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      When I was a little girl, I’d dreamed of living in a castle, and when Malcolm and I married, my dream came true. More or less. Our house wasn’t a castle, but it was three stories tall, with a stone façade and pillared portico and rosebushes beneath all the ground floor windows, which to me was basically the same thing. It had been Malcolm’s childhood home, restored and updated when we’d moved in more than eleven years ago, and now I felt I’d lived there forever. I’d had free access to Malcolm’s fortune when I decorated it, so the interior was as beautiful as the exterior, but it still felt homey and comfortable. It was my refuge.

      Which explained why I was throwing Alastair’s ninth birthday party at Jungle Jack’s Pizza Emporium.

      From where I sat, in one of the many booths lining the walls of the arcade, the dimly-lit room boiled over with small running figures screaming in excitement above the tinny music. There couldn’t possibly be as many kids as it appeared, though twenty-three was more than enough. Alastair had kept adding to the list of people he had to invite until it amounted to most of his third-grade class, and I, influenced by a barely remembered sense of duty regarding Valentine’s cards and not leaving anyone out, had suggested making it a blanket invitation. And now I was supervising twenty-three children hopped up on pizza and soda and buckets of game tokens. The things I did to preserve the peace and quiet of my home.

      Someone slid into the bench seat opposite me. “How badly are you regretting this right now?” Judy said. She took a slice of pizza from the open box on the table and bit into it. “Wow, this pizza is terrible.”

      “Kids don’t have a refined enough palate to care.” I sipped my Diet Coke and squeezed my eyes shut briefly. “Just half an hour more, and the ordeal is over. Though, honestly, I don’t regret it. I like it when Alastair makes connections with his classmates. He has a tendency toward snobbishness—unintentional snobbishness, but even so, I want him not to think of himself as a superior person just because he’s smarter than the other kids.”

      Judy nodded at where Alastair and a blonde girl with her hair in two low ponytails were playing a dual-person arcade game. “He seems to be getting along all right now.”

      “I don’t recognize the girl. She must have been in a different class last year.” The game was heavy on fighting, but it wasn’t bloody or hyper-violent, so I chose not to make a fuss.

      “I’m glad Duncan and Sophia are getting along,” Judy said, taking another bite of pizza. “They were playing Skee-Ball and I think Sophia was letting Duncan give her tips. It’s so much nicer when they don’t fight.”

      “I agree.” My son Duncan and Judy’s daughter Sophia, born within weeks of each other, had turned that early commonality into a fierce rivalry that had them friends one day and enemies the next. I hoped they’d outgrow the need to outdo one another, but that wasn’t going to happen any time soon.

      On the wide game screen, one of the fighters knocked the other one unconscious, and a big “K.O.!” appeared in the middle of the display. Neither Alastair nor the girl looked disappointed, so I couldn’t tell who’d won. Both of them patted pockets, apparently looking for tokens and not finding them. Then Alastair turned, searching the crowd, and his eye fell on me.

      “Mom!” he shouted, racing toward me. “I need two tokens. Liv and I are out and we want just one more game, okay? But hurry before the timer runs out!”

      Smiling, I plucked two tokens from my reserve and handed them over. Alastair darted away again. “Liv,” I said. “That’s the girl he and Kenny were talking about. A new student they did a project with.”

      “New student?” Judy asked with her mouth full.

      “Wow, you’re sure packing it away for someone who hates the pizza.”

      “It’s something to do.” Judy swallowed and sucked down Diet Dr. Pepper. “Didn’t some of the parents stay to help supervise? Maybe Liv’s mom or dad is here.”

      “I’ll go take a look. I’m curious now. Alastair doesn’t have a lot of friends who are girls.” I left my drink and token cup at the table and circled the arcade, looking for parents. I hadn’t paid attention when the kids arrived to whose parents stayed, so I might not have noticed a stranger.

      But I came across her almost immediately, an unfamiliar woman with chin-length blonde hair standing where she could watch Alastair and Liv’s game. My first impression was that she was too dressed up for Jungle Jack’s, though I didn’t know why; she wore jeans and a lightweight jacket just like everyone else. Then I caught sight of her necklace, an extra-long affair of chunky doughnut-shaped amber rings and small dark faceted beads that caught the low light and let off occasional glints. It was pretty in a very elegant, expensive way and was far too opulent for the T-shirt she wore beneath her jacket, but she made it look chic instead of overdone.

      I told myself to stop judging strangers on their accessory choices and approached her. “Hi! Are you Liv’s mom?”

      The woman jerked, startled, then laughed a little self-consciously. “I am. Are you Mrs. Campbell?”

      “Please, call me Helena. Are you new to Talbott Academy?”

      The woman nodded. “We moved here just at the start of the school year. I’m Maddy Hubbard.”

      “It’s good to meet you. Alastair and Liv certainly seem to have hit it off.” They’d finished another round, or so I assumed because I couldn’t see the screen anymore, and had run off in search of something that didn’t require tokens.

      “Yes, Liv says Alastair is interested in science, particularly space exploration. It’s all Liv ever talks about, space, I mean.” Maddy pushed her hair behind her ear in a restless gesture. “I’m surprised. Don’t kids usually separate their friendships by gender?”

