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CHAPTER ONE: THE WALLS HAVE EARS
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Don’t make me sleep, doctor... the shadows are watching...

No, why was the Blindspot only watching?

I fought to hold onto that question, through the night as the jolts of pain from my thigh tried to beat back the dulling that seeped through me. Each time my head rolled, I stared around, looking for the small motion that could be an eye or some other trace... some trace of the killer lurking within the surface of the dark-tarred roof, or was that a wall...

But it’s killers. Two Blindspots, like a family. Like us.

Valerie’s hands had wrapped and wrapped the wound in me, and covered me in our illusion magic. But I had more than my sister here—the other hands I felt must be Emma, still helping me, still making herself a target. So much more a target, if I’d heard what I thought they said about Valerie and me.

I had to speak to Emma, tell her what that risk meant to me. Except, moans or mumbles kept leaking out if I opened my mouth. And it would be telling the truth to strangers... I tried clamping my jaw shut.

Just look. Just think.

The sights swam around me, blurring what could be the hints of the Blindspots circling. I held my eyes open, but my vision came and went.

Was this the same place? I hung between their shoulders, carried along a street through the soft-splintered chaos of the people out on this frightened night, so easy to rest in silence within the warmth of my sister’s concealing magic.

Or had we reached a car? Or was I on a rooftop when I was stabbed... can’t be, how’d they get me down the ladder... but the rooftop had been real. The voices swelled to be more loud, more unclear, and I fought to still look around.

Were they watching? We could use every sign about them, every clue about why the Blindspots had killed those cops and still let us live. Underneath the one growing, crushing sense that the answer was Emma—Emma, and her mother too, were just hostages to control us.

Now that the Blindspots had an interest in us...

Was Valerie talking to a shadow, was that one of them? The moment ended before I could hear.

I couldn’t hear if they said they were our family.

I kept trying to stare, to learn, until the doctor brought the mask down over my face, and the gas whispered. I tried to look for Valerie, to make her stay, keep me from saying the illusion words—

Then there was nothing to stare at.

*   *   *
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Our family was death...

No, our family was dead, I hadn’t learned Valerie had survived yet...

No, now I had learned, that was right...

And our parents used to kill, she’d said, if someone came too close to seeing our magic. How many times, how many...

I should ask her. But coming into focus was the hazy bed under me and the hazy sister sitting close beside it, and I must not be fit to talk yet.

The bed that spread under me, I didn’t quite feel that, not like the gnawing ache in my leg. If I were someone else who could be in a real hospital, then I’d have been drugged, dragged, deeper away from this pain. Or locked away by the police.

Something had loomed beside me, an IV. Now it was gone.

Seeing was hard, just to know when Valerie’s illusion had changed, and when I must have grayed out and found she’d left, come back. Emma came in to look at me too, and sometimes glints of pain shone out of her eyes, the kind Valerie would never let slip here. Even Emma’s mother Lydia rolled her chair in once, to give me a look I couldn’t read.

Hostages.

Knowing they were that let me focus. The walls, the soft sounds beyond the room and the building, all that made this Lydia’s house, and her letting us both in here said just how much threat they held over her and Emma.

All around us, some of the traces along those walls, ceiling, floor, couldn’t be shadows, and they weren’t the betraying glimmers of my sister camouflaged against them. No, some of those had to be the assassins and their magic that somehow let them move inside the surfaces, unstoppable.

But the Blindspots knew our father’s name. I held to that as my sight and my head cleared over the passing hours.

When Valerie brought me a bowl of soup, the chemicals in my head dulled the broth’s taste to thickened water but picked out every spice in it. And we couldn’t say much, not with the killers watching, and Emma and Lydia under their gaze too.

Just when I thought I’d been the hostage, the one they’d stabbed and threatened, to make Emma send out those debunking videos. She really set up the whole system, to tell the world about magic and the danger of these killers and us along with them... and she still tricked her mother with a hidden plan to say it was all an empty publicity stunt for some movie.

Emma did all that to lure out the Blindspot, and still protect me. Thinking of that kept some of the coldness away.

I’d given her one of my moonstones, but no time to learn it.

And now the killers knew about her.

Look. Think.

Nobody had to tell me that this room must be somewhere in Lydia’s house. Or that somehow Emma and Lydia, or Valerie, had found someone to sew my wound up but keep me hidden away here—when I couldn’t even guess how they’d gotten me down the roof’s ladder alive.

Valerie kept standing, drifting outside and back again. Her quiet when she sat beside me was a better warning than any words, of how far from safe we were.

