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CHAPTER ONE: ANOTHER DAY
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This deep in the night, there might be only the worst of muggers on the streets. But right now we were safe in our borrowed car, as every minute I drove us farther away from the subway station, from what I’d done. A small layer of my magic disguised the car’s license and gave its rear a whole different outline to throw off any police attention.

But that island of safety squeezed in around us.

My sister rested in the seat beside me—finally. Just the edge of my vision could feel Valerie’s sharp gaze taking in the thin traffic we moved among, the growing distance we covered. Her raised head and her shifting posture in the seat were constant tests and promises to me, that no head injury or bandaged-up blood loss would be slowing her down. Even though my mind could still see her toppling from that platform.

It was the other person who didn’t fit, at all. Emma Lynn sat crammed into the token space behind the car’s pair of seats. Again and again she’d chosen to secretly help me search for my sister, but it was hard to believe she’d kept up with us when we’d slipped out right under the authorities’ noses. Nobody outside our family had ever known so much about us, or our illusion magic.

Or it’s never ended well. I had left Valerie’s kidnapper, Ingram Knowles, dead after she’d broken free of him... my second kill, and I let it come to that. Never gave myself a choice.

Valerie watched Emma with small glances in the mirror. She had to be wondering, how long before we slipped away from her and finished disappearing.

That would be simpler if Emma were less fierce, less resourceful, less conflicted by everything she’d risked to help us. Too many kinds of beautiful.

Emma’s phone began chiming, and she squirmed to work it out of her pocket. She was the only one of us who even had a usable phone now—except how the locked-down cell I’d taken from Knowles had powers beyond the machine itself.

She answered the call with “I told you, I’m fine. It’s all okay now.” And she got her tone right, close enough to actual, reassuring confidence while keeping a hurried pace. “I’ll fill you in when I can talk,” and she hung up.

That had to have been her mother. Lydia Lynn and police captain Donald Harrison were the surviving members of the conspiracy that had been watching for our hidden family and our magic for so long. And even after one of Knowles’s men had shot and wounded Harrison too, his cops were still searching for me.

Valerie was the first to say it: “The police could start tracking you by that phone.” She kept the words calm, with no trace of her injuries and certainly no reminder that the real unknown among us was Emma herself.

“I know,” Emma answered. “Harrison’s people were never comfortable with him involving my mother and me. Since he could never really explain what you were.”

Nobody should believe, since nobody had glimpsed enough of our magic to accept that it was their own senses that were wrong... More than ever, that was our best hope for going back to our lives in hiding.

Emma added “So where are we going?” She managed to make it simply a question—and make the word “we” simply more true in the moment than saying “you.”

I said “Just getting some distance, before the cops can tighten the net.”

Before they would have found out I’d shot Ingram Knowles. The memory brought a queasy coldness inside me, worse because that fact shouldn’t be just another thing to put aside for survival’s sake. And there was still the warning Knowles had given before he died, the mass murderer who might reappear someday...

I looked along the street, the balance of bright headlights moving around us in the spotted blackness. “It’s been dozens of streets,” I said. “The next step would be someone bringing this car back to where its owner can find it.” Bringing it back to that surprised, innocent face, some random driver who’d let a “cop” commandeering his ride, while illusions hid the handcuff and the broken chain that are still dangling from my wrist now.

Valerie added “Emma, that shouldn’t be you.”

“Ah... I see.”

I could hear the shift in Emma’s voice the moment she caught up, that we couldn’t simply trust her out of our sight just now.

“Alright,” she went on. “How about this: we leave the car where it’s safe, and I leave my phone with it.”

Valerie looked back and let her see her eyebrows rise at the offer. It would reduce our worries for now... For an instant I imagined she could have been offering to truly abandon it and her mother and everything, for us, and what I could say if she actually did—

I locked my gaze on the road.

Up ahead a long public parking lot stretched beside the street, half-full with the blocky shadows of cars.

“Like there?” I said.

My sister twitched a smile, and I turned toward the lot. I heard Emma draw in a breath, about to speak at what must have looked like a lone decision. She hushed that as we pulled up.

I parked the car right across the line between two spaces to be sure it was reported—not easy to hog space with a vehicle that could barely squeeze a third person inside it. We clambered out into the shadow of a huge SUV, and Emma did tuck her phone in the glove compartment.

“Just past midnight,” she noted.

Then I locked it up and relaxed the thought holding the illusion over it, and we started down the street, quiet steps against the still rain-damp sidewalk. The street lay low and open around the lot, but the buildings ahead began to rise into commercial properties again. That was space we could slip into to get some rest.