      “I was thinking exactly that. When I was their age, boys thought girls had cooties.” We both laughed, and I added, “It’s nice to see things have changed.”

      “I agree,” Maddy said. “Is Alastair your only child?”

      “He’s my oldest, and then there’s Duncan, who is running around here somewhere, and Jenny, who is with her father at a classic car show. They both love cars.”

      “Really?” Maddy perked up. “My husband Bronson is into classic cars. His Firebird is his pride and joy.”

      “I’d suggest getting Bronson and Malcolm together, but experience tells me we’d never see either of them again,” I said with a laugh.

      “That’s probably true,” Maddy said. Some of the animation had gone out of her, and she had stiffened, just enough for me to notice. She was scanning the crowd, searching for someone.

      “I think Alastair and Liv are at Skee-Ball, watching Duncan,” I offered.

      Sure enough, she relaxed when she had eyes on Liv. “Is Duncan the little blond boy with the surprisingly high score?”

      “Yes, that’s him, and no, he didn’t get that score by climbing on the machine and dropping balls by hand into the high point hole.” I watched Duncan square up the way I’d taught him, but he didn’t roll the ball immediately, just stood there staring into space. I froze. “I should just⁠—”

      Then Duncan shook himself and made his throw. It bounced awkwardly and sank into the gutter. Duncan shrugged and gathered up his pile of tickets while Sophia did the same with her smaller pile. But instead of running to redeem the tickets, Duncan came straight to me. “Mommy, I have to go to the bathroom,” he announced. “Will you take me?”

      I was aware of Maddy Hubbard staring at me and could practically hear her thinking about the weird little boy who was clearly old enough to go to the bathroom by himself. We were going to have to come up with a better code phrase. “Let’s take these to Aunt Judy, and I’m sure you can go by yourself. Excuse me, Maddy.”

      I hustled Duncan to the table where the pizza was almost gone. “What did you see?” I murmured as we walked.

      “Alastair,” Duncan said. “He’s going to have a prophecy and try to act on it, only he’ll get himself in trouble. It’s going to happen just before we leave.”

      I suppressed a profanity—Duncan already knew way too many swear words for a six-year-old—and gathered up the tickets to pile them on the table. “Thank you, Duncan. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Talk to who?” Judy said as Duncan ran for the bathroom. He might really have needed to go.

      “Duncan saw Alastair in trouble over a prophecy in a few minutes. Damn it, I thought we’d straightened things out. He’s not supposed to play vigilante hero.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. The headache forming there was only partly due to noise and flashing lights.

      “Isn’t it strange that Duncan would have a prophecy about someone else’s prophecy?” Judy asked. “Like, you’d think the oracle could look out for itself.”

      “Not so strange if Alastair is in danger. The kids see things all the time that protect them from riding their bikes into traffic or minor threats like that. I have a feeling it looks out for their safety in other ways, too. But… yeah.” I sighed. “The new girl is Liv Hubbard, and she’s interested in space, so it makes sense she and Alastair might become friends. Her mom seems nice enough.”

      “I thought boys all thought girls had cooties,” Judy said.

      “Not these days, I guess. Or it could just be Alastair. Stop eating pizza, you’ll get sick.”

      “I don’t get sick over cheap pizza and too much Diet Dr. Pepper,” Judy said with a smirk. “Jalapeño poppers are my downfall.”

      I checked my phone display for the time. “Fifteen minutes. I’ll go start the parents rounding kids up.”

      Maddy Hubbard had moved again, following Liv like the two of them were tethered by an invisible rope. It seemed unnecessarily cautious to me, but I reminded myself not to judge. I had my own protections against kidnapping, and just because I felt safe in Jungle Jack’s didn’t mean everyone did. I stopped to talk to her again. “I hope Liv had a good time.”

      “She hasn’t stopped running around this place since Alastair opened his presents,” Maddy said with a smile. “Thank you for inviting her.”

      I felt stupid saying I’d invited everyone, like that would make Liv’s invitation routine, when I was sure she’d been on Alastair’s original list. “We should arrange a play date,” I said, feeling inspired. “Do you think Liv would like to come to our house some afternoon?”

      “Yes—or, actually, it’s easier if Alastair comes to our place. If you don’t mind,” Maddy said. Again I saw that strange stiffness, as if despite her words she didn’t want Alastair in her home.

      “I don’t mind at all. After school sometime next week? Alastair is free every day except Tuesday.”

      We settled on Wednesday just as Liv darted toward us. “I had fun,” she declared.

      “Say thank you to Mrs. Campbell,” Maddy said.

      Liv dutifully chanted the words, but her attention was on the other children. “Do we have to go now?”

      “It’s time. Thanks again, Helena, and I’ll text you my address so you can pick up Alastair from our house Wednesday.”

      I almost asked how she had my phone number when I remembered the school had a student/parent directory. “Thanks for coming, Liv, and it was good to meet you both.”

      The kids were milling about now, some still clinging to the arcade games and begging a parent for just two more minutes, some picking up jackets—it was a clear but chilly Saturday. Parents were chatting in groups of two and three. I didn’t see Alastair anywhere.