Her best comfort was when she took my hand and slipped several of our moonstones into it. She must have taken them away while I was fading out, but now she trusted I was clear-headed enough to control our magic again. So different from how long I’d kept watch over her after that one fall she’d taken, just days ago.

And she had to be keeping the phone, the one with Ingram Knowles’s crystal of seeing.

Every time Valerie stepped outside, it must be looking for keys to the trap the Blindspots had us in. Meanwhile Emma left what had to be an hour between each of her brief visits, as if distance could make our watchers forget how much of a hold she gave them over me.

But the killers were here, watching us all. That made this a few hours they weren’t targeting anyone else, and a chance to watch for every clue about what might stop them, or if we had no other choice against part of our own family.

Once I heard a voice from outside the door:

“They saw too much. You do know how it is?”—the hard, pitiless voice the Blindspot used.

“I know that...” The rest of Valerie’s answer was too low for me to catch.

She was matching wits with murderers, trying to keep them off guard, while Emma was trapped under their gaze and Lydia with her, and I was stuck in a bed with a leg that spasmed when I tried to move it...

Slowly my senses focused. The burning hole in my leg became just another sensation, as my breathing flowed and my eyes memorized the room. The rich wooden walls between the browned-butter drapes, the intricate carpet patterns, became familiar fields to watch for any motion within them. My hearing stretched, wider and wider across the broad house and its stillness, to find the islands of sound around Emma and Lydia or when Valerie moved. The place should have a few staff here, and mother and daughter should be away at work, but no.

I waited, gathered my strength, waiting for the next meal, the next sign of something, anything.

Until...

A car rumbled up the driveway asphalt. A metal door closed, a wooden one opened, new footsteps made their way toward me.

Valerie had let them through, hadn’t she? I let my tactics settle in my head, felt the moonstones in my pocket ready to answer my will.

The door opened.

From the surgery. Before I’d gone under I’d glimpsed a gaunt, pale man with a skeletal look to him, and even with my sight clearer he wasn’t much different now. He carried a great long leathery case, and he laid it down beside the bed. Lydia rolled in behind him.

He told her “One last time, I can’t recommend this so soon—”

“There are reasons.” Her gaze pinned me in place for a moment. “None of us want him stuck here right now.”

“I suppose not. And you, there’s no point asking for something like your name, is there?” and his look at me frayed with compassion. “First of all, show me you can sit up.”

“I think...” I pulled at my weight, but my leg hurt, the bed was soft, and lying still had been easier for tracking the Blindspots.

Then the doctor leaned forward, concern opening his mouth.

My strength came free and I twisted upright. The wave of pain was nothing, just different from before.

Lydia simply nodded, and rolled back to the door and out.

And the doctor closed in.

My nerves twitched in me—I couldn’t remember ever having a doctor this close to me until last night. Now I managed to slide my pants down—new ones, I realized, sweatpants that had a space cut open for the bandages—and let him look at the patched-up wound in my thigh. I held to my role as a patient, and he fell into his own to examine me with short, impersonal touches like nudging at off-kilter books on a shelf. Our simple tasks kept me from thinking about what might come next.

Then he let out a tiny sigh that he might have thought I missed, and the tight skin on his face found the slack to squeeze tighter in a look of sympathy.

“The stitches and the bandages are holding. I’ve never seen an injury healing quite like this, and I thought I knew my knife wounds. But...” He reached down and unlatched the case he’d brought.

He drew out a long, leg-sized brace, jointed in two parts. The steel under the plastic straps gleamed, catching the eye like some of the handcuffs I kept getting caught in... I studied it, trying to see it all as the thing I’d need to get used to.

“Your injury is still too new to walk on, even with this taking the weight.” His eyes locked onto mine. “I don’t know what you think you need to do. But there’s going to be pain.”

“I appreciate the warning. I’ll try not to need this much.” Empty promises, that fooled neither of us. I was not lying here while the Blindspots decided who lived and died.

He reached down and began fastening the brace onto me. The straps were already set to run above and below my wound, and his touch was so light the pain was nothing more than I already had.

I looked out at the closed door, where Lydia had gone. That woman had lost the ability to walk because of us—before I was born—and yet she could force herself to find me a doctor like this.

“Slowly, now,” he said as he stepped back.

The braced leg dragged as I positioned it where I sat. A click locked the hinges to hold my knee straight.

The doctor drew a cane from his case and held it out to me, but I planted my good leg and pushed myself up. A testing hint of my weight settled on the braced knee, a spur of pain but nothing more.

Then I took the metal length of the cane and set it for a step.

The doctor moved out in front of me, a whole ten feet away. “Alright then,” he said. “If you want to impress me, show me how slowly you can walk to me.”

