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I find at times the imprecise and rather loose application of Celestial magic is its best quality. Yes, it may be true that there is no uniformity or standard spells. But that is its greatest strength. Whatever the magic needs to accomplish can be done as long as a person is willing to try. Such potential in my view is what moves white men to write laws to have it banned. But you cannot ban magic. You cannot limit magic. Just as you cannot force laws upon nature. It is part of every living creature in this world. It is even crueler to ban our magic, the magic of the newly freed, who are now just spreading their wings to explore all the wonders of the world.

 

—​FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF RAIMOND CECIL DUVAL

​FEBRUARY 19, 1871


The latest fire in town occurred last night on Powell near Fifteenth Street, centered around a boardinghouse. Severe property damage has displaced many, left dozens injured, and caused one death​—​Olmstead Secondary’s beloved alchemistry teacher, Raimond Duval. Subscribers of this paper are no stranger to the many stories about Duval’s work, and all of us at the Observer mourn with the community for this great loss.

An inquest will be held. Any news about what started the fire or anything of unusual nature should be sent to the interested parties known as Sparrow and Finch.

 

​—EVENTIDE OBSERVER

JUNE 16, 1871
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  July 1871



  PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA


HEX, CURSE, OR CHARM?” Hetty asked as they strode down Barclay Street. “Don’t say that hex and curse are the same. There are nuances, you know.”

“Of course there are,” her husband replied. Benjy took a moment to consider the question before replying. “I think it’s a jinx.”

“That wasn’t a choice!”

“Should be. There’s got to be a reason that place is still standing.” Benjy pointed to the only house on this end of the street. Despite its neighbors being reduced to piles of rubble, this home was untouched by the fire. A state that was quite unnerving given that even the still-standing homes of the street had shown some signs of the fire.

Since the end of May, news of a fire had reached their ears twice a week, and sometimes more. While small fires around a single home or a building were not uncommon, these fires were different. They engulfed both sides of a street, and once they started they raged until they burned themselves out. Such fires led people to craft charms and potions to keep their homes safe. And the ones that didn’t make their own bought them from charlatans who touted fire-proofing potions that could barely quell a candle’s flame.

While reports of this fire would have brought them to this street anyway, Hetty and Benjy got word of it in a somewhat different matter.

Just after midday, Hetty had found a card left in their postbox. A card with a sun and a crescent moon drawn on one side, and on the other a brief message:

 


Last night a fire took eight homes on Barclay Street and scorched more than a few, but one home stands untouched by the flames.



 

Such a message wasn’t just odd. It was downright peculiar.

And peculiar was their business.

Although the day was still young, the fire itself was a distant memory, with only traces of smoke left in the air. What it left in its wake was still evident.

Buildings here were mostly made of wood, and were home to several families both large and small. While this wasn’t the slums, neither were the people rich. Some homes were divided so that as many as six families occupied a building, and most people rented out a spare room to any interested boarder.

While only eight houses had burned down, every building on the street, save the one miraculously spared, was damaged. This meant of course the street was filled with people. There were those who lived on this street, making light repairs to their home and casting spells of protection. There were people tending to the dead and wounded, people checking on neighbors to see what survived the fire, and others jealously guarding piles of recovered possessions.

As Hetty and Benjy walked the length of the street, several people called out to Benjy for help. This was not unusual. The blacksmith shop Benjy used to work at was not far from here, and he was generous with his time and repairs. It wasn’t surprising that so many recognized him on sight as the person likely to lend a helping hand. Not that he was hard to forget, in ­Hetty’s humble opinion. He cut a handsome figure, even in plain attire of shirtsleeves and suspenders. Although, more appealing was the easy air of competence and unsatiable curiosity in the world. While Benjy often pretended that other people’s problems held no interest to him, they had gotten involved in mystery solving because deep down he couldn’t help but care.

“You take this end of the street, and I’ll take the other,” Benjy said to Hetty. “We’ll meet at the still-standing house.”