      I moved through the crowd, searching, and found Alastair standing next to the fighting game he and Liv had been playing. One of his hands rested on the console, and the other was clenched into a fist. Just as I reached him, he blinked and started scanning the crowd as I had.

      I grabbed him by the shoulder. “What did you see?”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Alastair said. He didn’t meet my eyes, which was his number one tell for when he was lying. “I was just going to say goodbye to Liv.”

      “Liv’s gone,” I said, “and I know you had a prophecy and you were about to do something about it. What have we discussed, Alastair?”

      He wrenched away from my grip, but didn’t go anywhere. “If I can stop a fight, shouldn’t I?”

      I bit my lip nervously. This was the sort of question I hated, because my own instincts were to intervene to prevent violence. But Alastair was nine, or would be on Monday, and his instincts weren’t fully formed yet. I wanted him to understand the limits of his gift, and I wanted him to act responsibly within those limits.

      I took his hand. “Alastair, take me to the fight.”

      Alastair didn’t resist even though I would have guessed he wouldn’t want his classmates see him hold his mother’s hand. Maybe he was more mature than I thought.

      He led me through the crowd and stopped some distance from a couple of boys in a heated argument. “Marcus is gonna punch Owen,” he whispered. “They’re going to hurt each other.”

      Insight, for once not prophetic, filled my head. I crouched to where I was closer to Alastair’s level and said, “If you stop them, do you think that will make them like each other?”

      Alastair gave me a skeptical look. “They’re not going to be friends after they get in a fistfight, Mom.”

      “You and Kenny are friends now, and you started off fighting,” I pointed out. “But it’s not about what will make them friends. It’s about them working out their problems without you short-circuiting the process. If you step in, they’ll still resent each other, and they’ll get in a fight some other time when you’re not around. That’s if they don’t resent you for interfering like some snobby do-gooder.”

      “I’m not⁠—!”

      I shushed him. “You’re not, but they might see it that way.”

      Owen flinched, and Marcus punched him in the nose. I continued to hold Alastair’s hand as Owen’s mother and Marcus’s father hurried to separate the boys. “You can’t prevent every pain, Alastair,” I said quietly. “You can’t save people from the consequences of their actions. I know you want to protect others, and that’s good. But you need to think beyond stopping fights. Sometimes the fight is what will make them grow.”

      Alastair’s jaw was clenched tight, but he nodded. He released my hand and walked away from me and from the two boys. I decided to let him go. Sometimes I needed to think beyond easing his immediate pain, too.

      Finally, the last children left, and I corralled Duncan and Sophia, who didn’t look even a little tired though they’d been racing a complicated pattern between the arcade machines. Alastair had his jacket on already and was slumped near the door. I felt guilty immediately. I’d used prophecies to stop violence or accidents so many times I wasn’t sure I had a right to demand Alastair not do the same.

      But when I approached him, he said, “You were right, Mom. Marcus’s dad didn’t know he’d been bullying Owen, and he’s going to make sure it stops. If I’d gotten in the way of the fight, Marcus would go on being a bully, for a long time, maybe.” He looked up at me, his eyes reddened. “But why would I see the fight if I wasn’t supposed to stop it?”

      “I don’t know, Alastair. There’s still a lot I don’t know about this gift.” I hugged him. “Maybe the oracle is training you. You’re getting to be more grown up, and maybe the things you prophesy are more grown up, too. I wasn’t an oracle when I was your age, so you’re on a path no one’s ever walked before. But I hope you know how proud I am that you want to use your gift to help people.”

      Alastair hugged me back. “I know. Aunt Viv says we’re paladins.”

      “She told me that, too. I wonder what that makes Duncan and Jenny?”

      Duncan ran up at that moment. “There’s an accident on the Banfield, and we have to go a different way.”

      “Thank you, Duncan.” I squeezed his shoulder.

      “I think you’re a rogue,” Alastair told him. “Mom and I are paladins.”

      “I’m not a rogue, I’m a ranger,” Duncan said.

      “Why does everyone know about roleplaying game characters but me?” I exclaimed.
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      On the first Saturday of every month, Malcolm and I had dinner with our friends the Kellers, as well as Mike and Judy and Viv and Jeremiah. Harriet and Harry Keller were still going strong despite being in their eighties, and Harriet had responded to my gentle hinting that maybe one of us should make dinner sometimes with a laugh and a “The day I can’t whip up lasagna with fresh pasta on an hour’s notice, I’ll let you take over gladly, dear.”

      Tonight’s meal made me feel sorry for Judy, who’d filled up on awful pizza: peach-glazed ham dripping with juices, cheesy scalloped potatoes with a light crunchy topping, and fresh steamed carrots and green beans. That was a sign of times changing; ten years ago the vegetables would have come from the Kellers’ garden, but it had been two years since Harry and Harriet had agreed garden maintenance was too much for them. I didn’t think the vegetables tasted any worse, but it was a sign that our friends were slowing down.

      “And the guy was exactly where Viv scried him out,” Jeremiah was saying as he helped himself to more potatoes. “We laid an easy paper trail to the motel, like always, but the client didn’t care how we found him so long as we did. Very grateful that client was, too.”

