they angry? Did they think Malcolm was a bad driver? He wasn’t, he was a good driver, but he’d…

      …what had happened, really? He’d been looking at me, and his face had changed, like he was in extreme pain, and he’d grabbed his chest like he was having a heart attack, just as I’d told the officer. But Malcolm was only thirty-one, surely not old enough to have a heart attack. Or was I wrong, and those could happen to anyone? I just didn’t know. But it sure looked like he’d suffered some kind of attack, something that would make him lose control of the car.

      A couple of EMTs came back to the ambulance to get a long, flat board like a giant tongue depressor and some other equipment my fuddled brain couldn’t recognize. I leaned against the side of the ambulance and tried to control my shaking. Maybe I was in shock. I couldn’t remember the symptoms or what you were supposed to do to treat shock, but lying down someplace warm was almost certainly part of it. I could lie down on the floor here, maybe. But I’d be in the way when they brought Malcolm back, and I didn’t want that.

      My eyes slid closed, and I forced them open. I remembered when Jake had had a concussion after some incident in football practice, how one of the things the doctor had said was that he needed to stay awake. Maybe I didn’t have a concussion, but I didn’t want to take chances. I shouldn’t sleep. I wanted to sleep. Maybe if I slept, all this would go away. I should call someone else and get them to talk to me, keep me awake, but who? My addled brain couldn’t think. I took out my phone and scrolled through the contact list, looking for inspiration.

      Viv.

      She answered right away. “Hey, sweetie, what’s up?”

      She was so cheerful it made my heart hurt. “Viv, Malcolm and I were in a car accident. He’s badly hurt. I don’t know what to do.”

      Viv gasped. “Helena, no. Are you all right? Where are you?”

      “Still at the accident. They said I might have a concussion.”

      “Talk to me, sweetie. Stay awake. Was anyone else hurt?”

      “I don’t think so. We spun out, and hit the barrier, and another car hit us.” Tears choked me, spilled onto my cheeks. “Viv, he’s hurt really bad.”

      “Did you call 911?”

      “The ambulance is here.”

      “So they’re taking care of him. Don’t worry, it will be all right. Do you know where they’re taking him?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Tell me when you do, and I’ll come for you. Now, stay with me. Tell me about your night.”

      I let out a shuddering breath. “I can’t. It was so nice, and now it’s not, I just don’t want to remember.”

      “Then I’ll tell you about mine. I played a great gig, and Jeremiah came. You know, I don’t think he’s ever going to get my music, but it’s so sweet that he tries.”

      “I know. You’re so lucky.”

      “I feel lucky. You know why else today was a great day for me? This is officially the longest I’ve ever been with one man.”

      “Viv, that’s so great!” I wiped tears out of my eyes, clearing them so the blur of EMTs huddled around the car turned into individual men and women and a stretcher that— “Viv, they’re bringing him back. I can’t believe they got him out of the car, it was so crushed—”

      “Don’t cry, Helena, it’s going to be all right. Ask where you’re going.”

      I moved back and out of the way so they could trundle Malcolm into the ambulance. He was immobilized on the big board and covered from the chest down with a heavy blanket. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Providence,” the woman who’d helped me said. “Sit back. We’ll take care of you, don’t worry.”

      “Did you hear that?” I said to Viv.

      “I’ll meet you there,” Viv said.

      I found a bench seat and strapped in, gripping it hard with both hands, feeling tremendously unsafe despite the seat belt. With a couple of squawks, the siren went off, and the ambulance accelerated until it felt we were flying along. I looked at Malcolm’s still, horribly damaged face and prayed for the driver to go faster.

      Malcolm’s eyes flew open, and he convulsed against the straps. “Watch out,” another woman said, and followed it with a string of instructions I couldn’t understand. Once again blind with tears, I pulled out my phone and texted Derrick our destination. Trying to converse with someone felt like an impossible exertion. I put my phone in my pocket and wiped away tears, trying to make myself as small as possible in the corner so I wouldn’t distract them. Malcolm would be all right. He had to be.

      By the time we reached the hospital, I’d started pinching the fold of skin between my thumb and forefinger to keep myself awake. I’d begun to, not hallucinate exactly, but make bargains with God. If I could stay awake, He’d save Malcolm. If I could keep count of my breaths, He’d save Malcolm. My religious beliefs were so unformed, I had no idea if it worked that way, though I felt it probably didn’t. But there was nothing I could do for Malcolm but pray and make irrational bargains.

      The ambulance came to a stop. The EMTs slid the stretcher out with practiced efficiency, popped the wheels down, and ran with Malcolm through the doors into the emergency room. The woman who’d helped me guided me out of the ambulance, and I followed the others more slowly, leaving my sodden blanket behind. My ankle throbbed and felt like it was twice its normal size. Maybe somebody here could take care of that.

      I hadn’t been in very many hospitals in my life, and never in the back rooms of the ER, which was what this looked like. At least, the ambulance had pulled up at a door marked AMBULANCE ONLY and I could see the driveway went on up a slope to where I guessed the front of the hospital was. It was bright, too bright to my dark-adjusted eyes, with fluorescent lights lining the ceiling and walls painted some light color that made everything brighter. Probably the doctors needed all that light to see their patients clearly, but it just made my head hurt. I knew people always said hospitals smelled of antiseptic, but I couldn’t smell anything but rainwater and blood.