“Why not go there first?” Hetty asked.

“Because there are plenty more interesting questions to ask before we do.”

With that, Benjy crossed the street to assist a man dragging a trunk out from the rubble, already asking about what had happened last night.

Hetty should do the same, but she was a bit reluctant.

It was never easy asking questions about the fires.

People lied to her face, or were too wearied to give a proper answer. A handful were rude, and quite a few were wondering why she even cared.

A fire was a fire.

A tragedy that ruined what strangled hopes they had for a better tomorrow. A fire that pushed them to move in with friends, with families, with strangers, or finally convince them it was time to leave the city. What caused the fire and why mattered little to people who had more than their fair share of things to grieve.

However, not all fires were accidents.

Something more than a mere fire occurred here. She could feel it in her bones.

At the end of the street, two dozen bodies were stretched out in neat lines. Most were badly burned and bearing mortal injuries that no healing magic could cure. The rest were people who died from breathing in too much smoke and fell unconscious. The group was mostly adults, and the youngest person was on the edge of adulthood. No children. Good fortune, one would think, until you remembered what happened to orphaned children. ­Babies and the very young would find new homes easily, but the older ones would have a much harder time of things.

Hetty saw a handful now, huddled on the corner, and she wondered if any of them had lost family in the fire.

As Hetty looked on, she found a trio of elderly women sitting on the steps of a nearby building, watching her closely.

So closely that even when they realized Hetty had noticed them, they kept on staring. They reminded Hetty of a gossiping trio that was the bane of her existence at church. But gossips weren’t all bad. Gossips always had the most interesting news and were more than willing to share. It was no surprise at all that when Hetty approached the small group, they started talking before she asked a single question.

Their home had not been impacted by the fire. Not by luck, they quickly assured Hetty. The building was owned by someone who knew his magic. Spells were put in place to repel flames, and were replaced regularly. The other buildings didn’t have that in their favor.

“What happened here was an accident,” one of the women, Paula, assured Hetty. “Started from a candle that got knocked over. No mystery here.”

“Not even that we had to deal with the flames ourselves,” grumbled Emmeline.

“No fire company showed up?” Hetty asked.

“Nobody showed up, legitimate or otherwise!”

Until last December, volunteer fire companies had the run of the city. They put out fires, but usually for a fee, and they often took their time arriving. And more than a few were aligned with gangs to such a degree that the only difference between the groups was access to hoses and water. Which was why when the city finally set up their own fire company there was great rejoicing. But the volunteer companies were not going away quietly, especially not when elected officials didn’t mind them running amuck in Black-majority neighborhoods. While some, such as Moyamensing Hose, were notorious for sparking riots and violence, the worst group in Hetty’s opinion was Beatty Hose, which targeted magical practitioners. Rumor had it that Beatty Hose was behind most of the fires that had sprung up without a clear cause, and used Sorcery to ensure that flames did not die easily.

“How do you know a candle started the fire?” Hetty asked.

The gossipy air of the trio changed then, as they looked over at Hetty rather keenly.

“What it’s to you?” Iola asked. Her lips, already thin with suspicion, flattened even more with undisguised scorn. “You don’t live on this street.”

“And you don’t look like you will anytime soon,” Paula added, eyeing the delicate embroidery on Hetty’s pale green dress.

With ease Hetty replied, “I make it my business to know about odd things. Have you heard about the sparrow that lives on Juniper Street?”

While Paula and Iola blinked on in confusion, Emmeline’s eyes widened.

Hetty hid a smile.

There was always one.

Emmeline sputtered as she addressed Hetty with new admiration in her eyes.

“I’ve heard the stories. You take care of things. Clean up messes. Make sure the dead aren’t forgotten,” Emmeline said. “You’re the Sparrow!”


“And my husband is the Finch,” Hetty said. “We’ve been looking into these fires and hope to do something about them.”

These words got Hetty more stories from the trio. They were similar to what they’d already told Hetty, but the missing details that Hetty suspected earlier had now quietly been slipped back in.