      “I’m sure the client would have cared if he’d known I used magic to find the man who owed him money,” Viv said. “But it’s true he didn’t look too closely at our methods.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of taking a job from someone criminal?” Harriet asked. “Suppose someone hired you to find someone they claimed was a debtor, but was actually a witness against them in a criminal trial?”

      “We always check out the client first,” Viv said. “Very few of them have ever lied to us about their motives, fortunately. If they do, we either refuse to take them on or report them to the authorities. Secretly, of course. Now that Greg Acosta is retired, and Lucia hasn’t replaced him with another contact within the police, we can’t just hand it to them and have them get probable cause or whatever.”

      “I think you both win points for coolest job,” Judy said. “Sorry, Helena, oracles are passé.”

      I laughed. “That’s not so much a job as it is a calling. And it’s been almost boring this last week. Which is fortunate, given that I had to plan the party for today. I am so glad I had this to look forward to.” I cut a piece of ham and scooped potatoes up with it. Heavenly.

      “We did brush up against Witness Security once,” Jeremiah said. “We were checking out someone we believed was our target—the clues all matched the woman’s description—and ran up against evidence that someone had altered her background, professionally. So we backed out quickly. That’s not something we want to do, out someone in that position, even accidentally.”

      “What I really wanted to do was make people disappear,” Viv said dreamily. “I read a book once about a woman whose job was to help people start new lives away from the Mob or an abusive spouse or whatever, and it was so cool how she got them free of danger and invented new lives for them. But that’s not something you can advertise as a business.”

      “And it would be extremely dangerous, which I notice you didn’t mention,” Jeremiah said with a smile.

      Viv waved that away. “You’re a badass fighter and I’m a glass magus. We’d make it work.”

      “I’m with Jeremiah. That sounds too dangerous,” I said.

      “It would be exciting, though. And you could help people,” Judy said.

      “Maybe you could work with Witness Protection,” Harry said. “Or is it called Witness Security? Who runs that program, anyway?”

      “The U.S. Marshals,” Jeremiah said. “Which is way more regimented than I ever want to be, however good the work they do.” He sipped from his wine glass and added, “They wouldn’t be on board with a couple of magi carrying out policy, either.”

      “You are satisfied with private investigator work, though, right?” I asked Viv.

      “Of course,” Viv replied. “Talking about making people disappear is all just daydreaming. In practice, that would be so stressful. I like our job now—set our own hours, choose our own clients.”

      Harriet rose from her end of the table. “Time for dessert! Is everyone interested in strawberry shortcake?”

      “I love your strawberry shortcake,” Malcolm declared. “So much better than with storebought sponge cake.”

      “I’ll help,” Mike said. He was seated on Harriet’s left side and got up when she did, though he moved heavily as if he’d overeaten.

      “I felt that way about owning my own business, back in the day,” Harry told Viv. “Though in practice, I had to keep regular hours with the barbershop if I wanted repeat customers. But I had all the control.”

      “I thought you worked for the Gunther Node as a glass magus,” I said.

      “I did that, too. But I needed a front to explain my income, since I couldn’t tell anyone I earned a living researching and building electromagical glass inventions.” Harry winked at me. “Too bad, because we were years ahead of the mundane world in developing wireless earbuds.”

      Harriet and Mike returned, Mike with a tray full of cut glass plates heaped high with biscuits and strawberries and cream, Harriet with the coffee pot. I helped pass plates to the others while Harriet went around the table pouring coffee.

      For a while, no one spoke. I was too busy devouring strawberries whose juice soaked into the light, flaky biscuits to make every bite sweet and delicious. From Harriet I’d learned to cook several recipes, from my mother a few more, but I didn’t love cooking the way either of them did and I felt it showed. My cooking was good; theirs was phenomenal.

      “Helena, you’re humming,” Viv said.

      “I hum when I’m eating something I love,” I replied, refusing to be embarrassed. “This is so good. Do you have a secret, Harriet? Because this doesn’t taste the way mine does.”

      “You brush butter across the biscuits before baking, right?” Harriet said. “Heat up a tablespoonful of honey next time and mix it with the melted butter. It gives the biscuits shine and a hint of sweetness that blends with the strawberry juices.”

      “That is so clever! I’ll do that.” I scraped the last bit of strawberry-flavored whipped cream off my plate and sucked it off my fork. “And now I’m definitely full.”

      “I think someone will have to roll me out of here,” Viv said. “Harriet, thank you again.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” Harriet said.

      Harry pushed his chair back and put a hand on his aluminum walker. “Let’s sit in the living room and digest, since I don’t think anyone brought a dolly to wheel Viv home.”

      The Kellers’ living room was by now as familiar to me as my own. Pale sofas and chairs flanked the giant prism pretending to be a coffee table, an element Harriet used in her glass magic. The fireplace had recently been cleaned in preparation for the cold months coming soon, but the framed family photos on the ash mantel hadn’t changed. I passed the drinks cupboard, which was of dark oak and didn’t match the rest of the Scandinavian-inspired furniture, and idly pushed one of the doors shut. I heard a clink as the door came up against one of the pieces of glassware inside, not wine glasses or brandy decanters, but more glass magic components in a variety of colors and shapes.