Touches of my illusions kept us disguised, and even hid the satchel I carried that had been Knowles’s. Still, we stood out on the bare sidewalk just for there being three of us—and none of us could risk walking apart now.

Valerie held her pace with us, and I tried to listen for any forced sound in her stride. Around us lay the hushed, scattered sounds of empty sidewalks and individual cars passing. We even reached a dingy sort of hotel, but Valerie took a careful look at the shabby sign and led us on past it. Any siren in this night, any pattern at all, might be our best warning of trouble.

The loudest sound was the heavy churning of a bus, passing by and pulling up half a block ahead. Tension tightened—I could feel Valerie eyeing it, thinking of the chance to step onto it and then slip off it at the last instant and let it carry Emma away. To my relief, we never dashed after it.

Instead we walked on, watching the buildings, listening to the streets. The crackle of neon shifted behind us, almost falling into a rhythm.

A shadow moved in the alley beside us. Footsteps charged out.

For an instant we could have run, but Valerie hesitated. A tall, lean man in a hoodie burst from the alley waving a gun.

“In here! Now!” His rough voice meant to sound menacing, but it only came across as desperate.

Valerie didn’t move, trusting it to me—

The small, soft step behind me was Emma, edging toward concealment where she could draw her own gun—

“You picked the wrong night,” and I gave the mugger my harshest, pitying smile.

The sound made him flinch back, and I knew I’d read him right.

Slowly I pulled my coat back, and my will drew up my moonstones’ power and shaped a small, precise illusion under it: a police badge, but one thickly spattered with dark blood. Even seeing Harrison shot, and what I almost did to Detective Behm, were memories to draw on.

The mugger’s eyes flashed wider in the cover of his hood.

I could have let him see the very real handcuff on me too, but that would tell him too much. Instead I added “The other cops will be out looking for this one any minute. I just make one mistake and now nobody’s safe—”

I left my story at that. He took one more look at me, at the hardness my illusionary face radiated, and he ran.

For a moment I wondered, if the horror story I’d picked might scare him clear off the streets, maybe even save a life or more. There was always that chance.

Emma was looking at me, her mouth half-open for some reaction she might be still working out herself. Was that respect, or more? Or apprehension if she was guessing there had been a death tonight?

Valerie turned back along the street in careful motions, not quite trusting her injured head. On any other night my big sister could have panicked him with one well-placed image.

“Are you okay?” Emma’s voice was shallow with relief.

“Let’s keep moving,” and Valerie pushed on, still slow.

Emma darted forward, swerved around me, and planted herself in front of her. She stared into Valerie’s face—the illusionary face of an older woman that I’d given her, but Emma’s eyes flicked around to measure her alertness and her balance instead.

A car rolled by us, just a typical dark car that didn’t slow at all—

“I think I remember a clinic a few blocks from here,” Emma said. “Or you should be in a hospital. You can’t ignore this.”

Valerie let out a sigh. “And this is your revenge for pointing a gun at you, days ago? Here, see for yourself.”

She turned back, and strode into the alley the mugger had retreated in. I fell in behind her and motioned Emma along.

“What this is,” Emma said as she followed, “is me still fighting for someone who would have been left to Ingram Knowles’s mercy. Even if you forget you’ve been starved, injured, and you never let the EMTs finish with you.”

The alley opened up, crossed by a narrow driveway that ran behind the shops. Beside one dark door a LOADING sign gleamed under a faint light hanging from the building’s corner.

I kept my gaze away from that light and myself at the fringe of it, to watch the dim, near-silent paths around us. Emma steered Valerie under it and studied her face again.

“I’ve been looking after my mother ever since I could read med bottles—”

She broke off. Lydia’s injuries had come from Valerie’s late birth mother, even if Emma had tried to put that behind her.

I let the illusion drop from Valerie, and Emma gasped to find herself beside a woman suddenly inches taller than her. Then she reached up and tilted that face toward the light.

“Your eyes look fine. Now, the sixth sick sheik’s—”

“The sixth sick sheik’s sesquipedalian sixth sheep’s sick. Seriously?” Valerie whispered back. Our voices and faces were what we grew up learning to control, with and without illusions.

The alley went silent. I heard a car and then a van trundle by out on the street, as Emma began tapping at Valerie’s fingers and palms.

“No numbness? You do seem alright, but you should still get looked at. A fall headfirst off a subway platform, after days of him starving you?”

“I wouldn’t lie to myself, not about this.” Valerie said. “And we’ve all been watching me for any sign of dizziness, or stumbling, or anything.” She turned and nodded to take in the both of us—Valerie’s and my knowledge of sudden roadside injuries should be well beyond what an investor’s daughter knew. “You know if I go in for help, they’ll be looking for me.”