He thinks I’ve got no self-control. The grin never touched my face.

The leg moved less from muscle than by swinging it along with my body, but I shifted it across part of a step and settled its weight on the brace and the cane, then reached my good leg past it. A slow, slow sway brought the braced leg forward again.

These glacial movements didn’t only make them safer—they also stretched each out into a struggle to hold my balance at every moment, without momentum to force it along. The doctor watched me, trying to hide how his body tensed ready to rush forward if I tipped. I edged my way across to him.

“Better, better,” he said. “And whatever else you do, rest, every second you can. Ms. Lynn and her daughter know when to call me.”

“Thank you, so much. I’ll try not to push this.”

He smiled, at last. “We’ll hold you to that.”

So I could still lie after all.

He twisted away then, gathered up his empty case and retreated out the door. And I was alone, at least for a few seconds before one of the Blindspots might come sliding back to study me.

I tried a few more steps, at a more natural pace. The ache between the straps throbbed... but could I mask walking with the brace as just a shuffling gait? If I moved faster, would the pain threaten any illusion I held over myself? I can’t let this beat me.

Standing in the room’s center, I drew in slow breaths and kept the corners of my eyes open for our watchers. Nothing, so far. Outside, the doctor’s car drove away.

I made my way to the door, opened it, and began shuffling down the long carpet through the painting-lined corridor. My eyes locked onto the next door, just beyond one rain-colored canvas—my gathering strength could walk farther than that already, but turning around there was all I meant the Blindspots to see.

By the time I reached that door, I heard Emma’s voice from the rooms beyond the hall. She must be on the phone, from the hushed, calm tones of her working through some business with her usual grace... but I turned around as planned, and started back to my door, and now I played at needing my other hand against the wall to hold me up.

A twitch of motion glided along within the ceiling.

I kept my head down, resisted the urge to sag against the wall. If the Blindspots had known our father, they’d know deception was more than just magic to us, and overplaying my exhaustion would make them more suspicious instead of less.

I reached my own room, and made myself seem to stagger against the doorway a moment. As I did, Emma’s distant voice began moving, further away.

Maybe one more, slower, walk. I turned back out again.

My foot snagged on the carpet.

I staggered, tipped, too far to get the cane out, and I had to catch at the wall with both hands. The cane toppled away and clattered on the floor, loud against the wood beyond the carpet’s edge.

Then the hush I’d broken fell back over the house. I leaned against the wall, not looking up at where the killer must be watching me.

Footsteps moved up behind the farthest door, and Emma looked out at me.

“What are you doing?” she snapped. Her voice, her glare, stripped themselves down to simple shallow irritation as if that was all the feeling she had for me.

“I thought I could...” I let the words fade in plain embarrassment.

“Come on.” Emma marched down to me, to hand me the fallen cane and take my other arm.

Her hand on me was gentle, but more brisk than the doctor’s had been. Only the faintest lines twitching in her face hinted how it might hurt her to see me like this.

We crossed my room, too soon, and she spun away.

Just as Valerie stepped into the doorway.

Emma didn’t lose a moment, only redirected her “irritated” stare out to my sister. “You here to stop him from killing himself?”

“It shouldn’t come to that.” Valerie’s smile looked off, haunted. What has she been dealing with, away where I couldn’t see?

Emma stormed away, past her and out, without a look back.

Then Valerie walked toward me, and her voice whispered within my ear—a precise, private whisper of our magic. “Anyone would think we have her a bit... disillusioned.”

I couldn’t laugh. I couldn’t, not with the Blindspots there to realize how we shared secrets. I could whisper back and ask how many years she’d been waiting to say that... but right now it was enough just to have that moment between us, here in the thick of everything.

“Are you alright?” she asked, aloud this time.

“I’m trying to be.” I gave the cane a thump on the floor, making it just angry enough to go with the weakness I’d been showing, one more nudge toward making our captors careless.

Something swelled out of the wall.

The covered-up contours of a face pushed into view. A dark scarf and a shapeless cap masked his features, all still shadowy with the magic around him as he leaned out of the wooden panels. I took in the shape of the eyes, the nose, the colors of every scrap that peeked between the wrappings. Could that face be related to us?

“You’re getting stronger,” he rumbled. “Good.”

Valerie snapped “Don’t you tell me you stabbed him as some kind of test. Is that how we’ll be doing this?”

She took an angry step toward the man within the wall, advancing on him like this untouchable cop-killer was simply another balky contact to handle. We might not know how to deal with the Blindspots yet, but we wouldn’t start by playing pushovers.

“You’re safe enough,” he said. “More than safe, from what we’ve heard about you.”