      A woman in hospital scrubs came toward me and put a gentle hand on my shoulder, nodding at my helper. “Let’s get you fixed up, shall we?”

      “Wait, where’s Malcolm? I need—”

      “Your husband will be just fine. You need to let the doctors take a look at him.” The woman steered me toward one of the doors and into a small room with an adjustable bed and a curtain on rails half-circling it. “You’ve taken a bad blow to the head and it looks like your ankle is damaged. Let’s just check your eyes, all right?”

      She shone a penlight into my eyes without waiting for my assent. “Hmm, I don’t think you have a concussion. Do you feel dizzy? Headache? Maybe double vision?” I confirmed all but the last. “Let’s get this cut taken care of, and we’ll check that ankle, make sure it’s nothing more serious than a sprain. Then you can rest, and in a little while they’ll take you to be with your husband.”

      “Boyfriend.”

      “Ah. Your boyfriend, then.”

      Her eyes went distant suddenly, as if she were listening to something. “I guess they’re calling me,” she said, to my confusion. “It will just take a minute, if you don’t mind waiting.” She left the room, drawing the curtain to encircle the bed.

      I sat back farther on the bed, letting my legs dangle, and closed my eyes to dispel the dizziness. That had been strange. Or maybe my symptoms included selective deafness. My ankle hurt badly enough now I didn’t worry about falling asleep; it wouldn’t let me.

      The door opened. “We don’t have much time,” Derrick said, making my eyes fly open in surprise. “Lie down so I can assess the damage.”

      “That woman will come back any minute.”

      “Quincy sent her on a wild goose chase, following the sound of pages all across the ER. Now, don’t speak.” Blessed pain-free numbness filled my entire body, making me want to weep with sheer joy. “Okay, there’s the cut, the sprained ankle, a couple of strained tendons, and that lump where you hit your head, but nothing else. I have to do this fast, Helena, and it’s going to hurt, so hold my hand and don’t be afraid to crush it.”

      I took his hand, my addled brain marveling at the contrast between his dark skin and the pallor of mine. Almost before I’d gotten a firm grip, pain struck me as rapidly as the numbness had. I bore down on Derrick’s hand and bit back a scream. Tears flowed down my cheeks. After an eternity, the pain subsided, and I let go of Derrick and wiped my eyes. “Thanks.”

      “I’m sorry it hurts, but you can’t look like you were in a car accident. And you have to get out of here now.”

      “I thought the woman was going to be gone for a while.”

      “It’s not her you have to worry about. Campbell’s car has a signal in it that goes off if anything happens to it. It notifies Campbell Security that he needs help. It’s only going to be a matter of hours, possibly a lot sooner than that, before somebody shows up wanting to know where Campbell is. And they absolutely can’t find you here, unless you feel like having your secret shouted to the world.”

      “Derrick, I can’t leave him! What if he…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

      “You can’t help him now. I swear I’ll call you the second we have news. Now, do you have a ride?”

      I shivered again. “Viv’s coming for me.”

      Derrick cursed. “That thing she drives is extremely recognizable. Call her and have her meet you at the top of the ramp, in the back of the parking lot.” He took my elbow and hustled me out the door as I fumbled with my phone.

      The rain had almost stopped, faded to a drizzle that depressed me more than the pouring rain had. Derrick hugged me, cursed, and said, “You’re soaked to the bone, and you’re covered with blood. Go home and get warmed up. I will call you.” He took me by the shoulders and made me look at him. “Campbell’s done tours of duty in places that make Afghanistan look like the Rose Parade. He will survive this. Don’t worry about him.”

      “All right,” I said, though privately I thought How can I not worry about him?

      The little driveway led up to the back corner of the parking lot. I huddled against the building and hoped no ambulance would come in before Viv arrived, no crew of EMTs asking helpful, maddening questions. My mind wouldn’t let go of my last glimpse of Malcolm’s still, bloody face. If he died…I wouldn’t even be able to mourn him publicly. Almost no one would ever know what he’d meant to me. He couldn’t die. He just couldn’t.

      Headlights flashed, and I shrank back, hoping I could avoid notice, but it was Viv in her old Econoline van, pulling up to a halt beside me. “I feel like I’m driving a getaway car,” she said. “Hurry, let’s get you home.”

      For once, the erratic heating in Viv’s van was working, and stepping into the cab was like entering a warm, comforting bubble. Viv turned off the radio, which was playing something by Motion City Soundtrack, and said, “Are you all right?”

      “Derrick healed me, but—” I burst into noisy, messy sobs, curled up on the seat and cried while Viv tried helplessly to calm me down. There was nothing she could do. All the fear and misery I’d had bottled up inside me came out in a river of tears. I pressed my wet face against the window and shook with great, shuddering breaths. “Better now,” I gasped.