“I’m still not a professional. You want to take chances with this?” Emma looked over at me, searching for support.

“They’ll know me,” my sister said. “The police will have alerts out, or they’ll match me to Valerie Landis.” Embarrassment twinged in her voice, that she’d lived under her real first name for years.

Emma pulled back a step, folding her arms. “I suppose you do this every day.”

“No,” I said. “Usually there’s something dangerous—”

That drew a strangled, awkward laugh from Emma, and before she could snap back I finished—

“that we’re able to walk right around.”

“I... I guess.”

Emma’s laugh smoothed to something more honest, still too far short of the moments the two of us had begun to share before.

Then she turned back to Valerie. “But, the police saw the room you were kept in. They know you’re the victim here. And they know Knowles had kept explosives there, so they’re probably putting that together with the blast in the subway tunnel too.”

I nodded. But I didn’t add that Knowles had done that to unearth more of his magic—or that when I’d thought Valerie was dead, I’d killed him out of plain vengeance. My gaze swung away from them to watch the alleys again.

Emma said “But there has to be a way to help you—”

“If I step into a hospital,” Valerie said, “I’ll never get out free.”

That soft sound had to be her brushing back against the wall. Letting Emma see her as afraid.

As I looked back, Emma took a step toward her. “But if you could be sure...”

“If she says you need help,” I added, to play off what my sister had begun, “there have to be ways.”

“Really?” Valerie whispered. “You think I’d ever let someone cage me again?”

This time her voice made Emma waver, look over at me.

I began “All that time you spent ‘caged’ is what you should be worried about...” Then I let the stubborn sound trickle away, and added “But, really you just need to be watched, so any late symptoms have time to show. I can do that—I’m sure not letting you out of my sight now.”

Emma’s shoulders, her breathing, softened in acceptance.

The two of us had just conned her together, with me pretending for one moment that I’d have let Valerie risk being caught again. Now I had to smile reassuringly at Emma, ignoring the sourness of how much she didn’t understand.

Emma let out a breath. “I see. And they did cage you too, Nick.”

Don’t look, don’t look over at Valerie to see her reaction to Emma knowing my name too—

The alley was more silent than ever, as Emma’s voice softened. “No, not they. We had been trying to trap you for years—that was what Knowles used to get close to us and Harrison. And when we finally meet you, you turn out to be the one who’d stop Shaun’s killings, and then you turn the city upside down to find your sister.” Then she shut her eyes. “You also shot and wounded a cop, trying to escape.”

“You what?” Valerie said, and her shock had to be real enough.

Emma’s eyes squeezed tighter. “I... I need to stay with you two, to watch for complications...” Hesitation gathered in her.

“You think that would work?” I said. Not a warning, that we couldn’t let her that close now. Someone showing this kind of concern for us was still something too new to me... and I didn’t want her to leave.

“But,” and her eyes slowly opened, “I know my mother’s worried that I’m still missing.”

“Her?” Valerie said. “Yes, that’s probably the only thing that can scare her.”

Emma drew herself up. “I told her I’m alright. Now I need to tell her to her face, before she reports me as kidnapped—or sends out those videos of what you do.”

If she was expecting a gasp from us this time, we didn’t provide one.

She added “It’s not as if I could forget how you tried to delete those once. But I’ll try to show her there’s no point in exposing you anymore. So, you know where you’ll be staying?”

“We’re still deciding,” Valerie said.

“All right—”

And I heard it, the moment in mid-word when Emma realized we needed our secrecy, that we would never have told anyone where we’d go.

“But,” I added, “we’ll contact you tomorrow—no, it’d be today, now. And you know we will.” That was one promise I’d be keeping.

It drew a smile from her, at least. “I’m sure you’ll find a way. And... it’s over, right?”

And are we free to be leaving town—

“I mean,” she went on, “I know it’s not over for your recovery. But I guess Knowles really is... not a threat now.”

I said “He’s gone. But...”

Her eyes tightened, at what I’d just implied.

But even then, Knowles had left his magic behind, and left me his pleas that I’d need him against the killers that might be coming someday...

Then Emma said “Alright. Then, can I take care of the car now?”

Now that we could put four blocks and ten faces behind us before Emma reached her phone, now that Valerie could see there was no worst case to separating? I pulled out the keys and sent them in a toss to her, and she snatched them neatly out of the air.

“Remember, she’s counting on you to watch her,” Emma told me, and she moved away for the street. I let the illusion on her drop, and had one glimpse of her own short bright-blonde hair before she became just brisk footsteps making their way beyond the corner.