      I sat with my coffee cup next to Malcolm and enjoyed how he put his arm around my shoulders. We’d been married for almost eleven years, and gestures like that still never failed to thrill me. Occasionally I thought back to how we’d met, and how our romance had progressed, and how we’d fallen in love despite the Accords prohibiting it, and the life I had now felt briefly like a dream.

      “Harriet won’t let me talk shop at the dinner table,” Harry said, settling slowly into his recliner, “so I’ll ask what I’ve been wondering all night—have any of you heard about Craig Jessop?”

      “Didn’t he go missing?” Mike asked. “I didn’t know him well, but I have friends at the Gunther Node who did. Wood magus, I think.”

      “He’s been found,” Harry said, more grimly than I could remember him ever speaking before. “Murdered.”

      Viv gasped. “Murder? Not an accident?”

      “Not unless someone accidentally made him kneel down to be shot execution-style,” Harry said.

      “Dear, is that detail really necessary?” Harriet was pale, and I knew it wasn’t because she was squeamish; she’d fought in the Long War years ago, before I was born, and although she’d never said anything, I suspected she’d taken lives. If I was right about that, the experience had given her a deep respect for life and a complete lack of interest in violent movies.

      “I could be less blunt, I suppose.” Harry looked apologetic as he clasped his wife’s hand. “The point is, no, it was definitely not an accident. What I heard from Marge Ferris was that he disappeared between his office in downtown Portland and his home in Beaverton three and a half weeks ago, and the highway patrol found his body outside Washougal yesterday around noon. Lucia’s people have been paying attention to the local law enforcement chatter, so they were able to spirit the body away from the morgue.”

      Malcolm leaned forward, moving his arm from around my shoulders. “Did Jessop have any enemies?”

      “He might have. He wasn’t the friendliest fellow. But I doubt any of them felt more than minor dislike or irritation toward him.” Harry leaned forward, mirroring Malcolm. “It’s possible this was a random killing by some madman.”

      “But that’s not what you think,” Malcolm said.

      Harry shook his head. “I think it was the Savants. And I’m not the only one.”

      That chilled me. The Savants were the Wardens’ enemy, and not a minor one, either. A secret branch of the megacorporation Astraeus Resources, they were wealthy, well connected, and had extensive paramilitary resources, all of which they put toward their only goal: enter the world we called Faerie and drain it of its magic. Their leader, Michael Castellan, had kidnapped me only a little over a month ago, intent on forcing me to use my magic to open the way to Faerie. It didn’t matter that I couldn’t do that, since the magic of the oracle didn’t work that way; he was the sort of obsessed akin to crazy, and I was sure he hadn’t given up on his quest.

      “If the Savants had him for three and a half weeks, they weren’t throwing him a party,” Mike said. “They wanted information. And with that kind of murder, they also wanted us to know about their involvement. Otherwise they’d have made it look like an accident.”

      “That’s what worries me,” Harry said. “Jessop wasn’t a high-ranking Warden, and I doubt he knew the secrets of the Gunther Node. But the Savants are clever, not to mention convinced they’re more powerful than we are. I hate to think of them knowing anything at all about the Wardens.”

      “I’m sure Lucia is handling it,” I said.

      “Between elves entering our world and the Jessop thing, I’m sure she’s stretched thin,” Jeremiah said.

      “How many alarms have gone off now, does anyone know?” Judy asked.

      “There have been twelve,” Malcolm said, “mostly in Great Britain and Ireland, with a few in northern Europe and another handful here in North America. In every case, the alarm installed at the slip went off as designed, and for the three that weren’t being directly monitored, we were able to get teams in place almost immediately. None of the elves who crossed over made it more than half a mile from the slip.”

      “Is that because they were killed?” Viv said.

      Malcolm shot her a sharp look. “You sound as if you disapprove.”

      Viv shook her head. “Not really. I mean, I sort of wish we were in a position to negotiate with them, and us killing them immediately—if they weren’t enemies, that is—that looks pretty bad. But I know we can’t assume any of them are friendly. We did poison their world for a thousand years.”

      “Not us,” I protested, though really, I understood her meaning. A millennium ago, humans using magic had erected a barrier that kept elves confined to their world, and that barrier had contaminated Faerie and corrupted its inhabitants. As far as elves were concerned, it didn’t really matter which humans were directly to blame.

      Viv waved a dismissive hand. “My point is, I think it’s too bad our first contact with intelligent alien creatures has to be hostile, but I understand the necessity. I’m mostly asking if any of the elves retreated. It might be a good thing if some of them took news to their leaders that humans aren’t defenseless.”

      “I agree,” Malcolm said, “and yes, a few retreated. Some of them acted as if that was their intent all along—as if they entered our world for reconnaissance. But they continue to enter.”

      “I think that’s strange,” I said. “They have to know by now that we’ll kill any of them that make it through the slips if they don’t immediately turn and run. Why are they wasting their manpower?”