His voice... it had the deep, chest-thrumming ominousness that might take years of practice to capture so well, but something in it didn’t fit...

I said “So what have you heard?”

“You’ll all be safe, if you’re like Lucas. Once you prove it.”

Like our father? Which side of him? I held the tremor of worry back from my voice to simply say “Meaning what?”

The face only slid back, back into the wall like sinking into some ripple-swallowing pool, and he was gone. Because he could come and go and set the terms for everything he saw.

I waited, glared around and then looked to my sister, as if I might be forgetting to watch for them still lurking around. But it would still be more suspicious not to ask: “What’s he talking about?”

“About family, or proving it?” Valerie shook her head. “They didn’t say much, about either of them.”

But the Blindspots had said something, talking to Valerie, while I was wiped out—

She looked away. “I need to check on something,” and she turned and strode away.

I tried not to stare after her. So she had an idea, a clue, something that might give us a handle on these Blindspots... there could be nothing much to fill me in on yet, but I couldn’t even rush after her...

I sank down to the edge of the bed, fists clenched with all too real anger. Maybe if another Blindspot eye swam into view somewhere, that would tell me something...

A car rumbled up outside.

Was that part of Valerie’s idea, or something else? My fingers twitched—yesterday I could have looked out at the car with our one Knowles crystal, but now the last thing we needed was our spying enemies getting a glimpse of its magic of sight. And even my room’s windows were on the other side of the house from this.

A voice sounded over the intercom.

“Police, ma’am. Can we talk to you?”

“One moment.” Lydia’s voice managed to carry in the quiet of the house.

Police, here? That could be them still hunting Valerie and me, or looking for the Blindspots, or... I stood up and shuffled for the door.

With my room cut off from a view of the front, that also put at least one turn of the corridors to screen me from where they’d enter. I only needed to get close enough to hear.

A low rattle came from that distant door.

The cop’s voice spiked in surprise. “Ms. Lynn? I didn’t mean you’d wheel, um, come out and let us in yourself—”

“We’ll see if you need to come in.” I could just make out Lydia’s cool tone, ready to weigh what they said for herself. “What brings you here, Detectives?”

“We’re just checking that...” The rest of the other cop’s words sank down below what I could follow, but I knew Detective Peric’s voice.

Why was he here? Peric had almost broken my arm once when I’d injured his partner... and just last night the Blindspots killed another cop he’d been partnered with, and now he was at Lydia’s door? I had to hear the rest.

I edged down the corridor, steps slow and quiet, moonstone illusions ready. The corner was still a distance ahead, and I could hear more doors beyond that muffled the lowered voices they spoke with, but every sheltered step I took made those sounds clearer.

“...Captain said you tried...” Peric was saying.

The first corner stood ten feet ahead. I stopped, focused.

“If you’re not hurt,” Peric went on, “you won’t mind us having a look around.”

And footsteps moved, two people at a quick walk splitting off in different directions. Lydia must be choosing the least suspicious response of letting them by. And I had my magic.

One pull of my thoughts drew power from the moonstones up around me. Peric’s heavy footsteps were wending toward me, and for a moment I thought of blending myself against the wall and hoping he didn’t notice. But this detective almost knew about illusions already... instead I gave him someone else to see.

I shaped an older man over myself, close to my own short height, with a muted suit and a severe face and just enough touches of some movie butler to keep the cues subtle. I pressed the cane close to blend into the image of my leg—no need to raise questions why the woman in the wheelchair would keep an employee who couldn’t move either.

When Peric walked into view, I had settled in to rubbing the corner of one painting’s frame with the illusion of a polishing cloth.

The detective eyed me, all of his blond bulk gathered to loom over me. There were new, deep lines of pain in his face after last night.

“And you are?”

“Stevens. On staff, sir.” I kept my voice high and utterly different from the one he knew me for. The right innocuous, respectful tone let me turn halfway back to my “work” with the frame, to head off any wondering why I didn’t walk over to him.

Peric’s eyes narrowed. “Not much of a worker, if the lady of the house has to come and open—”

“It’s my house,” Lydia said, and she rolled into view behind him. “Get on with it.”

He still watched me, staring. “So there’s been no trouble here, then? Mr. Stevens, do you know where your boss was last night?”

“Ms. Lynn would know those details better than I,” I said. “If you’d care to ask.”

Peric’s face darkened, cracks of anger spreading. Then he shook himself. “Huh. Yeah, yeah,” and he walked away past me.

I wiped away at my picture frame, while Peric marched off pushing one door after another open for quick glances inside. Was he really expecting to find us here, or just out to put pressure on Emma and Lydia?

A spot moved along the ceiling, a small, dark eye following up behind him.