      “You were totally entitled to that crying meltdown,” Viv said. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “There’s not much to tell that I didn’t say already. Malcolm had some kind of heart attack, the car went out of control, we crashed, and then someone ran into us. It’s just the reality of those things that give them such weight. Telling you about it is anticlimactic.”

      “Isn’t Malcolm too young for a heart attack?”

      “I don’t know. I think so. But it couldn’t have been anything else, could it?”

      Viv’s brow furrowed in confusion. “A stroke? But you’d think he’d be too young for that, too. Some kind of poison?”

      “Not in my mom’s food. And I ate everything he did, so I’d be poisoned too.”

      Viv pulled into the parking lot behind Abernathy’s. “Do you want me to come up with you?”

      “…Yes?”

      Viv sighed, then hugged me hard. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “It’s going to be all right.”

      “I wish people would stop saying that. If it isn’t all right, it’s going to be so much worse if I had my hopes up.”

      “I know. But the truth is, even the worst things pass. And there’s no reason to believe Malcolm won’t have the best of care, and he survived to reach the hospital, so I think saying it’s going to be all right isn’t unreasonable.” She patted my head. “Let’s go upstairs, and you can take a hot bath, and I’ll make some herbal tea, and I’ll sit with you until you fall asleep.”

      “I don’t think I can sleep until Derrick calls.” I unlocked the back door of Abernathy’s and let us both in to trudge up the stairs to my apartment.

      “I think,” Viv said, “you’ll fall asleep in the tub.”

      Which I almost did. I dozed off in the hot water, woke before I could drown, then curled up in my pajamas and bathrobe under my covers and let Viv rub my feet until I fell asleep for real. My last thought, as I drifted off, was Derrick’s taking an awfully long time to call, but I was too exhausted to let it disturb me.
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      My ringtone woke me out of shallow sleep in which my dreams were disjointed memories of slewing across the freeway and flying into the concrete barrier. Fumbling around, I finally snatched my phone up. “Derrick?”

      “No,” Lucia said, “but that tells me half of what I need to know. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Why are you calling at—Lucia, it’s four in the morning!” That was nearly six hours after the accident. Why hadn’t Derrick called yet?

      “I’m not going to ask you details about what you were doing earlier,” Lucia said. “You don’t want to tell me and I don’t want to know. Just answer yes or no: were you in a car accident around ten?”

      “Yes.” What was she getting at?

      “Were you with anybody else?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he driving?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is the important one, Davies: did he have some kind of heart attack that caused the accident?”

      “Yes, but how did—”

      “I’ll call you later.” She hung up.

      I stared at my phone, my fingers curled around it like a life line. I was fairly certain Lucia knew Malcolm and I were together, in contravention of the Accords, but she’d never asked and I’d never told. I suspected that she, as another custodian of a Neutrality, was unwilling to turn me over to the Board, either because we were friends or because she didn’t like the Board much. But those questions were oblique even by Lucia’s standards. It sounded like she already knew about the accident and was going for confirmation.

      I put my phone away and lay curled up on my side, staring at it, willing it to ring again. Maybe I should call Derrick—or would that be bad? Surely he and Olivia and Hector, the rest of Malcolm’s team, weren’t the only ones waiting at the hospital for news. Derrick wouldn’t be able to speak freely in front of Malcolm’s mother, for one. I wiped away a couple of tears. There was nothing I could do but wait.

      My short sleep had refreshed me, though I was still achy from Derrick’s healing. I slouched into my living room, dragging my quilt with me, and curled up on the couch, setting my phone on the end table where I could keep an eye on it. I could watch a movie—but everything reminded me of Malcolm. I wiped away a few more tears and cursed myself for being stupid. Derrick would call.

      I rested my head on the arm of the couch and closed my eyes. In six hours, the store would open, and I would have to behave as if nothing were wrong. No, not exactly; the world knew Malcolm and I were friends, and of course I could be upset at my friend being so badly injured. But I needed to control myself. Which would be easier if Derrick would just call already.

      I cursed again, this time aloud, and sat up. I couldn’t sit here alone with my thoughts. I got up and put in Vertigo, which wasn’t my favorite Hitchcock film, but had the advantage of being one of the movies I’d never watched with Malcolm. I made myself some popcorn and a big mug of hot chocolate and settled in to watch.

      Right when the truth about Madeleine Elster is revealed, my phone rang. I spilled what was left of my popcorn and snatched it up. “Where are you?” Judy demanded.

      “A…at home?” I stammered.

      “You weren’t with him when he crashed his car?”

      “I was. Derrick got me out. You heard about that?”

      “Reports have been coming in all night. All Nicolliens, of course, until the news broke that Campbell was taken to the ER. You’re all right?”

      “I’m fine now. Is Malcolm all right? What have you heard?” Tension gripped me in a tight fist.

      “Nothing more than that. It’s all the deaths that everyone’s worried about.”

      “Deaths?” The tension increased.

      Judy let out a deep sigh. “Something happened around ten o’clock last night that killed dozens of magi. Father’s still sorting through the reports. They just collapsed, like—”

      “A heart attack?”

      Judy paused briefly. “So Campbell experienced it too? But he survived.”
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