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      Just between you and me, I actually like winter. It's my favorite season of the year.

      I know, it's not popular to say that. And don't say it's because I used to play hockey. The hockey I had played was all indoors. It didn't matter what the weather was like outside. I skated when it was over ninety degrees outside, and I skated when it was thirty below zero. Inside the rink, it was all the same.

      But for me, there was nothing better than coming out of the locker room after an afternoon on the climate-controlled ice into a world filled with gently falling snow. The way it brushed against my cold-chapped cheeks was like a fairy's kiss.

      But when it's just the cold and the wind and no snow? I admit even I find it less than thrilling. And that's what we had had lately, cold wind and no snow. I probably shouldn't complain too much. It is more than a week away from Thanksgiving and far too early in the year for snow, but still.

      Who wants cold and wind but no snow?

      It was too cold for us to meditate in the backyard together like before. The cellar was warmer, what with the wood-burning stove and all, but getting to the cellar involved first going out into the yard. It didn't seem worth the effort getting into and out of coats and hats and gloves.

      So I mostly stayed inside the house. Which was strangely isolating. I mean, Sophie and Brianna were always there with me, but without a larger space, we never gathered together for more than meals. And Mr. Trevor, well, I very rarely saw Mr. Trevor. He was around, but in that invisible way of his, keeping the house tidy and the kitchen stocked with food without ever quite being seen beyond the occasional meal he shared with us.

      I was lonely. But I was also a bit frustrated. I was supposed to be learning magic, but that never seemed to be happening.

      "There must be a place we can work together," I said in one of the few moments when Sophie, Brianna and I were all in the kitchen at once. I had been frosting the batch of pumpkin pie cupcakes I had made to bring to Nick's grandfather when, by some miracle, both of the other two witches had come in for tea at the same moment. "The library?" I offered.

      "No," Brianna said. "I don't want to risk an unstable spell upending things. I have a specific arrangement that can't be disturbed."

      As far as I'd ever seen, her specific arrangement was to open every book at once and spread them out over every table, overlapping book on book, occasionally topped by a cup and saucer long since drained of tea.

      "I'm with Amanda on this one," Sophie said. "You did promise you'd show us some spells to do with our wands. I want to learn how to do that lightning thing."

      "That's a rather advanced spell," Brianna said.

      "So show us something we can start with," Sophie said.

      "The attic," I said. "Sophie, you dance up there. There's lots of open space."

      "Isn't it cold up there?" Brianna asked, a worried line forming between her brows.

      "Hey, if a Louisiana girl can take it," Sophie said.

      "All right," Brianna conceded. "I was taking a break, anyway. I can spare a minute. But it really has to be just a minute."

      We trooped up the stairs together. The attic was indeed cold, probably because there were no heat vents. Some heat did rise up through the floor from the lower levels, but it wasn't much. I zipped my hoodie up a little higher, watching the clouds of frost forming in front of my face with each breath.

      "Oh, it's colder than I thought," Brianna said, frowning.

      "No worries," Sophie said. She raised her arms in a dancer's pose, drawing herself up on her tiptoes. Then she started to spin around, and I could see swirls of air forming after the motion of her sweeping arms. But it couldn't be air I was seeing. Was it the magic?

      Then I felt it; a warm breeze cascading over my body. It blew away the frost of my breath. It filled my nose with the smell of jasmine, with just a hint of fresh roasted coffee and… was that the smell of fresh baked croissants?

      My mouth started to water. Those croissants smelled good. I'd put off eating lunch and had refrained from sampling the cupcake batter, as I was planning on having an early dinner at Nick's apartment later, but my stomach only lived in the moment. And in the moment, I would kill for one of those croissants.

      "Ooh," Brianna said, turning her face into the warmth of Sophie's breeze. "That feels nice."

      "Thanks," Sophie said. "Of course, it's just my usual wandless form of magic."

      "Right," Brianna said, taking the hint. She pulled out her wand. It was a narrow slip of wood—I'm not sure what kind—polished until it glowed as if made of gold. It flashed in the air when she waved it about. It rather reminded me of an orchestra conductor's baton.