The Blindspots might kill someone for catching a glimpse of them, or to cover up any signs of magic, or... we were still flailing for any understanding of what set them off.

I couldn’t touch him up there, I couldn’t even reach Peric down the hall. But I made my way toward the next painting, my next excuse for moving closer to them.

Peric glanced back—at me, a suspicious look as I set to work on the painting he’d passed. At least his gaze stayed down on me.

From a couple of rooms up the hall, I heard the other cop say “Just looking around, miss.”

“I’m sure you have your job to do.” Emma was letting frustration prickle in her voice.

I kept my head angled to hide my glances at Peric and the killer. Last night it had taken all my tricks to steer him away from the Blindspots, and now I couldn’t walk.

Peric pushed open my bedroom’s door, looked in.

Then he whirled and strode back, passing under the Blindspot, right toward me.

“Looks like your boss has a guest here. You know anything about that? On the day that she and her daughter don’t come in to work at all?” His voice held the same tight, contained pitch, but each word came out a fraction more ragged. He stared at the face I wore like he might stare at a wall in his path, furious enough without guessing what lay behind it.

And the Blindspot closed in above him.

I asked “Are you under orders to ask about visitors, sir? Or are you accusing this house of harboring some murderer?” My role let me add the smallest sneer to my words.

“Oh, there’s a murderer. And we’ll get—”

He broke off. The eye had just crept past him to look down at his face, and Peric glanced up—

My illusion flicked into place, of a fly picking its way along the dark ceiling, covering that eye. The last cop with Peric had died for glimpsing the killer, and Peric had taken that look—

The moment passed. And Peric’s gaze tilted down again, his scowl tightening to cover that moment of worry. Safe.

I nudged an eyebrow up, the slightest hint of jumpy, aren’t you?

“You don’t get it,” Peric growled. “You think you know about the Blindspot Killer? He’s killed cops, he’s killed—”

He cut off, just for an instant.

Then he roared on, “The city won’t even let the captain finish this. But we’ll get him.”

He turned and stomped away, with slower steps and more perfunctory glances around. The Blindspot followed, slower still—I couldn’t guess if that pace was caution or amusement, not just from watching one eye move.

Peric moved through my room and on out, while I held my place at the painting. Long rooms away I heard an awkward laugh rising—his latest partner might be actually trying to flirt with Emma. Or distract himself from Peric’s ominous history with partners. But as long as the Blindspot lets them alone, just a little longer...

Until the two detectives circled back to Lydia’s side.

“Glad to be sure you’re alright, ma’am,” Peric said. “The captain always wanted you safe. Now that it’s all gone to hell... try not to push your luck.”

And they walked out.

The house lay silent, all of us still, until the sound of their car faded away down the street.

Then Valerie stepped into view around a corner, from wherever she’d kept herself so well hidden.

“Annoying,” Lydia declared, and she tilted her head up to speak to the air around her. “Perhaps we should go in to work, if taking time off is going to attract this kind of attention.”

If she was hoping for some answer from the watcher holding them here, none came.

I made my way back to my room, Valerie beside me. She said nothing about what she’d just been working on, but the Blindspot followed us in.

And the front lines of a second wrapped-up face waited within my room’s wall.

Please let there be only two of them.

The one behind us said “You see how he only mentioned the dead police?”

That grim voice spoke faster than it had before. Something else was happening.

And he’d forgotten something, speaking openly like that police came visiting. I raised a finger to my lips, then made a broad motion outward, out beyond these rooms toward the neighborhood around us.

“You think the cops are out there listening?” The Blindspot on the wall had almost the same too-deep voice as the first. “They aren’t, I saw. And they said nothing about the crystals?”

The crystals... the stones that worked the sight-magic, that the late Ingram Knowles had almost killed Valerie to get more of... And she was hiding a couple of them herself...

And Peric had “only mentioned” the dead cops, and not how the Blindspots had also killed Doctor O’Brian just before he could examine where the crystals were found—

“Nothing, Brother,” the first Blindspot said.

The second one—his brother, he was his brother—said “Well, they’re digging the stones out of the tunnel now. The whole mother lode of them.”

“We knew it would happen. This Knowles almost got them once...”

And that face that had followed us, all along the ceiling, leaned out another inch to tilt itself toward Valerie.

“So tell me: what would you do if the police, if the whole world, got any closer to this?”

They were focusing on her again? Because of my leg?

I put in “And you think Knowles wanted those crystals for some kind of magic, right?”

“Think?” the face said. “You must have been sure enough.” A faint chuckle curled in his voice, a smug sound.

They’d put too much together already. And Knowles’s last words had been to warn me about the Blindspots, before they’d come back to town.

