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      After a wild first week living in the Square and working in my uncles' bookshop—solving a murder and fighting a woman possessed by some being from the under realms without quite burning down the whole community in the process—the rest of the month of June was pleasantly uneventful.

      My life fell into an easy rhythm of having breakfast with my new best friend Audrey Mirken in the teashop she had just inherited, working all day in the quiet bliss of a magical bookshop filled with more wonders than even a voracious knowledge-seeker like myself could ever plow through in a lifetime, and spending nearly every minute of the day with my new companion Houdini.

      Houdini, who looked like a little black rat terrier chihuahua, who could speak directly into my mind in English or his own native tongue of Draconic.

      To be clear, he wasn't my familiar. First of all, I wasn't enough of a witch to have a familiar. And second of all, Houdini only looked like a dog. He was, in fact, a carefully hidden dragon, one who was almost still a baby.

      My friend Audrey's grandaunt Agatha, despite her appearance as a doddering old tea-making witch, had actually been a wizard of immense age and power. I know most prosaics think of those two words as gendered, but in the magical community, a wizard is someone who devotes their life to studying magic and finding new sources of magical power. Like a Ph.D. or a grandmaster martial artist. It's your entire life.

      Most of us are just witches. We know a few tricks to get by and live within the fabric of a magical society whose infrastructure was laid down over the ages by wizards.

      Agatha didn't seek fame or glory. But she was one of the wizards who built the Square in the early days of the city of St. Anthony. I could only guess what else she had done; she had left no hints behind when she died.

      But everyone knew she had been a powerful practitioner of magic. And she had used all of that magic to protect the little dragonet she named Houdini from harm.

      In the end, it had cost her her life.

      But Audrey, Houdini and I had made sure that her murderess was delivered into the hands of the authorities, and what justice could be done was done.

      But anyway, before I came to the Square, I hadn't thought any witch in history had ever had a dragon for a familiar. Dragons were too wise, too powerful, but mostly too rare for such a relationship to work. There were always rumors, of course, of evil wielders of magic who would seek to enslave such sentient beings as dragons, but they were, so far as I knew, only rumors. Cautionary tales.

      And yet, Agatha had sacrificed herself to protect her foundling dragon baby for a reason.

      Since her death, Houdini and I had been constant companions, and that relationship suited us both just fine. Mostly because I seldom left the confines of the bookshop, except for that morning trip to the teashop and the occasional afternoon repeat trip if I were feeling particularly in need of human company. For my part, running the bookshop took up a lot of time. There was a lot for a single person to do, and a lot more to explore when work wasn't making demands on me.

      But after everything that had happened after Agatha's death, Houdini was a little freaked out by the idea of wandering around the rest of the Square. Not that he distrusted the other residents exactly. There were a few he disliked, particularly the cat named Miss Snooty Cat, who lived with Barnardo Daley in the apartment just over the teashop. But he was warier than he had been before Nell Bloom, the co-owner of the Bitter Brew coffeeshop, had channeled an oceanic being from the under realms and attacked Audrey and me while Houdini had been trapped helplessly outside, unable to break in through the coffeeshop windows.

      Beings from the under realms aren't exactly demons as religious people use that term. But there's a lot of overlap on the Venn diagram of the two. And just like with demons, making pacts with beings from the under realms was always a bad idea. Only the being from the under realm benefits, no matter what they promise you.

      Nell had wanted a better life than running a coffeeshop in a hidden neighborhood in Minneapolis offered her. And the being had wanted access to the power it sensed that Agatha was pouring into protection wards around Houdini.

      Neither of them had gotten what they wanted in the end. But they'd still managed to kill Agatha. And Houdini was still grieving. Not that I blamed him. It had been barely a month, and she had been very important to him.

      My friend Steph Underwood—who apprenticed with the reclusive Wizard in the ancient-looking Tower that I had yet to see a doorway into from any angle—had assured us both that he had tweaked the magic around the Square to help keep Houdini's growing power hidden from the senses of any who might want to exploit it. And the Wizard had himself sealed the under realms being inside a vessel before casting it back to the watery realm from whence it came, never to return. And Houdini had politely thanked Steph for their efforts.

      But I don't think even all that was enough for him to feel safe again.

      Of course, the irony in Houdini choosing to stay always close to my side was that I could do absolutely nothing to protect him if Steph's spells somehow failed. Because while I had attended every magical university program I could find and had a vast wealth of knowledge about magical theory, I couldn't actually do magic. Not with any kind of control, anyway. It was all random sparks and the occasional accidental conflagration for me.