      "Okay, this is a pretty simple spell," Brianna said. I looked over at Sophie, and she rolled her eyes ever so slightly. I gave her a smile. Everything that Brianna said was simple always turned out far more complicated than expected.

      "You already know how to focus and channel your energy through the wand," Brianna said, starting to walk in a circle that I was sure was deliberately facing into Sophie's wind. It blew the hair back from her face like she was in a music video. "You're going to imagine something inside your mind. Then you and the wand together will project it as an illusion. It has no physical reality, being just light, so it's a fairly simple thing to get the wand to channel for you. The more you work on it, the more intricate your illusions will become. But you'll also form more intricate connections between you and your wand. So when you need to actually manifest something real, it will come more easily to you. It's a good thing to practice as often as you can. Try to make a lot of different shapes and patterns."

      Then she stopped walking, standing in the center of Sophie's swirling breezes. She closed her eyes, then raised her wand up into the air. Not like an orchestra conductor. More like the pose on the poster for Hamilton. She stayed that way for a long moment; then she started stirring the very end of her wand in tiny circles. The circles expanded, bigger and bigger, and I realized that she was creating something with the circles. Each full rotation created a brass wheel that floated up and away as the next started to form. The small ones spread wide under the peaked attic roof, but when the larger wheels formed, they filled in the spaces between.

      Then I realized they weren't wheels. They were gears, their outer edges a series of fine teeth that interlocked when they came into contact with each other. And as soon as they were interlocked, they started turning, big ones and small ones together, turning ever faster as more and more wheels joined in.

      Soon, being inside the attic was like being inside the belly of some enormously complex clockwork, glinting in the light as the gears rotated, meeting each other at all sorts of odd angles but never locking up.

      "Wow," Sophie said, barely more than a breath.

      I couldn't say anything at all. I don't think I could even imagine such a thing, let alone create it.

      At last Brianna opened her eyes, looked around, and gave a little nod as if it just met her standards.

      That she waved her wand again, and the entire thing disappeared.

      "Who's next?" she asked briskly.

      I averted my eyes. Sophie sighed deeply, then took out her own wand. Hers was more roughly shaped than Brianna's, with little knobs on the sides that spoke of daughter branches long since stripped away. I'm not sure what wood she had used either, but she had stained it a deep dark color, a rich brown that was nearly black.

      She ran her fingertips over it softly, then held it up in the air. She took a deep breath, then closed her eyes. I could see her focusing on her breath, going deeper into a standing meditation.

      The breeze kept circulating around us, and my stomach kept growling. I tried to focus on the jasmine scent. It really was quite lovely, as if from flowers that had just bloomed.

      Eyes still closed, Sophie began to move. She didn't spin or dance, just shifted her weight from side to side with her feet still on the floor, but it was very dance-like. Her arms moved in long sweeps, and her wand formed the very tail of that motion.

      I saw something on the very tip of her wand, at first just a blob of white. Then it started trailing off the end of her wand as if it got caught in the breeze. As it spooled out, I saw it was a long ribbon of silk, a brilliant snow-white ribbon.

      Sophie gave her wand a tight little spin, and the ribbon broke away to dance off on its own, floating on the breeze around the room.

      She made another silk ribbon, this one the bright yellow of buttercups. That too danced away across the room, moving faster as if trying to catch up with the other ribbon. She did this a few more times, until a rainbow of ribbons were all dancing around the room, spinning and twisting around each other, whirling around in delicate loop-the-loops.

      Sophie lowered her arms to the ground and opened her eyes. The sight of the ribbons dancing around seemed to catch her by surprise, and a delighted smile spread over her face.

      "Wow," Sophie said. "I didn't think that would really work."

      Brianna clapped her hands. "It's just lovely," she said. "Look at them; they're still dancing."

      Sophie reached out to touch one, and it disintegrated just in front of her fingertips, raining down to the ground in a thousand silky droplets.

      "Aw," she said. "It looked so smooth; I wanted to touch it."