Overall, nothing tugged at Hetty’s curiosity, except for one thing:

“You saw a stranger last night?”

“Yes,” Iola said. “My hip was bothering me again. I was up trying to find something to settle these old bones. Then I heard it.” She rapped her knuckles against the steps she sat on. “A knock on the door. At that hour I wasn’t opening the door for anybody, not even kin, but I peeped out the window. There was a man out there I hadn’t seen before.”

“As I told you,” Emmeline interjected, “that was the new neighbor!”

“Ain’t nobody new on this street!”

As the women began to argue between themselves about the veracity of this fact, Hetty gently cut in.

“What can you tell me about the house that didn’t burn down?”

The arguing stopped midsentence, and Emmeline answered:

“A fellow owns it. Haven’t seen him much lately. Although I don’t think it’s the man going inside right now.”

Hetty spun around to look.

She didn’t see whoever stepped inside, but she saw a door slide shut. While that was fine on its own, less so was the ripple of magic that followed.

“You look like somebody stole the flowers off your grave. Something the matter, child?” Iola asked. “What do you know about the house?”

“Not much, but I plan to find out more.”


Leaving the trio behind, Hetty crossed the street, taking care to go slowly to avoid drawing any more attention than she already had.

Standing on its own, the house appeared much like a lost, lonely duckling missing its siblings. Although from a distance it seemed untouched, as Hetty climbed the front steps she saw she was wrong in that regard. Soot dusted the exterior of the house, turning the house gray, and left the windows looking dusty and forlorn. Even the flower box, devoid of any growing things, had a fine layer of ash. The door had scratches along the doorknob and scuffs on the lower portion as if someone had kicked in the door when they couldn’t unlock it.

“Aren’t you going to come inside?”

Benjy’s voice called out to her.

Hetty pushed the door open and found Benjy standing in the hallway frowning at the florid wallpaper before him.

Hiding her relief that the stranger the old women had seen was only her husband, Hetty jabbed a finger at the door.

“Did you do this?”

He looked over at her, barely glancing at the doorway. “Why would I do that?”

“Because no one lives here.”

Hetty gestured around the hall, not bothering to point to any specific spot. The evidence was all around. From the debris that stirred as she walked in the hall, the musty air of a room that had been shut up too tightly, and the old water stains in the corner. Not to mention the chandelier above their heads that held sunlight in the cobwebs stretched between its candle posts.

“Someone does,” Benjy corrected her. “They just haven’t been around in a while.”

Hetty stopped at the foot of a staircase. She stood there with one hand on the railing, frowning up at the shadows that swallowed up most of the upper level. “Let’s hope they’ll be gone for a while. It’ll be hard even for me to spin a tale explaining things.”

He didn’t answer her, and when Hetty looked back, she found he had vanished.

But he hadn’t gone far.

In the next room, Benjy had his ear pressed against the wall. The tiny blue bundles of flowers framed by golden double rings was perhaps the ugliest wallpaper Hetty had ever seen. Distracted by the overwhelming urge to rip the wallpaper from the walls, she had to force herself to notice anything else about the room. There were a few stiff-back chairs scattered in the room. While they were made from the same dark wood, they were all vastly different, sitting higher or lower, with different arched backs that made it clear they had come from different dining sets. There was a rug on a floor, its colors faded from the dust, and sunlight attempted to stream through the closed curtains. But the most interesting bit was a table holding slightly melted candles sitting in a dish. They appeared to be more ornamental instead of used for magic protections, but their placement was still rather unusual.

“There’s something here,” Benjy said as he tapped the wall.

“Does the wallpaper cover a door?” Hetty asked, not bothering to rap the wall as well. “I wouldn’t be surprised. That would be just about the only reason I would put up something so ugly. Who could notice anything else?”

“There’s no door. The wallpaper covers the sigils carved into the walls.” Benjy pressed his hand down against the wallpaper so the form of a circle could be seen through it. It was nearly as big as his fist.