      “They have backed off somewhat,” Malcolm replied. “There were only two incursions this last week. But we know so little of our enemy we can’t know if their behavior actually is strange. For elves, I mean. What matters is that if they were interested in spying out our resources, they haven’t learned anything the elves have taken advantage of. They still simply try to evade our forces and escape into the world.”

      “And if they succeed, we’ll have to change tactics,” Mike said. “We can’t let elves make themselves known to the world, or we’d have widespread panic. Alien creatures with magical abilities to deceive and manipulate humans—and that’s before you consider they look like undead monsters from everyone’s worst nightmares.”

      “What happens if the elves decide to attack in force? Not one at a time?” Judy asked. She looked pale, but I suspected that was discomfort from eating too much rather than fear, as in my experience Judy wasn’t afraid of anything.

      “The same thing that happened every time there was a major invader incursion during the Long War,” Malcolm said. “We Wardens will set about containing it.”

      “But these aren’t invaders,” Judy persisted. “Most of those were unintelligent and weren’t motivated by anything but hunger for magic. Elves are smarter than that. Isn’t there a possibility that the Wardens will have to reveal themselves to the world?”

      “That would be a nightmare,” Harry said. “Convincing the government—all governments—that magic is real? I’m afraid it’s going to take a real catastrophe for them to believe it.”

      “And we have no idea how the mundane population will react,” Harriet said. “People tend to fear what they don’t understand, and it’s unlikely the revelation of a secret cabal of magic users spread throughout the world will be viewed with anything but suspicion.”

      “We don’t know that,” Judy said. “If we show how beneficial magic is, people are bound to respond to that.”

      “Or they’ll see us as tools to be manipulated,” I burst out. “Suppose some totalitarian government imprisons all its magic-using citizens and forces them to work magic on its behalf? Or worse, a government that’s supposedly free and ruled by law?”

      “That’s not going to happen, Helena,” Judy said.

      “You don’t know it’s not,” I shot back. “Look, I know I’m pessimistic about our chances when it comes to revealing the Wardens, but that’s because the cost to me and my children is so potentially high. I don’t want their identities known until there’s no more way to conceal it.”

      “Helena,” Malcolm said, and by the tone of his voice I’d been shriller than I realized. “Helena, when we discuss magic being practiced openly, that doesn’t include the oracles. I am committed to giving our children as normal a childhood as I can, and to keeping them safe from anyone who would use them. You have to believe that.”

      I drew a deep breath. “I do. No, really I do. But I don’t trust the average person not to freak out at the thought of magic, and freaking out could include violence. Just ten years ago, the Wardens were fractured along factional lines, and they all knew the capabilities of magic. That shows how counter to their best interests people can behave when they’re caught up in their own problems.”

      “You know I disagree with you, Helena,” Judy said, “but at least we’re on the same side. I worry about what happens if the Savants think to approach the mundane authorities and reveal the existence of magic before we do.”

      “Savants can barely use magic,” Jeremiah said.

      “Enough that they can make their point.” Judy’s lips pinched tight together. “That could make the Wardens look really bad. At the very least, it would put us in the awkward position of following whatever the Savants do. Like raising your hand in class and having someone else give the same answer you were going to. We shouldn’t be the ones to say ‘oh, yeah, we’re magical too.’”

      That thought hadn’t occurred to me, and a crack formed in my iron-clad belief. “I hope the Savants don’t think of that.”

      “Your point about the Savants not having much magic is valid,” Malcolm said to Jeremiah. “I think that scenario is unlikely. But I’ll mention it to Lucia, just in case. She hasn’t told me anything about how she’s dealing with the Savant threat, since Campbell Security has been preoccupied with challenging incursions, but I’m sure she’s not sitting idly by.”

      I leaned against Malcolm and stared into the depths of my coffee cup. All that was left were the dregs, and I recalled how some people read the future in tea leaves and idly considered what the bottom of the cup might tell me. How nice to be an actual oracle and not have to depend on tea leaves or coffee dregs. “And I might give her a call,” I said. “I’m not sure what question I’d ask the oracle, but if Craig Jessop was interrogated by the Savants before they killed him, maybe we need to know what kind of a threat his information is to the Wardens.”

      Malcolm rested his arm around my shoulders again and squeezed gently. “I don’t want you to be afraid.”

      “Neither do I,” I said, but the thought of a mob coming after me and the children for prophecies was hard to shake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Monday was my day for carpool, something I liked because it was a nice, definite start to the school week. Carpool, oracle business, errands, Jenny’s nap, then carpool again—the schedule helped me reset after the chaos of the weekend.

      This afternoon, I had to go to the school early to drop off some donations for the school’s fundraiser dinner and silent auction. I’d served on the parents’ committee last year, and I’d gone into that year curious about why Talbott Academy needed a fundraiser when tuition payments were already substantial. I hadn’t known the fundraiser provided scholarship money for deserving students. That was a service I could enthusiastically get behind. I hadn’t set up donations through my corporate giving program because that felt too much like benefiting personally, but as a parent, I supported the fundraiser as best I could.

      Juggling two duffel bags and a cardboard box full of donations left me with no hands for Jenny, and I kept a close eye on her as we walked up the sidewalk to the school’s front door. I mashed the door opener button with my elbow and said, “Stand back, Jenny, don’t let the door hit you.”