      Maybe that was why I was so miserable and cranky as June rolled into July. My days had fallen into a rhythm, and with no homework assignments to finish or exams to study for, for the first time in my life, my evenings were entirely free.

      But while more free time should have meant more time outdoors exploring all the Square had to offer, the thing was, I just couldn't stand to be out there.

      Because that summer, the whole world smelled like it was on fire. And not in a pleasant let's roast marshmallows! kind of way. No, this was headache-inducing, eye-irritating, miserably thick smoke that hung in a depressing haze over everything. When I woke up in the morning and went to the little balcony outside my French windows, I could barely make out the shops and apartments past the hedge maze on the far side of the Square. The smoke in the air was too dense. Some days, even the trees just below my balcony were obscured by what was very nearly a London-type fog from the Victorian era.

      The yellowish-gray tint that smoke lent to the world was irritating enough, day after day. But the smell was the worst. As much as I knew this was all wildfire smoke from burning forests up in Canada that were blowing down over Minneapolis, it didn't smell like wood smoke at all.

      It smelled like burning plastic Christmas trees.

      It didn't help that most of the Square didn't have any kind of air conditioning. Witches tended to prefer their own solutions to such problems, but, like I said, I wasn't much of a witch. I could keep cool enough with fans, damp towels, and lightweight clothing. But the smell and the irritation of my eyes were making me more than a little cranky.

      I was tempted to find an excuse to get inside the one shop on the Square that had air conditioning. But given that this particular shop was the Inanna Salon & Spa, and that the trio of women who worked there didn't exactly take to me on our first few meetings, I was not desperate enough to decide that a ridiculously expensive beauty treatment was worth the short reprieve from the smoke.

      Yet.

      But worse than the smoke was the fact that my unreliable magical power was starting to spark again. I couldn't control it, but I usually only encountered it when I was stressed out. Like when I had first moved to the Square after spectacularly failing my final interview for my dream job and ending up moving in with an uncle I barely remembered and his husband, whom I had never met before at all.

      But after that fight with an under-realms-being-possessed Nell Bloom, I had discharged more power than I had ever known I had. Steph had helped me get rid of it without burning the Square down. Afterwards, I had felt completely empty. Empty, but finally at peace.

      It had lasted for a couple of weeks. But that respite was over now. And I kind of blamed the smoke. Because nothing else in my life was stressing me out at all.

      You would think the thick humidity in the air would cancel out the way my sparking magic left my hair in a dry, floating cloud around my head. But you would be wrong. Together, they turned my brown curls into some sort of strange chaos that no amount of grooming could bring under control. So that was making me cranky, too.

      Luckily, the charms built into the very walls of the Weal & Woe Bookshop kept out the smell of the smoke. And Houdini and I were already used to spending the entire day in the cool semi-darkness of the endless rows of bookshelves. Particularly in the little nook on the fourth floor that had been set aside for my own use.

      So that's where the two of us were the morning of the Fourth of July: curled up in my window seat with its view down onto the prosaic Minneapolis street below. The bell over the door downstairs chimed loudly enough for me to hear if any customers came in, but given it was a holiday, I wasn't expecting any.

      I loved hanging out in my nook. From my window seat, I could watch passersby without being seen myself. And that was more than a function of the obscuring smoke. Because in the prosaic world, the building I was in stopped after only three floors.

      Magic is so cool sometimes.

      I had a stack of books beside me, but after paging through them all, I had given up my quest for answers yet again, letting the last book drop with a sigh. Houdini, who had been sleeping between my outstretched legs, opened a single eye to peer up at me.

      "Nothing helpful, Tabitha?" he asked, his voice speaking directly inside my mind.

      "Not a clue," I told him. "Not that I expected much. I don't even know where to start. Steph never used any words that would give me anything specific to find in an index."

      "He would have if he had known which words applied," Houdini said with confidence. Clearly, his initial suspicions of the Wizard's apprentice had shifted to an unshaking loyalty and faith in his skills.

      And if held down, I guess I'd have to admit I felt the same. Like Steph could see things that others didn't, and could figure out what he didn't already know. Certainly in the first week I had been in the Square, when all the craziness had been going down, it felt like he was genuinely interested in my strange lack of magical control and what it meant. Like I was a conundrum he was determined to solve and would let nothing prevent him from getting to the bottom of it.