“Sweet stars above,” Hetty whispered. “Maybe it was a bad idea to come in here after all.”


“I think we’ll be fine. I spoke to a neighbor who witnessed the owner carving the walls one night and then papering over them with this horrid wallpaper. It must be to ward against fire, but it’s hard to say for certain. But ever since then the neighbor has heard noises at the oddest of hours.”

Because Hetty could never pass up a chance to tease him, she quipped gleefully, “Sounds like a ghost to me!”

Benjy rolled his eyes skyward.

They’d been hearing stories about all manner of ghosts around the city, even more since they got into the undertaking business. Strange rattles, cups knocked over on a table, unexplained patches of cold air. People who said they saw the faces of the dead, both loved and hated, staring out at them from windows. Tales of ghosts entering a store and walking through the shelves. And the whispers of the dead leading the living through crossroads and into the great beyond.

Hetty didn’t fully believe a spirit would want to linger on this bitter earth, but she had seen enough of this world to know that anything was possible.

Benjy, on the other hand, had far greater reservations.

“Ghosts don’t exist. It’s more likely there’s a curse on the house that’s causing trouble,” he said as he resumed his tapping.

“Well, we won’t find it dithering away in here.” Hetty gave the room one last look. “I’m going to go explore the rest of the house.”

“Don’t go upstairs without me,” Benjy called after her.

Hetty was tempted to do so anyway just to be petty, but when she stepped back into the hallway a partially open door caught her attention.

The door creaked slightly as she stepped inside. Like the other room, the curtains were also drawn tightly closed. While there were many beautiful things in the room, Hetty’s attention went straight toward the desk. It was a hulking thing, more like a ­piano than a desk. The hutch loomed overhead, its countless tiny shelves filled with nothing more than dust. The shiny drawer knobs seemed to wink as she walked passed, calling to her like a siren hidden in the seas.

Hetty tapped the cloth band at her neck. The choker had two purposes. It satisfied her vanity by covering the old jagged scars that ran around her neck. And it kept her magic in reserve.

With a single finger, Hetty traced the delicate embroidery and stirred to life the Dove star sigil she had hidden in her stitches.

The spell took on the form of a dove, but not a true one. From beak to tail feathers, it was midnight blue and speckled with starlight. When the bird flapped its wings, wisps of magic swirled around it. But that magic stayed a neutral blue and did not change even when it fluttered down to rest atop the desk.

How very interesting.

Hetty snapped her fingers, dissipating her spell. No star sigils were etched in the wood of the desk, nor did she detect any trace of magic. Did it mean it was harmless? Intrigued, Hetty placed her hand on the desk.

Not a moment later, she yanked it back.

It was like she had plunged her hand into ice water.

No, not ice water. Something colder, something stronger. Like going ice-skating and suddenly there’s no ice. Only plunging into the frigid depths with no hope of seeing the surface.

How did touching a desk feel like that?

Hetty put her hand back on the desk.

The chilling cold swept along her palm, inching up her arm.

But she held firm.

Hetty kept her hand pressed flat against the wood, and suddenly light exploded around her.

Protection spells rose up from every stitch in her clothing, encasing her in delicately spun glass. It hardened, buckled, and then shattered.


Hetty jumped back from the desk, and to her horror, an angry mass of bubbling red magic hurtled toward her.

She held up her hands to brace against the attack, but no attack ever came.

The mass of magic hovered inches from her face, held back by a protective barrier.

“I think you have your answer.” Benjy appeared behind her in the doorway, his mild tone undercutting the potentially dire circumstances. “It’s a hex.”

His left hand was clenched into a fist, small sparks of green light jumping between his fingers. Although he should have been watching the orb of dangerous magic, his eyes rested on her.

“What did you do?” Benjy asked.

“I touched the desk,” Hetty freely admitted, and before he could share his opinion, she added: “I know it was foolish.”

“Glad you know that.”

Hetty fumed even though she deserved the rebuke.