This Blindspot tilted back toward my sister, waiting.

“If ‘the authorities’ are too close to magic,” Valerie said, “then we stop them. And we do it in the surest, quietest way we need to. Nobody gets hurt, and nobody will ever guess there was anything to find.”

I grinned. There it was—my big sister had made the perfect case for solving this without more killings, and just saying it meant she thought they’d listen too. I let her words hang in the air, not risking adding my own agreement.

“Quietest,” the Blindspot said, mulling the word over. “And if it we need to do more? Like how Knowles never came back from the tunnel?”

He glanced at me—so he knew I’d killed Knowles, how much more had they pieced together—

And he tilted back toward Valerie. “Or like Lucas would eliminate threats? He did, didn’t he?”

“He did.”

Valerie made those words simple, but I heard the unsaid sigh in them, in what it took out of her to say. Being Silencers had been part of our parents’ lives, and even after they were gone we’d been pulled into too many deaths on our own. And now...

“These people are too close,” the killer said. “We need to stop them. Quietly.”

There was a whole world in that word, curiosity and pride and hints of worse things waiting for any excuse. If they got that excuse.

“I know,” Valerie said. The shame, the worry, shrank away in her voice as she turned toward the door.

My fingers tightened on the cane. “So let’s go.”
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CHAPTER TWO: ROADBLOCK
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Emma was still quiet as she pulled the car over, up the block from the Ashton Subway Station.

Valerie and I looked out down the familiar street. This morning the traffic slowed and squeezed around where three police cars and two heavy vans had blocked off a lane with “Repair Work” markers. Officers kept the first hints of a crowd well clear of the subway stairs.

“They brought enough people,” Valerie said. “So they’re excavating all the crystals?”

“Careful.” The face swam into being, peering out of the back seat just at my elbow. “You want Miss Emma here for this?”

Now? The Blindspots were the ones who’d pounced on the idea of Emma driving us here, and now he wanted to keep an eye on his hostage but still cut her out of this? Before someone died?

He was right beside me, within easy reach if I’d had a knife, and if I had any idea how his magic worked or where his brother was... or who they were to us...

At least they were starting to underestimate Emma. There was no better protection she could have.

“It’s alright,” I told her. “We’ll take it from here.” Dismissing her so casually shouldn’t make my throat tighten, it was just another role to play, as long as she could see that too.

Emma gave a brief sigh, like someone only half surprised. “If that’s how you want it.” And she stepped from the car to move into a stroll up the sidewalk, putting her back to the site.

The Blindspot had wanted her along, to control her and us... and I’d only seen the one of them with us now, the one who’d been away from Lydia’s house before. Was the other back keeping his eye on her, were there only two of them?

In the area around the subway stairs, I counted five police and two men in orange vests, and enough moving in and out of the stairway to promise there were more below the surface.

“Even more cops than they had an hour ago,” the Blindspot said. “All because Knowles went and got himself noticed... at least he’s dead now.”

I did not, did not flinch. But my finger could feel the trigger moving again—

“Knowles did fake a chemical spill to get the tracks to himself,” Valerie said. “He was running out of time, and he would have done anything.”

Her voice had tightened as she spoke, the faintest hidden sign that she sometimes gave about how Ingram Knowles had held her prisoner as part of his plan.

And we can’t show that weakness in front of the Blindspot. I rushed on with “Of course then we tried to get our own look at the tunnel—” and did more than try, with the bits of crystal Valerie’s hiding now— “and all that went to hell too.”

Five police around the stairs, moving between what looked like two positions but keeping an eye on each other...

“I wish doesn’t fix things,” the Blindspot said.

“No. But you not killing Dr. O’Brian might have left them more chance to let their guards down again,” I shot back, then softened it with “We can’t wish that away, or any of it. But we can recognize that any more unsolvable deaths would turn this spot into the world’s favorite haunted mystery. Including why it’s all happening around those crystals.”

“A mystery they’d never get to solve.”

The Blindspot’s voice grated with grim confidence... but something deep in that tone felt less certain. He sounded a fraction younger now, maybe younger than the one who’d watched us at Lydia’s.

Then he added “So how would you handle it? This time?”

“Whatever works,” I said. “Watch them from different disguises... use what’s online... make friends, make enemies, draw out whatever opportunities are there. Whatever lets us change the records and change what they think they found.”

“What they think,” Valerie echoed, and she motioned to the security around the stairs. “They know something around here was worth killing for, but why would that lead them to magic? So what we confuse is why Knowles and anyone else wanted to get down here. That and if there’s anything unique about the crystal itself.”