      But then, after that first week, I could count on one hand the number of times I had seen him since.

      Well, truth be told, I could count it with one finger.

      One time. I had seen him one time since the afternoon he had had tea with Audrey, me and Houdini. And on that occasion he had been in the bookshop looking for another rare text for his master, the Wizard, and didn't have time to talk.

      I couldn't exactly be annoyed with him for that. I could tell in that brief encounter that he had been very stressed, very exhausted, and very distracted by whatever the two of them were working on. So I had acquired his book for him without pressing him for any details about my own problems.

      I mean, I might've still been annoyed with him despite all that, but the grateful smile he had given me when he had that leather-bound book in his hands and could bring it back to the Wizard had been potent enough to set my stomach aflutter.

      It was his brown eyes. The way they had sparkled despite the dark circles under them. Like that brief moment of seeing me was enough to recharge his energy, at least for a little while.

      But I hadn't seen him since.

      And all he had ever really said about my magic was that it was not normal, and that it was interesting.

      And also that I wasn't the problem. Which really didn't help me now, since I knew now the problem he had been talking about at the time had been a combination of the magic Agatha had done to hide Houdini from the magical senses of others, and everything that the possessed Nell Bloom had done to find him, anyway.

      I mean, try to research not normal and interesting in magical texts for some time. It's impossible to narrow that down, even considering that those words aren't thrown about by our community nearly as much as they are in the prosaic world.

      Prosaic is what we witches call the nonmagical world and the people in it. Sometimes this sounds wistful, like someone longing for a simpler world. And sometimes it sounds condescending. It just depends on the witch who is using the world. It always makes me flinch a little. Like witches and wizards are so poetic by comparison or something.

      I don't like it. But I grew up in a world where this was just the word we used to describe whatever wasn't us. It's not great, but since we never use it in front of, well, prosaics, I guess it's not actively hurtful.

      Anyway, I now knew all about a bunch of not normal and interesting magics I had never heard of before. Entire schools of magical thought had paralleled certain prosaic developments in the past, and not just the alchemy and biology I was familiar with. There were magicians trying to find ways to turn what prosaics understood about space and time through their studies of physics and chemistry to unlock new powers, and others who were searching for ways to transform DNA and genetics.

      The group of five wizards who had attempted to create nuclear-powered magic after the prosaic world hatched the Manhattan Project frankly terrified me. All five were rumored to have died, victims of their own experiments.

      But, yeah, that word rumored did nothing to allay my fears.

      And yet, none of that remotely described whatever was going on with me.

      Which is worrying, now that I was starting to spark again. I had felt drained for weeks after my fight with the possessed version of Nell Bloom. I had blasted her with more power than I had even known I'd had. And then Steph had helped me discharge the rest of it. So much of it. It had felt bottomless. But also completely outside of my control. It was a relief when it was gone.

      And for a long time after, I was sure I had permanently depleted myself. I would never have to worry about losing control again.

      But pretty much from the day the wildfire smoke had obscured the skies over Minneapolis, I had started getting zaps of static electricity whenever I touched anything at all. My clothes crackled when I moved, even in the late afternoon when they were inevitably soaked with sweat.

      I didn't know how much longer I had before I became a fire risk again.

      And that, really, was what was making me crankiest of all. Because if I was a fire risk, I would have to leave the bookshop. For its own safety. I just couldn't be sure I could reliably make it to the fireproof rooms on each floor in time. And I would never do anything to put any of what my uncles had built together at risk.

      But I needed the sanctuary of the bookshop. I didn't want to think how miserable I would be if I lost that last lifeline. I needed my nook more than I needed clean oxygen.

      Houdini was still looking at me with that one deep brown eye. He let it slide shut again, burrowing his nose under my knee.

      But then he said, "Of course, you could always switch to researching my problem, you know."

      "As I've already told you, I never saw you before Agatha made you into a dog. Where would I begin trying to find your family when I don't even know what kind of dragon you are?" I asked. I knew I was speaking too irritably, not quite snapping at him, but not far off. I tried adjusting my glasses, a nervous gesture that was usually calming to the static cloud around me, if not to my mind.

      But today it provided me with no relief. And when I followed it up by trying to brush my hair back from my face and ended up with my hand helplessly tangled in a mass of curls that were both at maximum humidity-absorbing curl and dry as straw at the same impossible time, my irritation boiled over.