      "Well, remember," Brianna said in a very teacherly voice, "this is just an illusion. We're not yet working on creating tangible things out of nothing."

      "When are we gonna work on creating things out of nothing?" Sophie asked, still grinning widely.

      "One thing at a time," Brianna said, then turned her attention to me.

      I looked down at the wand in my hands. I knew what wood this was. It came from a willow tree. I had cut the branch from the tree myself. My hands had stripped off all the bark and smoothed the wood, had rubbed layer after layer of stains and salves into it, some mundane but many magical. I had done a thousand other things that were supposed to help me bond with this little piece of wood.

      And I knew it had worked. The wand had saved my life. In that other place where I could see the webs connecting all things, I had seen that the wand was part of me.

      But I wasn't in that place just now. And the wand felt very distinct from me.

      "Go ahead and try, Amanda," Brianna said.

      "Yes, give it a try," Sophie said. "What's the worst that could happen?"

      "Nothing could happen," I said. But I closed my eyes, feeling the wand in my hand, not just through my fingertips, but also sensing its presence with my mind.

      So far, so good.

      I didn't know what illusion I should try to make. It made sense that Brianna would create something of intricate complexity. I was pretty sure she was just showing us the routine workings of her own mind.

      And it made sense that Sophie had created something beautiful and dancing. That was the essence of who she was.

      But what about me? How was I supposed to sum my own self up?

      I guess I didn't want to try. I didn't want to make anything that complicated. I just wanted to make something. A little spark of light. That would be enough.

      I concentrated, seeing sparks of light in my mind, something like fireworks but smaller. I pictured them as hard as I could, squeezing my eyes tightly shut. I focused on the feel of the wand in my hand, imagining the light flowing from me into the wand. Then I raised my arm, holding it up like the Statue of Liberty holding her torch.

      That would be me. I would be the Statue of Liberty.

      I couldn't hear Sophie or Brianna. If I was doing anything, if they could see it, they weren't giving me any indication. No feedback at all.

      At last, I just had to open my eyes and see for myself.

      It wasn't much. Something was coming out of the end my wand, something like a little bit of a spark, but it was more like dull embers than fireworks, and they just fell out of the end of it, turning to bits of ash before disappearing entirely when they hit the floor.

      "Well," I said. I could think of nothing more to say.

      "It was a good start," Brianna said. "Please don't get discouraged."

      "No, of course not," I said.

      "Why don't you try again?" Sophie said.

      I looked down at the wand in my hand. I strongly suspected I would get better results without an audience, even though Brianna and Sophie were both being super supportive. I wanted more practice, but I wanted to do it alone.

      "Not right now," I said. "Brianna probably wants to get back to whatever she's working on, and I should really start getting dressed."

      "Wearing something special?" Sophie asked in a teasing voice. "Trying to impress grandpa?"

      "Don't be silly," I said, feeling my cheeks heat up. "It's not that big of a deal."

      "Meeting his family is always a big step," Sophie said. She looked to Brianna to back her up, but Brianna just looked confused.

      "What's going on?" she asked.

      "Amanda's date night," Sophie said, giving Brianna a playful nudge with her elbow. "Keep up."

      "It's not a date," I said. "It's just dinner with his grandfather. I guess he's worried that Nick isn't socializing enough since coming home from Afghanistan. I'm just there as proof Nick's not becoming a recluse."

      "That, or you're just not calling it a date because you're keeping your options open between two time periods," Sophie said with an arch to one eyebrow.

      Poor Brianna looked more confused than ever. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean Edward," Sophie stage-whispered.

      "Oh," Brianna said. I would swear she was exaggerating her sudden understanding for effect if I didn't know for a fact that Brianna never dabbled in sarcasm. The look she fixed on me was dead serious. "Edward is nice, but I think you should confine your dating to people living in the present."

      "I'm not dating anyone," I insisted. "Honestly, I have enough on my plate mastering this magic thing. I don't need more complications in my life."

      "And yet," Sophie said, "life always makes more complications."