But the last part came out too fast, her flinching away from talking about Knowles again.

And the Blindspot’s voice sharpened. “Unique?”

As if there shouldn’t be, as if we should assume his magic used nothing rarer than our own moonstones—we’d just hinted that we did know more about it—

“Unique enough that Knowles had to pull out his worst to get at this one spot.” Simple reasoning had to explain it. “His desperation is already pointing them toward the crystal, and then what if their labs do find anything unusual in it? It sounds like you don’t know—this isn’t your magic?” I added, one more distraction.

It did more than distract, it stopped the Blindspot cold. For a whole frozen breath I saw the shadowed edge of his face tremble.

Then he said “Too soon... it’s too soon to ask about that. Or about Lucas and your illusions.”

That’s a threat—that he could be demanding our secrets, with Emma right up the street for him to threaten. But he isn’t, so far—

“All those illusions,” and his voice sank to a softer rumble. “You say they let you do this ‘quietly.’ Then show me you can do better than you did last time.”

While he just dismisses the man they killed—

“You want better?” Valerie said. “Just watch. This time we won’t have Emma walking in in the middle of it.” And she reached for the car door.

You can’t say that, that wasn’t Emma’s fault... but it was one more step toward fooling the Blindspots about her. I swallowed, grabbed at my own door.

The cane caught and rattled on the seat cushions.

Valerie swung around to outside my door. “Let’s start by keeping this simple,” she told me. “You stay here and take the online side of this.” And she handed me her phone.

The face looked at her, at me “You only have one phone? Don’t lie to me,” but his voice rose in more like actual surprise.

“It’s our only one, for the moment.”

That and the locked-up machine we’d taken from Knowles himself, with the sight crystal that was our secret weapon. If Valerie was ever alone enough to use it.

Then Valerie walked away, and the Blindspot slid out of my sight. Because she was the only one worth watching.

But she was the only one mobile enough to start sounding out what the cops believed, and holding this Blindspot’s attention let her study him too... it made my teeth grind. I watched Valerie start toward the stairs, and she took only a moment to glance back and quietly wave Emma off from following her. And Emma drew back, clear of her and me in the car.

I was stuck with hacker work, but Emma couldn’t even risk showing an interest where he might be watching.

I looked out at her, and stretched a whisper of illusion to her ear. “Good thinking, Emma. Anything that keeps him seeing you as harmless.”

She started up at the first word, just a quick, hidden glance toward me, easy to miss.

“You’re handling this well,” I went on. “You and your mother, and I wish we’d never dragged you into it—”

Emma shot a quick scowl at me, the only way she could answer. Because she’d come up with her trick of almost exposing the Blindspots’ power on her own.

To help me. I was starting to wonder just how far Emma Lynn really would go for my sake... or how far I would...

I shook my head. That was not the thought to brush against while we had killers searching our lives for what to trap us with.

I glared down the street. The police had their perimeter around the subway entrance, but the two heavy vans weren’t police vehicles. From my distant view along the side, I could make out some kind of irregular x-like emblem on the door. I snapped an image with the phone and began the search.

So what if I’m slowed down—Valerie could still have brought me to play off of her. She was just reaching the police line now, still in the older-woman look she’d worn for the drive here. I watched a cop step in front of her, probably expecting just a moment’s clash of wills with her as if it hadn’t already begun.

The search was still running. But was that shape a white x, or a bird? I typed in Swanford Labs.

The van’s sign loomed over their web page.

I settled back in my seat—outthinking the Blindspots really did have us distracted, Valerie and me both. We should have remembered, it had been Swanford that Knowles had already sent hints about his own crystal to, and they’d found “anomalies” in those.

And Dr. O’Brian never stopped worrying about Swanford muscling in on this discovery. When the Blindspots killed him, it looked like they’d killed his last wish as well.

Valerie had stepped away from the cop, talking with some young man on the sidewalk. Just as I watched, she turned back to face the officer again—of course she’d turned that exchange into some kind of leverage on him. This was my sister at work.

But the cop moved in front of her, and a second uniform stepped over to join them. We’d slipped through their security often enough that no first move was going to get us in there now.

Then the figures looked back, stirred, the whole force down there shook itself to life.

Two more cops emerged from the subway stairs, and two workers in their safety vests. And one other figure in their midst—a plump balloon of a man who tugged a pristine white lab coat on as he cleared the steps, as if he were afraid to be seen without it.

He and the workers headed for the Swanford vans. And Valerie moved after him, despite the cops trying to cut her off.