      "We'll never learn anything with that attitude," Houdini said in his most reasonable voice.

      But when I'm cranky, the very worst thing for my mood is to be told anything at all in a reasonable voice. I'm not proud of it, but there it is. The only thing I can do is go be cranky somewhere else.

      "I'm going to the teashop," I said, swinging my legs out of the window seat without jostling his tightly curled sleeping form too badly.

      "It's the middle of the day," he complained. "I don't want to go there now."

      "So, don't," I said.

      This time it really was a snap, and I regretted it. And I knew I should apologize. But I was still trying to untangle my fingers from my own hair. I pulled my hand free with a yank that pulled out a lot of strands by their roots.

      That was the one upside of my terrible mood. I was literally too irritated to feel pain properly. I just looked down at the sizable number of hairs now pulled free from my head but still tangled around my fingers.

      I walked away from Houdini and the stacks of useless books, shaking loose hairs from my fingers as I headed for the staircase.

      Seeing Audrey usually cheered me up.

      But I was going to have to go out into the smoke-filled air to get to the teashop.

      It was fifty-fifty, the odds of this plan actually improving my mood. But I decided to take the chance, anyway. My beloved bookshop was offering me no relief that day. At least if I was angry outside, it was only the sky and smoky weather I would be venting at, and not my beloved companion.
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      The Loose Leaves Teashop might not have air conditioning, but being tucked in the southeast corner of the Square, it benefited from all the shade. Plus, Audrey's grandaunt Agatha had cast little spells in each of the windows, minor cantrips that kept a constant movement of air through the open panes. Those cantrips filled the interior of the shop with cool air that smelled strongly of the forests of the Pacific Northwest.

      As far as I knew, Agatha herself had come to Minneapolis straight from the British Isles, setting up her shop back in the day when this area was still a separate milling town called St. Anthony, nestled on the bank of the Mississippi opposite from Minneapolis itself, the St. Anthony Falls between them. But I had briefly gone to a magical academy hidden high on the slopes of Mount Rainier, and even more briefly gone to a school hidden deep within the Great Bear Rainforest in Canada. Thanks to my time in both places, I recognized at once the smell of red cedar and Sitka spruce mixed in with more ferny smells.

      Such cantrips are easy enough to pull off—for anyone besides me, that is—and Audrey, despite her own magical performance challenges, maintained them with little trouble. But I didn't know how the air got from wherever it originated to the teashop. I suspected somewhere in Oregon, Washington or maybe British Columbia a hiker might be pausing on one of the forest trails, wondering why they were suddenly smelling fragrant teas and fresh-baked scones.

      It was nice to smell trees that weren't on fire. Or seemingly made of plastic. Where did that undertone to the smell come from, anyway? I rubbed at my head as I slipped inside the teashop, lingering near the closest window to let the clean, green and growing forest smell wash my headache away.

      I had my head down and my eyes closed as I did this, but I recognized both of the voices I could hear speaking. One was Audrey, of course. But the other was Liam Kelly, a prosaic guy of about our age I had met on one of my first days working in the bookshop.

      He had helped Audrey and I solve her grandaunt's murder, using his prosaic world research skills to narrow down a long list of suspects. Unfortunately, he had dug too deep and had strayed too close to unearthing the secret existence of the Square. The Square is what we call our magical community, although technically it is more of a rectangle of shops and apartments all built around a central garden, orchard and hedge maze. A dome of magic lets sunlight—and, alas, wildfire smoke—come in but obscures the vision of even satellites and airplanes passing overhead. From any angle, the Square just looks like an entire block of mundane shops like the bookshop, coffeeshop, salon and teashop as well as two floors of apparently empty offices above.

      But Liam had realized the property records didn't match what he could see. And he started digging to learn more.

      So Steph had had to wipe his memory. Because the secret had to remain secret for the good of us all.

      I still felt guilty about that. He had only been trying to help me. He hadn't known that doing so was going to risk his very brain.

      But Liam seemed none the worse for it. Sure, he still complained a lot about his lack of employment and his overabundance of roommates at his tiny apartment.

      Five guys sharing two bedrooms; can you imagine?

      But he and Audrey currently seemed to be discussing comic books.

      For a brief moment, I thought Audrey was only humoring him. But as the conversation went on, it became clear that she wasn't pretending to find it all interesting. No one pretending to like comic books could summon so many character names and long-past plot lines in such a short amount of time as she was currently doing.