      "Not if I can help it," I said, tucking my wand away. "It's just a dinner with an old man who's worried about his grandson. It's a favor for a friend. That's it."

      "I didn't mean to upset you," Sophie said, and I took a deep breath.

      "I'm not upset," I said, although that was half a lie. But there was a wistful look in Sophie's eyes, and I remembered that, unlike me, she had had a life that she had left behind to come to Miss Zenobia Weekes' School for Exceptional Young Ladies. A life that had included someone she was close to.

      "I'm not upset," I said again, and this time I did mean it. "But I am going to be late. Brianna, I'm totally going to practice more on my own later."

      "Let me know how that goes," Brianna said, but her voice had that faraway quality that told me she was already thinking about whatever she was about to return to in the library.

      "And have fun on your not-a-date," Sophie added.

      "I will," I promised, then ran down the stairs to my bedroom to change into something a bit dressier.

      My whole body was tingling. If I had been a dog, my ears would be pricked up, waiting for the sound of the doorbell that would mean Nick was there to walk me over to his apartment.

      Who was I kidding? It totally felt like a date.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I probably should have given it a second before opening the door when Nick rang the bell. Taken a breath first or something. It didn't help that a sudden gust of wind ripped the door from my hands so that it hit the foyer wall with a bang.

      "Well," Nick said. As startled as he was, he was still a Minnesotan.

      "You look…" I hadn't meant to start that thought out loud. But the cold wind had brought a flush to his cheeks that somehow made his eyes seem brighter than usual. Now my stomach was doing something besides growling. I focused on some other way to end that sentence and noticed the orange hunting cap, flaps pulled down low over his ears. "Warm," I said.

      "It's freezing out here," he said. "We should shut that door." He started to step in, but I thrust the covered plate of pumpkin pie cupcakes into his hands.

      "I'm all ready to go," I said, pulling the door shut behind me. Ready to go, and eager to get out of there before Sophie could possibly be drawn by the noise.

      Did I think she would embarrass me? No.

      But I wasn't willing to bet on that.

      My new wool coat was pleasantly warm, and the lined leather gloves were like a dream. I was used to hand-knit mittens and not having the use of my fingers outdoors for three months of the year. But with the gloves, I had no problem catching the end of my soft scarf and drawing it up over my head to keep my ears out of the wind.

      "You look fancy," Nick said. Then his cheeks flushed a deeper shade of red. He must be picking up old-fashioned words living with his grandfather.

      "I do," I said merrily. "Apparently, our inheritance of the school includes a monthly allowance, and when we got it, Sophie insisted I spend mine on a whole new wardrobe."

      "That must have been fun," he said. There was just a hint of a question mark on the end of that sentence.

      "I'm not really a shopping girl," I said, confirming his suspicion, I was sure. "I like nice things; I just don't like the process of finding them. And Sophie took me to the Mall of America. Have you ever been there?"

      "Once or twice," Nick said.

      "It's really big and really full of people," I said. "It's kind of stressful."

      "But the mission was a success?" he said.

      "Actually, it was," I said. "I think it's part of Sophie's magic, finding the perfect thing among racks and racks of the wrong things. That, and the thing where she can make her hair look perfect just by running her fingers through it."

      Nick cleared his throat awkwardly. I'm guessing it was the word "magic." I had explained to him that we were witches, but only the barest of details. He reacted badly to me trying to tell him more than he was ready to hear. Apparently, even the stray mention was almost painful for him.

      "Here we are," he said, rushing up the steps of the condo building to hold the door open for me. I stepped past him, unwinding the scarf from around my head.

      The lobby had the feeling of a place designed for a use it never saw. The benches against the far wall didn't look like they'd ever been sat on. But someone spent time here. The elaborate brass art thing on the wall, some radiating wires with knobbier bits that spanned more than four feet, was completely free of dust.

      "We're upstairs," Nick said, moving the plate of cupcakes from hand to hand as he pulled off his gloves with his teeth.