Valerie watched me as she drew away from us. I could feel that gaze too.

I drew on my moonstones, to form a precise whisper right at my sister’s ear—a method we hadn’t even needed while Emma could overhear us, and yet now this more private answer felt like the right response to Valerie’s look. “Yes, I’ll check in with her tomorrow. We’ll see.”

The two of us turned and made our way into the alley’s dark.
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CHAPTER TWO: NO STONE UNTURNED

[image: ]




By sound and shadow, we worked our way along block after block unseen. I used only a few twists of magic, after everything we’d endured today that drained our moonstones—Captain Harrison still had most of my own, and Valerie wouldn’t trust her concentration not to waver at the wrong moment.

Instead we walked, and crept, and watched for what eyes and what cameras there were to fool. I’d moved through these ways a few times before over the years I’d cross-crossed Jacksontown, and Valerie must have too, while all that time neither of us had known the other was still here.

Bits of discarded junk lay around us, and we gathered a few pieces to be the first steps toward rebuilding the tool kits we’d lost. Finally I had the right scraps of metal in hand, and I picked the lock on the back of a silent store—a hardware store.

The still dimness welcomed us inside. A ceiling fan whispered somewhere up front, and the smells of pinewood air fresheners and an undertone of rubber hung in the air. But instead of following them inward, we kept to the back.

Valerie sank down to the floor against the gray shapes of the wall. She let out a single, quiet “So...”

It was done. We were clear of the police net and out of sight, where there was nothing to trace us unless we’d somehow missed an alarm.

We had hours now... I set down Knowles’s satchel but stayed on my feet, one more way to keep myself awake, as the long night—the last few days of chasing and searching—began to drain down through my flesh in streams of cold, skin-twitching release.

Out in the shop, those long knobbly shapes in the dimness would be racks of tools clustered together, shapes that became clearer wherever a counter or a larger display gave them a single outline.

I stepped back from that area. Staying mainly in the back would keep us farther from anyone at the front door, and nearer our exit.

“How much power do we have left?” Valerie spoke in a low mouse of a voice, all we needed here... and it left me aching with gratitude to hear that hush once again.

My throat caught as I answered. “Only some. It’s just your stones for now, that I took back from Knowles. I had to drain mine.”

“So, the one thing I most need to test my control with is the thing we can’t afford?”

“Just our luck,” I chuckled. “Now let’s see...”

Now I moved up among the shelves, listening as the irregular walls threw my footsteps back as half-muffled echoes.

The dim racks and displays grew clearer. We could load up our pockets and replace much of what we’d lost... but we were a long way from being desperate enough to simply steal them. I peered through the machining tools and took several of the finest cleaning picks, taking a moment to note exactly where I’d be returning each.

A part of me must have been afraid Valerie would collapse in the moment I walked away, but I found her wide awake and watching me.

“Not starting with the bag of tools Knowles left me?” she said. “I see a chisel and... mining gear? Or, that gun in your pocket might be worth half a shelf of anything here.”

“Worth it? Only if these were the kind of people who could sell a strange weapon they found, and the kind who would.” That would not be the sort of fair trade we sometimes left people, and she knew that too.

Now I sat down next to her, and got to work with the picks on the handcuff dangling from my wrist. Just hearing my sister beside me helped my fingers work.

“I’ve had some practice with cuffs today.” God, it felt good having her here to share that with.

“Is that a boast, or a confession?” she said. “And I’m not sure simply cutting that chain counts for much.”

“No, I mean the first time they cuffed me. I picked those cuffs with less than this to work with.”

Just a scrap of metal that Emma brought me, trusting that it would be enough... suddenly I wanted to share that with my sister too.

Instead I said “Alright. Now, show me how clear your head is. How do things stand?”

“Knowles held me for days, and Emma said the police saw that cell tonight. And the system already had questions for me as Valerie Landis...”

I waited for her to tease me about Emma knowing to call me Nick, but she only went on, and her words gathered speed.

“They’ve seen glimpses of Shaun using our magic, and you—and whatever evidence they could capture, plus sure enough Emma and her mother must still have copies of those videos, so we’ll have to root those out right this time. Then there are the fingerprints and any DNA the police have on us, so you’ll have to find a way to trace that through their computers. But I think the worst of it...

“I think the worst of it was Knowles,” and she spoke faster than ever. “I still don’t get why he wanted me to sneak bombs down into the subway tunnel, or those satchels of mining gear. And each time he tried to make me talk about magic, there was something about the questions he had— My reading is, he already knew more about it than he should, maybe not just about the moonstones, but that he could make them himself if he knew the words and all.”