      Jenny retreated behind me. “What’s in the bags?”

      “Things for the auction. Dresses from Aunt Judy’s store, and some fancy jewelry, and glassware.” I held the door open with my hip, and glass clinked inside the box, a muffled sound thanks to how well swaddled the vases were.

      We passed through the security door, and I signed in at the office, where Clarice, one of the office staff, greeted me cheerfully as she always did. Clarice was the most upbeat person I knew, with a ready laugh and a sincere if intense interest in making people feel at home. When Alastair had started at Talbott Academy, I’d been suspicious of Clarice and her outgoing demeanor, wondering if it was fake enthusiasm. But careful observation had showed that no, she really was that friendly.

      Clarice directed me to the auditorium stage, where the fundraiser committee was collecting and sorting donations. With Jenny tagging along, I strolled down the hall and turned left, away from the lunchroom, which still smelled of tomato soup.

      The auditorium was bigger than I thought the school’s population needed, almost as big as a high school auditorium. Rows of seats upholstered in gold-shot red nubby fabric made it look more like an upscale movie theater than any size school auditorium, but the aisles’ carpet runners were more plush than a movie theater’s and less worn. Ahead, where the seats ended, the curve of the stage filled the far end of the room. The red curtains were pulled back to reveal the entire stage, which was currently full of long folding tables, half of them piled with donations.

      Two women and a man moved between the tables, with a third woman seated at a smaller table behind a laptop. As I approached, I recognized one of the women. “Maddy!” I said. “It’s good to see you again. You got roped into helping, huh?”

      Maddy, her arms full of colorful fabric, twitched at the sound of my voice and looked up. Her expression of confusion cleared. “Oh, hi, Helena,” she said. “Yes, I volunteered. My daughters’ old school in Denver did a similar fundraiser, though that one was a live auction.” She set down the fabric pile, which I thought might be a tablecloth, and ran a hand over its smooth surface. “It’s fun to see what people donate—and of course an early look at the goods never hurts, right?” She smiled, which gave her a more relaxed air.

      “That’s true. I love the interesting things available. Last year, I was in a bidding war with Rajesh Sodhi—actually, that’s him with the tablet—over a set of wooden serving spoons from Nepal, and that was a blast. He won, unfortunately, but we both had fun.” I put my burdens on one of the empty tables. “Here, let me show you this—I’m really pleased about it.”

      Maddy joined me at the table. Today, she wore khaki jeans and a plum-colored T-shirt with a multi-strand necklace of opals strung at intervals on nearly invisible wires, accented with gold beads. Thanks to Judy’s boutique clothing store selling trendy jewelry, I could recognize most gemstones, and Maddy’s necklace looked like actual opals and not imitation. It was pretty, but I still couldn’t help thinking it was strange to pair such relatively expensive jewelry with an ordinary T-shirt.

      I decided to let it go—Maddy’s fashion sense wasn’t my business—and carefully removed one of the wrapped bundles from the box. I unfolded the pillowcase I’d used to protect my treasure and revealed a blue glass vase webbed with silver-tinged black lines like a tree’s bare branches. White ovals the size of thumbprints dotted the branches here and there, giving the impression of blossoms just blooming in spring.

      Maddy gasped. “It’s beautiful. Who made it?”

      “An artist named Donald Griffith here in Portland. I discovered his work a few years ago and bought several of his vases for my bedroom and guest room. It didn’t occur to me to ask if he was willing to donate for the fundraiser until last week. There are three of these.” I removed another vase, this one squat and round made of luminous golden glass striped with dark green.

      Maddy picked up the first vase and turned it around, examining all sides. “I may have to bid on this myself. It’s extraordinary work.”

      I waved at Rajesh, who’d sauntered over to join us. “Those are great, Helena,” he said. He scribbled a note on his tablet. “What’s the retail price? We’ll mark them down some to get the bidding going—unless you feel like arm wrestling me for them right now,” he added with a smile.

      I laughed. “You know I can take you.”

      “Uh-huh,” Rajesh replied. “Seriously, I’m impressed.”

      “Well, I promised Donald we’d set out his business card with the display, so it wasn’t a hard sell on my part.” I dug in my purse for the little box and set it beside the vases.

      “I’ll unpack the rest of this, if you want to catalog it, Rajesh,” Maddy said. “Do you need these bags back, Helena?”

      “Eventually. They’ve got our name in them, so you can take them to the office and I’ll pick them up later.” I looked around. “Oops. I didn’t keep an eye on Jenny.”

      “She’s over there by that enormous dollhouse,” Maddy said, pointing.

      The Victorian-style dollhouse was easily five feet tall and fully furnished, so it was no wonder Jenny had been drawn to it. I hurried to corral her, but she hadn’t handled any of the furniture, just stood staring at it. “Mrs. Anderson wants to live here,” she told me. “Her and Jenny and Jenny and Jenny.”

      All Jenny’s dolls were named Jenny except for one called Mrs. Anderson. “I’m sure she does,” I said, looking over the extraordinary dollhouse and considering whether Jenny needed it, given that she already had a very nice dollhouse two-thirds the size of this one. “I’ll think about it, all right?”