      I was almost tempted to duck back out again. Not that I hate comic books or anything. I had read a few in my day and had enjoyed them well enough.

      It was just that when I finally looked up at the two of them leaning over opposite ends of the same counter so that their heads were close together, their hands almost touching, it felt like too private a moment for me to barge in on. It was only superficially about comic books.

      It said a lot that Audrey wasn't using those hands to constantly tuck her long, blonde hair behind her ears. But that nervous tic of hers was currently nowhere to be seen.

      And I was a little jealous of her hair just at that moment. It hung sleek and straight down her back, untouched by either humidity or inexplicable static electricity. What must that be like?

      Liam's thick blond hair was curling more than usual, which was something, I guess. Only it really only served to make him just that much cuter. That, and the slight pinkish tint to his freckled skin, the last remnants of his walk here through the heat of midday.

      I didn't know exactly where he lived, but over the month I'd known him it had become clear that what he considered "walking distance" was skewed a lot by the fact that he had neither a car nor a lot of spare change for public transportation.

      Then Liam said something I didn't quite catch, and Audrey laughed, a completely genuine laughter that burst out of her unexpectedly.

      And her hand found his to give it an appreciative squeeze.

      Yeah, this definitely wasn't the moment for moody old me to intrude. But at least that breath of Pacific Northwest air had dispelled my headache, if only for a moment.

      But before I was more than halfway turned back to the door, Audrey noticed me there and said, "Tabitha! Everything all right?"

      I turned back and forced a smile on my face for both of them. "Yeah. There isn't much going on at the bookshop, so I thought I'd get another Arnold Palmer with extra ice if it's not too much trouble."

      "Sure thing," Audrey said. She gave Liam a shy smile before turning away to fetch the iced tea and lemonade from the fridge in the back room.

      "The bookshop is open on the Fourth of July?" Liam asked me conversationally. He had a bag tucked under his arm, one with the logo for the comic book shop next door on the side of it. That shop was the only one on the Square that didn't actually touch the Square. It was entirely prosaic. And did a surprisingly high amount of business, given that it was both at the end of an alley rather than on the street and stood—unbeknownst to its prosaic owners, I was sure—right next to the Wizard's Tower.

      That Tower had powerful magical wards protecting it that kept the likes of me from even being able to try looking at it directly. But the prosaics, being unable to see the Tower anyway, didn't seem to mind the wards.

      "The shop is open, but currently customer-free," I said with a shrug. "I closed early."

      "Aren't your uncles back?" he asked with a frown, like he wasn't sure he remembered that correctly.

      I hated that little frown. Every time I was finally sure the mind wipes hadn't really hurt him, that frown would reemerge. And I hadn't known him long enough before his mind was tampered with to know if he just always frowned in confusion like that.

      "They're coming back at the end of August," Audrey told him as she came back to the counter with a tall, frosty glass of iced tea and lemonade and handed it to me. "You always want these super cold, so I've started chilling the glasses in the freezer. Unless the extra ice was about watering it down? Is it too sweet?" She gave me a tremulous but anxious smile as she waited for me to answer her.

      "No, this is perfect," I said even before I had taken a sip.

      But I turned out to be right. The balance of tea, citrus, and sugar was, indeed, perfection. And, I swear, when it's hot, I can live off Arnold Palmers.

      "That does look good," Liam said, eyeing my drink thirstily.

      "I'll get one for you," Audrey said, already halfway to the backroom before she was even done with that sentence.

      "No, I'm okay!" Liam called after her.

      "Too late," I said to him as I took a second sip.

      "I just paid my rent and I literally have nothing left over," he whispered to me.

      "I've got it," I told him, carefully not looking at the bag of fresh new comic books as I dug into my pocket for cash.

      "They're both on the house," Audrey said as she returned with two more frosty glasses and set one in front of Liam. She kept the other for herself, stirring at the contents with an equally frosted stainless steel straw until the yellow on the bottom was thoroughly mixed with the brown on top. Liam copied her gestures before taking a sip of his own.

      "Wow. I've had Arnold Palmers before, but never like this," he said. "What kind of tea is this?"

      Audrey glowed. "Just a Darjeeling from a family farm my grand-aunt has been ordering from for decades."

      Knowing how long Agatha had been selling tea from this shop, she'd probably started ordering from that family before Indian Independence in 1947.