      "How many units are there?" I asked as I followed him down a long hallway lit by bright lights that hung down from the ceiling like globes from metallic stems.

      "Eight," he said. "Four up and four down. The two at the back upstairs have a partial river view, but grandfather and I are in the unit at the front."

      The hallway ended in a glass-walled stairwell. The steps were wide but shallow, and so thickly carpeted our feet made no sound. Nick smiled back at me from the landing before continuing up the second flight of steps to the second floor.

      "I should warn you about the food," Nick was saying. "My grandfather has been a widower since he was forty. He loves to cook, but I'm not sure everyone would call what he does cooking. It's basically opening a lot of cans and adding a top layer of potato chips before throwing it in the oven."

      "Comfort food," I said with a smile. "I'm sure it will be just fine."

      "I should have asked if you were a vegetarian or anything," he said.

      "Total omnivore," I said. I was going to say something more, but out of nowhere I had a sudden, vicious pain in my head. More than a headache; it was as if my head were being cleaved in two by an axe.

      The world went black around me, and the ringing in my ears drowned out Nick's voice to nothing more than a concerned-sounding murmur in a cacophony of bells. I felt something hit my knees and was vaguely aware that I had fallen forward.

      I put both my hands to my head, trying to somehow hold it all together. It wanted to fall apart, to fall open and expose my brain. The open air on my brain, that was going to be intolerable. Like when you get an injection with a needle and somehow taste steel on your tongue. Too, too much sensation.

      Then, as promptly as it started, it was gone.

      "Amanda?"

      "I'm okay," I said, but I was still clutching my head. I forced my hands to unclench from my hair. The hair I had been so careful not to muss by forgoing a hat and being gentle with the scarf. It would be a chaotic mess now.

      "Are you sure?" Nick asked. He had dropped to one knee beside me. I wasn't sure he was even aware that he was still holding a plate of cupcakes.

      "Yes," I said, taking a shaky breath, then another, steadier one. "Yes, it's passed."

      "What was it?"

      "I don't know," I said. "I've never felt anything like that before."

      "Is it a side effect from what happened to you before? The poisoning?" he asked.

      "After all this time? I don't think so," I said. "I could use a drink of water, though."

      "Of course," he said, getting to his feet, then extending his free hand to help me back to mine. I smoothed the end of my tunic sweater back down over my leggings and summoned a reassuring smile. "I'm fine."

      "Tell me if that changes," he said earnestly.

      "I will," I promised. But I doubted I would get a warning the second time when I hadn't had one the first time.

      A wink of light caught my eye, the brass numbers on the door of the condo on my right. The one with a river view.

      I had a sudden urge to throw open that door, to enter the apartment beyond and face whatever had just triggered what I had gone through. But that made no sense. There was no sound from the other side of the door, and no light coming from under the door itself.

      "Who lives here?" I asked. Nick looked up at the number as he held out his arm for me to take. An old-fashioned gesture, but not one I was prepared to refuse.

      "There? I've never seen anyone go in or out of there," he admitted. "There aren't any vacancies in the building. I guess it must be snowbirds."

      Nick guided me down the hall to the last door on the right. He knocked lightly before opening the door. He immediately stuck out one knee, a gesture that struck me as rather strange until his grandfather's Irish setter Finnegan charged into it.

      "Hey, buddy," Nick said, handing me the plate of cupcakes so he could scratch Finnegan's ears then catch hold of his collar to direct him out of the doorway.

      "Nick?" a voice called from further in the apartment.

      "Hey, granddad," Nick called back. "We're here."

      I stepped into the apartment. My first impression was all gleaming white and darkest black in boxy, mostly horizontal arrangements. The building had a modernist design to it, and Nick's granddad followed that up with a few modernist pieces of furniture but a mostly minimalist feel. No art on the bright white walls, no visible hardware on the dark black wood of the cabinet doors that matched the hardwood floor.

      Nick's grandfather was emerging from the kitchen that was set off from the living room by a bar of the same dark wood. He was wiping his hands on a kitchen towel.

      "Hello, Mr. Larson," I said, putting
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