Her rush of thoughts came to an end, and the only sound was the slow turning of the fans out front. The handcuff had fallen from my wrist sometime while she spoke.

Then she let out a long, slow breath, and her voice softened.

“I told you to let me die—Knowles and his traps were just that dangerous. And now, all I can think is how grateful I am you didn’t listen.”

“Did you ever think I would?”

My hand folded around hers in the dark. Touching wasn’t our family’s habit, with all the ways it could complicate the illusions we might wear, but now we huddled in against each other. Her head was just level with mine, but her fingers felt thin and worn after all she’d endured.

Muffled against my shoulder, she said “Was he really the one that killed us? Did he... arrange that drug deal, in the train yard that...”

That killed our parents, and trapped both of us for years each thinking we were alone...

“It all fits,” I said. “Knowles all but admitted it before he... died.”

“I should say good... but...” Her voice broke and crumbled into soft, struggling breaths as she worked the pains through.

We clung together, and her breaths and mine steadied, slowed, settled. She was here, we were safe, all of that should be over. And of course it never really could be.

A hush hung around us. An empty thing, too empty.

I broke it by saying “There’s something more. We have to look into Knowles—” I felt her stiffen against my side, too close to hide from me. I added “You’ve heard of the Miller House Massacre, right? He said that was done by someone with magic.”

“Someone?” Valerie’s hair rustled as she shook her head. “It was our parents who were the Silencers, if they found someone knew too much about magic. And, you know I wouldn’t start—”

“No, of course, not what I meant.” And now I’m the one who’s come closer to being like them, after Shaun and Knowles.

“And, they are dead, and I know the Massacre was years after that. Besides, I never heard of anyone who killed as suddenly as those police died there. As easily.” Horror seeped into her voice, deeper and deeper. “What does that mean? Are there more Silencers out there?”

“That or something. Harrison wanted to blame us, but Knowles said kept saying ‘they.’ ”

“ ‘They,’ as if he knew them, all of them?” Valerie whispered. “Or as if he didn’t know if it was one ‘he’ or a ‘she’ or five of them? How did he make it sound?”

“Like he was dropping hints to scare me—he said they might be back some day, because of the attention we’ve been getting. But lies like that would be more like Ingram Knowles than anything. Or, I hope they were lies.”

I reached into my pocket.

“Because he did know there was more to magic. He was using this.”

I held up Knowles’s phone. The thing itself was a useless slab of plastic now, locked up by all the security he layered onto his machines, and I’d pulled its battery to keep its programming from playing any lingering tricks. But a sliver of crystal lay along its bottom edge.

My finger brushed the stone and I willed it to life.

What stirred over the crystal was, not a glow, but its shape somehow becoming clear even in the dimness. Within the stone I could see a fragment of the floor ahead of us, all the scuffed shapes of tile that fell within the tiny, invisible window that I felt reaching down.

“This is what he came to the tunnel for, more of this crystal.”

A thought sent the “window” moving, swooping away through the wall—too fast, same as the other time I’d tried to use it, and I had to pull it back to search for the rear of the store again, then fumble it around toward the front.

Sure enough, the streets around us had nobody lurking or closing in on us. Because for every space I flicked the magic through, that scrap of concrete or wall or refuse displayed on the stone. A small but unstoppable spying probe.

Valerie had gone still beside me.

I let the magic fade. “Can’t waste the power in the crystal.”

“Until... until we restore it?” Valerie whispered. “This is magic, actual magic, that’s nothing like our illusions. But you think we can recharge it with ours tomorrow?”

“We can try.” I let the memories, the possibilities, try to fall into a clearer shape in my head. “Knowles said he ‘had the words’ for this. That could make this power like ours, or only seem like it. Or they might both be different parts of...”

“Of whatever magic really is, you mean.”

The faint shape of her face drew back from my shoulder, and it widened in thought as she went on.

“Wasn’t that Dad’s favorite story about this? How every time our grandfather left a town, he’d leave a new cover story behind, something he crafted around whatever he needed to explain away?” Then her features, her voice, curled around a frown. “And after enough towns and enough explanations, he lost track of where the magic came from.”

The same bittersweet tale—just hearing it again pushed back the dark now. I drew breath deep into my chest to capture the warmth our father would speak with: “And so, ‘If you tell enough stories, you’ll find yourself a better truth.’ But then, there were also the times he said that was how his mother lived.”

The last of his voice seeped out of me and left me hollow.

I added “He always could make it a joke, and I started thinking he was softening the pain of how much he’d never been told himself—the few times he talked about it at all. Or... I was still fourteen when it all ended, and you were sixteen. He could have been preparing us for something bigger, that he never got a chance to say.”