      Not that I could mention that to Liam.

      "Audrey makes every bit of it from scratch," I told him. "The tea, the simple syrup, all of it. I wouldn't be surprised if I caught her growing lemon trees and tea up on the rooftop over her apartment one day."

      "Don't be silly," Audrey said. But she was clearly pleased.

      I felt a modicum better. And I hadn't even had to vent first. Which, in my book, is the best kind of feeling better.

      I took another sip of my drink. The cold liquid felt divine against the smoke-irritated back of my throat. "You know, sometimes, life is pretty good," I said.

      "So you're for sure planning to stay after your uncles get back?" Liam asked.

      "I haven't talked to them about it yet, but I'd like to," I said.

      "She helps in the teashop too," Audrey put in.

      "Only a little," I said.

      "I've never seen you at the counter," Liam said, then flushed a darker shade of pink. "Not that I stop by a lot or anything."

      "No, I don't serve the tea," I said. "I just help Audrey with research."

      "Research?" Liam said, and that am I forgetting something? frown was back on his face.

      "With recipes," Audrey said casually.

      "I thought your grandaunt left you tons of them," Liam said.

      "She did," I said.

      "But they are really old," Audrey said. "Some of them are even in languages I can't read. So Tabitha helps me out."

      This conversation was starting to freak me out. It was getting too close to territory that would end with Liam's mind getting wiped. Again. I tried to warn Audrey off with my eyes, but that was tough to do with Liam currently looking straight at me.

      "What languages do you speak?" he asked.

      "I speak a little bit of lots of things," I said with a dismissive wave.

      Which was true, if "a little bit" meant a couple thousand words plus a working knowledge of the grammar rules.

      And "lots of things" meant about three dozen, give or take.

      But most of them were languages Liam didn't even know existed, so I doubted he would be quizzing me.

      "Wow," he said. "What did you say you went to college for again?"

      I had, in fact, never even tried to tell him that. So it was a little weird that his memory-doubting frown wasn't on his face at the moment. I waited for it for a little too long, though, and now he was giving me a different sort of frown. Like he was worried about my memory or something.

      "Nothing useful," I said at last, then cast about for anything I could change the subject to. "So, Audrey, you're coming to the big party in the Square tonight, right? We all got invitations this morning."

      Her face fell, and she shot a nervous glance at Liam before saying, "Actually, Liam invited me to a block party near his place, and I was thinking I would go to that."

      "Oh," I said.

      That was all. My brain had no followup. And I wasn't sure why my ears seemed to be ringing.

      "You're welcome to come too, of course," Liam rushed to say. And, to his credit, he sounded completely sincere, and not at all like he was being forced to invite a third wheel along to what was probably meant to be a first date of sorts.

      "No, I don't think that would be a good idea," I mumbled, looking down at my hands. I still had a few twists of hair wound around my fingers and brushed my hand against the leg of my capris to try to wipe them away.

      And it sparked. That motion actually created a spark. It was a brief one, there and gone before anyone else but me noticed. But I could smell smoldering denim.

      "What's that?" Liam asked, leaning closer.

      "I said thank you for the invitation, but I did promise someone I'd be here," I said.

      A total lie. Which I had only meant to give Liam an excuse, but now Audrey was looking at me in a knowing way, and I realized too late what she was thinking.

      That I had promised Steph I'd be there.

      Which was crazy since, like I've said, I had seen him exactly one time in the last month.

      But I really, really didn't think it would be a good idea to leave the Square. If my power sparked at the party in the Square, the other partygoers might be annoyed with me, but they wouldn't be surprised to learn that magic was real. They were all better at it than I was, after all. And their help would definitely come in handy if things got really bad.

      But a prosaic block party? With just Audrey as magical backup? I loved Audrey, but she wasn't going to be enough help if I started setting things on fire just by walking past them. She may have studied the most challenging branch of magic—ritual magic—back in school. But she had barely graduated.

      She had gained a lot of confidence in the past month, with the two of us working together. I didn't question that.

      Because all that research I'd been doing to help her out? While our meetings might have technically taken place inside the teashop—and a lot of what I had been researching had indeed been written in languages I could read and Audrey could not—what we'd been working on wasn't recipes for teas or scones.

      They had been spells. Ones I could understand but not do. Ones Audrey could do, but only after I researched and then explained them to her.