      Jenny looked up at me. Her eyes flashed silver. For a moment, she was perfectly still. Then her face scrunched in fear, and she let out a terrified scream.

      I swiftly knelt and pulled her into my arms, holding her tightly. “It’s all right,” I murmured. “It’s just pictures. They can’t hurt you.”

      “Bad men hurting her,” Jenny said between sobs. “She’s scared.”

      I silently cursed. Jenny wasn’t just an oracle like the rest of us; she was an empath, capable of feeling others’ emotions as if they were her own. We’d only discovered this a few weeks ago, and despite the help of Dr. Loretta Deveaux, an expert on empathy, Malcolm and I still had no solution for helping Jenny distinguish between her own emotions and the ones she perceived. We didn’t even know if doing so would ease her fear and pain. Worst were the visions she had in which someone felt a traumatic negative emotion. I didn’t care if people thought I was a terrible parent, or if they believed Jenny was one of those children who screamed those shrill, awful shrieks at random in public. I did care about the possibility that Jenny would associate the oracle with pain and terror.

      I squeezed my eyes shut briefly, reaching for an answer. “Do you know any of the people you saw?”

      Jenny shook her head. “It’s gone now. I’m okay.”

      That made me feel worse, like the oracular gift expected Jenny to be more emotionally mature than a three-year-old ever was. Unless coping with her empathic power meant growing up fast… and that was worst of all. “I’m glad, Jenny. Remember what we said about screaming when you’re afraid?”

      Jenny swallowed and wiped her eyes. “It makes other people scared. I don’t want that, Mommy.”

      “I know you don’t. We’ll get there, sweetie, I promise.”

      I rose with Jenny in my arms and carried her back to where Maddy stood, not even pretending she hadn’t witnessed that little drama. “Is she all right?” she asked.

      “She’s fine. Just one of those things, right?” I hoped I didn’t sound unnatural.

      “My older daughter, Emma, used to shriek like that. It was so embarrassing.” Maddy sounded understanding, and I didn’t feel the need to elaborate on how that wasn’t what Jenny had done.

      “Well, Jenny will outgrow it like I assume Emma has.” I shifted Jenny on my hip and awkwardly picked up my purse. “Alastair is looking forward to his play date at your house on Wednesday. What time should I drop him off?”

      Maddy twitched, and her gaze shifted away from me. “Oh, he can ride with us, if you’re all right with that,” she said, sounding much too nonchalant. I had no idea what had made her suddenly nervous, and it made me nervous, like she meant something underhanded. But I’d asked for a prophecy Sunday night—Is Maddy Hubbard a danger to Alastair?—and gotten no reply, which was a reassurance. If Maddy was nervous, I couldn’t figure out why.

      “It’s all right, I have an errand to run in that area,” I lied. Trusting the oracle that Maddy wasn’t a danger wasn’t the same as being willing to let my child ride with someone whose driving habits I didn’t know. Still, I wasn’t going to offend Maddy by coming right out and saying that.

      “If you’re sure,” Maddy said. “Liv’s looking forward to it, too.” With that, her demeanor relaxed, and she met my eyes again.

      I decided against pursuing the issue. After all, what would I say— “why did you look at me in a funny way?” “That’s great. Thanks again for inviting him.”

      The bell rang, startling both of us into nervous laughter. “I’ll see you around,” I said, and headed for the door, Jenny in tow.

      I listened with half my attention to Duncan and Sophia’s loud discussion about some television show they both liked. It didn’t sound like an argument, so I let it go. Maddy’s weird, nervous twitches made me anxious. Since the revelation that there was a whole other magical community in our world, complete with warring factions, I’d become more conscious of my family’s potential vulnerability. I’d been kidnapped and I’d been threatened in my own home by a crazy adept. So far, my children hadn’t been attacked, but maybe it was only a matter of time.

      But Maddy didn’t strike me as someone interested in hurting my family. If Castellan meant to attack my family by way of sending a secret agent, he was too competent to send any but the best, someone I would never suspect. Maddy acted more like someone afraid of being found out. Saturday’s conversation about Witness Security came to mind. Suppose the Hubbards were on the run?

      I shook my head and chuckled. Now my imagination was running away with me. Not about Maddy’s behavior—she definitely had some weird quirks—but it was a bad idea to make assumptions about what that meant. Still, I might do some prophesying later, when I wasn’t driving.

      “Mom!”

      I jerked. “Alastair, what?”

      “I said, are we having cake tonight? It’s my actual birthday.” Alastair spoke with the impatient sound of someone who’d tried to get my attention several times.

      “Strangely, I remember,” I deadpanned. “And I’ll tell the story of the day you were born.”

      “Aw, Mom,” Alastair grumbled.

      To my surprise, Malcolm’s car was in the garage when we pulled in. Carrying Jenny, I followed the shouting children into the house and discovered Malcolm in his office, studying something on a tablet. He smiled when he saw me, with the look of someone who’d been doing an unpleasant task. “I’m so glad to see you. I take your arrival as a sign that I should stop battering at this problem and have a break.” He kissed Jenny’s cheek, then kissed me on the lips, long and sweet.
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