“It would be easy to believe that,” Valerie said slowly. “Too easy, maybe? But there could be something more to our magic, or our family or any of it. And it sounds like Ingram Knowles had some of the answer.”

The next words, she didn’t need to say at all: We have to find it.

I reached into my pocket again. I still had a few small pebbles there, and I held them up close where Valerie could make out their pale shapes.

“I palmed these from a driveway tonight, to swap one with the moonstone I was about to give back to Harrison. It’s still hard to believe he let me hold the real thing at all. But...”

The stones rolled between my fingers, small and secretive.

“What if our words are what powers this crystal of Knowles’s too... and they could bring out some third magic from stones like this, or wood, or anything? Because that’s always the question—we made all those tries over the years to find something else that carried magic, but it always left how many more thousand chances?” My fingers clenched around the pebbles.

“What if?” Valerie said. “What if, sure. But if it came to that, I’d trade all of those answers to just get out of Jacksontown safe, and with no records out there to make us afraid of leaving fingerprints wherever we go.” Then she laughed softly. “But then, we don’t need to choose between them, do we?”

I grinned, the smile she was after. “Both of us, together again? We really could turn this city upside down for our answers. And we know we won’t need to—we don’t need to let them know we were there at all.”

The words whispered into the stillness, and this time we let them lie there, with nothing more to say. It was the two of us together—and even if it was just two of us left in the family, it made the world right again.

Still, turning the city upside down hadn’t been my words. Those had come from Emma.

*   *   *
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The “graveyard” hours crept by, measured in the slow hushing of the streets outside, as the city held its breath before the first new-day movements would begin.

Valerie and I tested her concentration again and again. Our fears of a concussion dwindled further and further away, and showed her more than healthy enough that we could trust each other to take catnaps in shifts. Her joke was that one thing days of imprisonment didn’t take from her was enough sleep to be ready for her freedom. Even that experience could show different sides once she was looking safely back at it.

Before the streets roused, we had our plan. Valerie began rearranging her clothes and tying up her hair, and she made a point of doing it in the dimmest part of the room by touch alone. With enough changes to her look and enough caution, she could go all morning without trusting to the concentration that might still flicker on her. Just how calmly she said that was the best proof yet that she’d recovered.

What was harder to accept was that we had to separate.

Hearing that made my insides clench, but she was right. We did need to wait until noon to replenish our magic, and we also needed money and IDs, things we were determined to not just take without some way to repay the people they came from. And there was too much else to prepare.

So when the pre-dawn glow began to brighten, we slipped from the shop. I had to watch my sister walk away, heading off for some cautious, long-range surveillance of Knowles’s home. My legs itched to chase after her, but I did have to go recover what I could from my own apartment, once I had enough magic to risk it.

And Valerie had to tease me, with a quick Let’s split up! and then asking me if either of us were blind, blundering horror movie victims. Both of us were on our guard now, in our own element. At least I’d convinced her to take the gun, along with Knowles’s bag of mining tools.

Those thoughts hung over me all morning, even when I ducked into the first bookstore to open and threw myself into browsing. Rows of IT books stretched around me and gave me some comfort as I thumbed through a few. Valerie’s moonstones still had some power, and she could turn heads with one well-timed image.

If we have a choice, she’s our infiltrator; I’m the hacker. We had files to erase from the police databases, and every way the books could refresh my memory now helped me focus my mind. If we could just find the right identities to get us access...

The morning moved toward its end, and I walked outside and took a careful quarter of an hour moving, looking around me, and finally finding a private spot off on a quiet side street. The sun rose into the noon height of its arc for this spring day.

An old thought flickered in my mind: maybe it wasn’t just fear of travelling alone that kept me in Jacksontown all these years. Maybe it’s because this is one place where noon is noon, with no Daylight Savings throwing it off.

A chuckle caught inside me, swallowed by a deeper joy: I finally had one person I could tell that to again.

The sun reached its height. After so many times, I knew the moment.

My palm held up the moonstones, and the random pebbles too, and my other hand held up Knowles’s phone and touched its crystal.

“Yaosha tsa vray.”

Warm, sun-clear energy flooded into the moonstones once again, at the one moment of the day when the words fully worked.

The pebbles remained inert, like random rocks should. Knowles’s crystal gave no response either.

Of course that would be too easy. I stuffed them back in my pockets. The crystal did feel like it still had a store of magic, if I could feel the faint, quicksilver sensations in it the same as I could judge our own familiar stones. And any power it had gave us a whole other way to look at Knowles’s records, and any clues to restoring that magic.