      We had gotten the windows working again, for one. I had tweaked the cantrip chant just a smidge, removing a little out-dated language to make the rhyme something that flowed more naturally for Audrey when she cast it.

      And the refrigerator, like my uncle's bookshop and the Square itself, was now officially bigger on the inside.

      And, despite Steph's assurances that Houdini was safe from detection, we had put a lot of spells into a collar he now wore to keep him extra safe from magical senses.

      Neither of us could do much apart, but my knowledge, together with her actual casting skills, added up to one pretty decent ritual mage.

      But being good at research and ritual magic didn't tend to add up to being much use in a spontaneous situation. Especially not a situation that unfolded as rapidly as when my random sparks became a serious problem.

      "Are you sure?" Audrey asked.

      "Yeah, it's fine," I said.

      It wasn't fine. I was positive that Steph would be far too busy working with the Wizard to stop in at a block party. And without Audrey there, the only people in the Square close to my own age would be Thaisa Wolsey—who would be working at her parents' pub all night long and definitely wouldn't have time for more than a quick hello, if that—and Cleopatra Manx's two protégées, Delilah Dare and Cressida Cade.

      While neither of them could quite match their employer for dishing out haughty disdain, it wasn't for lack of trying.

      Which was maybe unfair to Cressida Cade. I had never had an actual conversation with her, but sometimes when she gave me apologetic looks after I'd been on the receiving end of one of Cleopatra's hurtful digs, I almost thought she might be sincerely sorry to be associating with the likes of Cleopatra Manx and Delilah Dare.

      Almost.

      "Tabitha?" Audrey said and touched my hand.

      I had never sparked before from someone else touching me, and what happened in that instant wasn't precisely a spark, anyway. There was no fire or electricity. But there was a sudden pressure change in the air around the two of us, like a sonic boom, kind of, only it was totally silent.

      Well, the compressive blast was silent.

      The teacups and saucers and glasses and pitchers and everything else in the teashop around us suddenly bursting into shards and raining down to the floor was the very opposite of silent.

      "What the hell?!?" Liam cried out, stepping away from the frosty shards of glass that had previously been the last of his Arnold Palmer.

      "It's fine! It's fine!" Audrey yelled, too shrilly for those words to be believed. But she darted out from behind the counter, herding Liam out of the store.

      "Audrey?" he said plaintively, but she had already shoved him out onto the sidewalk.

      "It's fine! I'll see you at six! Don't worry! This is just… an old building thing," she finished lamely.

      Then she closed and locked the door, turned the sign over to closed, and slammed shut all the shutters on the prosaic side of the shop with a single frantic wave of the wand she could only take out now that Liam was out of sight.

      "Audrey, I'm so sorry," I said.

      "I know you didn't do it on purpose," she said, but her voice had a tremor to it. Like she was holding back angry tears. "But Steph probably already knows. Do you think he'll chase after Liam and wipe his mind again?"

      "No," I said, with more confidence than I felt. "If he were going to do that, he'd be here already. He's very fast."

      She didn't answer, just stood in the middle of all the crockery wreckage and tugged worriedly at her lip.

      "I'll get a broom," I said, and moved towards the door in the counter so I could fetch one from the back room.

      But her hand on my shoulder pulled me to a halt.

      "I've got it, Tabitha," she said. "Please, just go."

      "But—" I started to say.

      "I know you didn't mean it!" she said, even more shrilly than before. "But it's faster if I just do it myself with magic. I really can't risk letting Steph know that Liam saw this or he'll wipe his mind again! And I know you can't lie to Steph, so please just go. Go!"

      I wanted to argue. I could totally lie to Steph. I could do anything if it meant keeping her and Liam safe.

      But then it occurred to me that what she meant was that Steph wasn't going to believe me when I lied. Which was probably true.

      "Sorry," I mumbled, and made myself scarce.

      The air outside was still horrid. Too hot, too humid, and far too redolent of burnt plastic. It made no sense why wildfire smoke should smell like plastic.

      I guess it was weird, how that one strange aspect of it all could make me feel such rage.

      But in that moment, the harsh feel of the smoke in my eyes and the way it coated the back of my throat and even felt abrasive against my skin? It all just matched my mood too well.

      In a perverse way, I just couldn't wait for this party. It was going to be miserable, the weather and the company and all of it.

      But unlike the rest of my worries, by midnight the block party would be over. And it would be such a relief.
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