Was he the key right now? I flicked through the Swanford pages on the phone, looking for anyone of his size. Their website design made a visual search easy, crowding it with images and headlines about the lab’s high-profile services. People in their lab coats or safety gloves and helmets stood next to clean-looking factories, smiling politicians, laced with a calculated mix of hospitals and charities. Just about how I’d build a website if I wanted to grab big business.

A figure like his popped up in front of an open mine shaft: Gene Addison, Minerology. I tapped in a search for him and glanced back down the street.

Whatever Valerie had said to Addison, he had waved her away, and now one of his men in their vests was crowding in to force her back—

No, the whole array of authorities there were closing ranks, swelling as more cops and workers climbed up the subway stairs. Between them they hauled a heavy metal box.

Addison rushed toward them to take charge of its transport. And the police drew together with what looked like sharp, prepared orders passing between them, ready for anything.

That box would hold the crystals Knowles had almost killed my sister to get, that Swanford Labs already had suspicions about, and they were about to get their look at them.

Valerie moved away down the street, out of sight in among the buildings. She had Knowles’s own crystal, she could use it to watch them if the Blindspot didn’t catch her at it...

I flung the car door open.

The phone was still in my hand, but I couldn’t steal a glance at it now as I limped my way along the sidewalk, my leg jolting with every step on the cane. And I had to be too late already—the side of one van was swinging open, ready to load the box. But anything we learned here was leverage, for when they got to their lab.

Addison looked to be busy on his own phone, making arrangements and waving cops around. The way they scurried around, I could just about hear the low, tight rumble of their voices melding together as they began clearing out of the site.

“Got his password.”

The voice came from my side—I twisted, stared, found the hint of a face looking at me from the door of the car beside me.

“The big man’s in there as GAddison, password 1-2-3-asterisk-a-asterisk-cap-A-1. Too easy,” the Blindspot added, and he sank back into the metal.

It would be easy, spying with a magic like that—I watched the car then, but not even a blur showed in the side now. No matter how we watched, we still couldn’t see them come or go or how to stop them. And he had just come up right beside me.

My fingers shook as I tapped at the phone. The Swanford website had a company login... and the code worked, a workspace opened up for me.

The top file was a small one, the first lines of some report, with the title An Impossible Mineral.

I looked up at Addison. I was starting not to like this man.

As I looked, a young man in a dirty suit dashed toward him, waving frantically. The cops stirred in motion around them, and I saw Addison take an anxious look around.

What had the Blindspot done? No, that man had to be Valerie making her move—

I limped toward them, checking that the illusion over me was holding, showing the cane while hiding the more memorable brace. The police were keeping bypassers away, but two of them had split off toward the buildings Valerie had come from. I closed in, as quickly as I dared to move.

“Better stay back, sir.” The smooth-voiced cop in front moved out a few steps to head me off.

“What... it looks like trouble...” I gasped.

At least loading the box had stalled, with everyone looking in different directions.

He said “Just a precaution. For everyone’s safety.”

“Don’t lie to me! My daughter’s down there—why won’t you tell me what happened?” I let my voice rise, hoping someone would take up the cry and give us more commotion to work in.

“Please, sir. Everyone’s fine,” and the cop simply drew back in among the others.

And I could only limp after him, I couldn’t even use any confusion I made now that I was too slow-moving to change identities...

Four men grabbed hold of the box and heaved it into the van.

“Fine?” gasped Valerie in her disguise. “That man I saw, I don’t know if he was drunk or dead. What if someone killed him?”

“Dead?” “Killed who?”

Now people along the sidewalk edged closer, and one of the Swanford workers muttered to another. Addison turned and looked at her.

I shuffled forward, still too far away, too slow. At least Valerie and I were feeding the same rumor, but all it was showing us was that the cops were ready for distractions.

One of them closed in on her. “Alright, sir.” He reached out, a hand ready to reach right through the illusion on her. “If you won’t—”

“Don’t!” Valerie burst out, a sharp yell that twisted heads around toward her. It gave her a moment to pull out of reach, then keep backing away, away from the cops and withdrawing down the street.

They held their places and let her go, but our chance had passed. Addison muttered something to one of the cops.

Then he and his men were climbing into the vans, and most of the police into their cruisers. Almost the whole pack of vehicles pulled out and pulled away together.

I started my own long way back to our car. The remaining police were too busy keeping control of the rest of the area to give me a glance.

My leg hurt—at least none of that jolting pain felt like the creeping coldness of my stitches leaking. But we’d lost our chance to study the problem out in the open, and I’d worn myself out just for a chance to see it up close.

A young-looking woman strode up beside me. Valerie had pulled on a new face that could have been my disguise’s “missing daughter,” and she took my elbow and led me along. I relaxed against her and let my good leg do the work.
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