And to so much else. Passwords, escapes, surveillance anywhere we wanted to see... I strode forward, trying to walk off the whispers of greed.

The streets I knew best drew closer with every step.

I really had lingered in one place, one apartment, for months. None of that was equal to Valerie trying to settle into a house and get engaged—engaged, to a man who died before I knew about him. But I had liked having that base, and the fun of bringing in quick furniture and possessions that were more than I could carry on me, and just spending more time among the same bright buildings and the voices of the neighborhood around it. Now I took my time crossing the last blocks on the way there.

Two police cars stood outside the building.

I stopped, looked at the black and white shapes lined up like a pair of bruises beside the street. My hand cupped around my jaw to hide the “Nick Stone” face I wore, and when everyone who’d seen me had walked on by, I drew it back and my face was safely distinct from that look. They still might not be here for me...

But one dark-uniformed shape and then another moved along the doors at the side of the building, searching through all the apartments, with what looked like my landlord trudging along ahead of them. And the row of doors and the parking lot beside them looked almost still, as if the search had shocked everyone into hiding.

The cops reached the next door and knocked, pounded, on it.

So they knew. Harrison’s men had taken my phone and my keys, and yet I had been hoping they wouldn’t trace me here this soon. But here they were.

I ambled forward, watching the lines of the apartment complex, the places more police could be watching, the isolated spots within its layout. When I reached the back corner and its long-neglected patch of green grass and stubborn bushes, I sank down to sit.

There should be no eyes on me here. I stretched an illusion around me, of shaking a stone out of my shoe, to hide how my fingers dug into the cool earth beside the bushes’ roots.

In moments they found the plastic bag I’d left there. I pulled it out and pocketed the handful of dollars... and the cold metal of the gun I’d taken from Emma once and never returned. I’ve been too close to too many guns lately. At least I moved this out of my apartment before the police could find it.

But my laptop... my other coats, my kitchen spices... The cops were chasing me away from all of them? I had to know.

This back corner still looked to be between everyone’s notice. I swept touches of illusion over me, first a deliveryman’s cap I seemed to pull out and set on my head, and then more logos and tweaks to my clothes to give me the role’s hurried, tired look. Finally I reached behind the bush and pulled out the image of a cardboard box, large enough that it let me slow my whole stride as I stood up with its airy “weight” cradled in my arms. Making the role look physical was my best disguise now.

I lumbered toward the row of doors again. The two police had already moved on beyond my apartment—I saw them bang on a door up ahead. One door between them and me opened and a graying woman peeped out, then ducked back inside.

The steps up to the second floor were closer now, and they overhung my own door.

Up ahead the police called out at their next stop, and the landlord’s voice urged people to go along with them. A young man leaned out the door—I should remember his name—and the cops gave him a long, piercing look as they stepped inside. Were they searching for where I could be hiding, or me in disguise, or for anyone who might be a sympathizer of mine?

My own door came into view. It stood half a foot open.

And I could have used the crystal to look inside without coming near at all. But I was safe enough in my role.

Through the doorway, a long-legged cop stalked around my room. A half-full box stood on my tiny table where my laptop should be... the crowded mix of scavenged furniture had begun to take on the disarray of strangers pawing through it...

I really was too late.

Footsteps moved, along the doors far behind me.

The cop spun toward me. “This’s a crime scene,” he growled.

“Sorry,” and I turned away, wrapped in the quick nervousness of a man eager to get on with his own errands. I let the “heavy box” sway in my hands as I spun.

A figure behind me ducked through another doorway. Too quickly.

I began walking, still slow, safe, covered by the impression I made. But I’d seen that face behind me, it had been our new handyman, and he was the only local moving when everyone else was hunkering down as the police worked. And he always had seemed too nervous, too eager in observing us whenever he made his rounds.

My hand locked onto Knowles’s phone.

Its fragment of vision moved out with a thought. It flicked toward that closed door, slid through it, and I fumbled it around trying to catch anything in its limited view—

Fingers, closing around a small shape, a picture in a silver frame. The hand tucked it away under his shirt.

Our repairman was looting these apartments. Moving up behind the police search, bold enough to use their own confusion to cover it.

I spun back toward his door. This is not how I’m going to leave this place.

What did I have to work with? The police themselves, but the more I reported to them, the more they’d question me. Or I had the gun, or other options... I nudged the door open.

The thief was just stepping into the bedroom, out of sight.

A short wooden dining table sat in the room’s center. Three quick, silent steps brought me to it and let me set one of the pebbles on it, giving it the illusion of a bright red gem.

The footsteps in the bedroom were moving. I stepped back, out the door again, and looked at the phone.

A surge of thought gave the “gem” an extra, attention-drawing gleam, and the sensation of smoothness that hid its pebbly shape—the most demanding of all illusions, even on such a small object. Then the crystal showed his hand scooping it up.

I swung the door open.

The scruffy face of the tall, lean man stared at me, and his hand darted behind him trying to hide his new prize.

I closed the door behind me and held a finger to my lips. “The cops are right outside. Not the best time to get asked about gems, or picture frames.”

His mouth clenched in rage, but I watched that settle into worry and doubt as I set the illusionary package down—neither of us belonged in this room. He whispered “What do you want? C’mon, what’s it worth to you?”

I gave a slow smile. “Worth? Alright.” I pulled out one of the dollars I’d just collected, laying the image on it that made a one into a ten-dollar bill. “I’ll take that picture off your hands.”

His angry trembling tightened as he looked at the ten, but I glanced away toward the sounds of the police search up the row.

“Okay, okay!” He dug under his shirt—clumsily trying to hide the “gem” in his grip—and passed me the picture as he seized the cash.

“Better. Now what else do you have?” I held up what looked like a five.

“What? You’re robbing me here, man!”

“More like fencing, isn’t it? What you did...”

He drew in a deeper breath, stared in the direction of the police. But the thought of shouting never got a grip on his face, and in the end he emptied out his shirt and his pockets. Each bit of jewelry or phone he’d grabbed took another of the few reserve dollars I’d collected.

Finally he was left with only the little red jewel that he clutched in his hand, my distraction. “Come on, just let me keep one thing!”

“Get out of here.”

I stepped away from the door, and he scrambled for it.

As he reached it, I drew up a different, colder voice, with Captain Harrison’s focus and Shaun Russo’s intensity. “Don’t come back here. Ever.”

His footsteps scrambled away outside, just short of a run.

My thoughts released the “payoffs” and the pebble to let them fall back into their real shapes, before he could look closer at them, and I dissolved the box as well. I set the silver-framed picture on the table—two kindly-looking old men, probably brothers—and settled my hands around the rest of the loot.

Outside the door it sounded quiet, but opening it could have been a bad moment if the cops had noticed us, or if the thief had gone to them. But, I stayed unnoticed for the moments it took to place the stolen things down outside the door.

Then I walked up the row, straight to the police and the landlord.

The two police had just ordered another woman to open her door, and they were glaring at her as if they almost guessed how well Valerie and I could have hidden ourselves.

“Hey!” I said. “Do you know, who’s that tall guy who was carrying stuff out of the apartments?” And I pointed toward the stack I’d left, and the retreating figure of the thief.

One cop glowered at me, with a smooth face that looked too innocent to hold the lines of his frown. Then he turned and strode off to check.

The landlord eyed me, and Roy Eidelman’s usual uncertain look turned more hesitant as he took in the “witness.” I shrugged, straightened the delivery cap.

The first officer reached the loot, and broke into a run after the thief. His partner, a woman with harder eyes, took a few steps away from us after them.

Roy looked at me again. “Where were you delivering to...” and then his voice faded as I was already taking my first steps to go. He’d known Nick Stone for months, but now all I could show him was a stranger passing through.

I stepped away, quietly away, before either cop looked back, just a working man with more places to be. The moment stretched and let me get some distance and begin leaving that appearance behind too, one unobtrusive touch at a time.

A bit of warmth still clung to me. That work had cost me more cash than I could spare right now, but I’d saved my neighbors’ belongings and chased the thief off without raising a hand.

Better yet, those cops might even put the pieces together with rumors from Harrison’s team and realize that I’d slipped past them, and that might keep them from badgering the residents again. Once they knew I was long gone.

*   *   *
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That cautious relief lingered as I walked on. It made a good note for ending my months there—that there would always be another risk, another time I’d be making my way without the things I’d put my attention into, another chance to change something around me.

That left returning Emma’s gun, and keeping my promise to her.

It also left me pinching pennies to get something in my stomach today, and not sure if I could afford a phone worth carrying yet. Instead I had to guess where Emma would be, where they’d let her be after her night running with us. But if she brought herself back to normal...

The office building looked as tall as ever, still a flawed fortress that might house Emma and her mother surrounded by their people. I glanced at the one phone that I did have, useless for making calls but... no, I would not be using Knowles’s magic to spy on her from the street. Instead I walked in.

The crowds milled and chattered around me, so different from the hushed scrambling we had done here on the night Knowles had captured Valerie. By day it was simply a throng of businesspeople I could blend in with again, safe, all the way up the elevator ride.
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