She took a step closer to the hex and it moved away from her.

“Look at what it’s doing.” Hetty lifted her hand and the hex followed. “Let it go.”

“That’s a terrible idea,” Benjy grunted.

“Don’t worry,” Hetty reassured him, “I’ll make sure you won’t get hurt.”

He rolled his eyes, but relaxed his left hand in the end.

With the restraints gone, the hex started to charge. Hetty drew sigils in the air, but Benjy was quicker. The Taurus star sigil rammed itself into the hex. Catching it by the horns, the star-speckled bull shook its head mightily and sent the hex flying.

Guided by Benjy, the bull chased after the hex. The spells bounced from wall to wall, the splash of colors mixing and ­clashing.

At first Hetty watched this heady chase with concern. There was no way to know what sort of hex it was, but it didn’t seem like any intruder spells she’d encountered before. It didn’t act like any she knew, either. Was it trying to attack them or escape to warn whoever set the spell originally?

“Why was this left behind?” Hetty asked.

“You’re asking the wrong question. You should be asking who left it.” Benjy slammed his hands together.

A second sigil that Hetty hadn’t even noticed fluttered into view. Aries. Together, the two star sigils squashed the hex like a bit of heated metal caught between a hammer and anvil.

The light from the collision was dazzling​—​a piercing white light with the power of a small sun​—​and once it vanished it left the world even duller.

Except for the patch of bright green under their feet.

A path.

A trail of green moved along the floor, slithering much like a snake down the hall and illuminating the path the caster had taken. Magical residue, revealed by the second spell Benjy had cast.

“I don’t think whoever left this hex is the owner,” Hetty remarked. “It might be the work of the intruder.”

“Why don’t we see where this leads first before we make that assumption?”

This path didn’t lead outside. The trail of magic veered down the hall and into a kitchen until it stopped at the pantry.

Mostly empty shelves greeted them when they opened the door. There were a few dusty cans and jars on the shelves, with scattered mouse droppings nearby.

On the floor, the green line continued until it reached the wall.

“Do we go outside, then?” Hetty asked.

But as she moved away, Benjy brushed past her to step inside the pantry. He placed a hand against the wall and pushed.

A soft click whispered in the air, and the wall and its shelves sank into the floor, revealing a passageway with a set of stairs curling in a downward spiral into the unknown.

Benjy whistled as he peered down into the opening. “I wonder where it leads.”

“Only one way to find out.” Hetty drew Eridanus into the air next to her. The River star sigil twinkled as it spilled through the stairway, lighting the way and warning of any trouble that lay ahead. “You first into the abyss!”
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HETTY FOLLOWED HER HUSBAND, nudging the river of stars forward, but it helped little. It was a spiral staircase, which meant, light or no light, it was hard to see anything beyond what was in front of her. The staircase wasn’t as tight as Hetty first feared. They couldn’t walk down side by side, but there was room enough that they could walk without feeling like they were being squeezed into a vise. A vast improvement over some of the tunnels Hetty had been in before.

The first tunnels under the city started with the express purpose of smuggling goods out of sight of British eyes during the Revolutionary War. They started at the rivers and linked up with the taverns. As it happens with any good idea, new tunnels were made, and over time they smuggled more than liquor in and out of the city.

The tunnels that Hetty had walked through previously didn’t run from one end of the city to the other. They were merely links between churches and the basements of select houses, allowing people fleeing to safety, and those assisting them, to avoid detection. Some of those tunnels might still be in use, but most of the ones that Hetty knew of ran in unfriendly territories, had collapsed, or had been personally sealed off by Benjy.


This tunnel was something entirely different.

It shouldn’t exist at all.

Hetty had never heard of a tunnel being under Barclay Street before, or anyone using a tunnel in this area. Which wasn’t a bad thing on its own, but that all depended on what they found.

As they reached the bottom of the stairs, the tunnel expanded. Not only did they have a choice of turning left or right, but the tunnel swept upward into an arched ceiling well above their heads.

“This was carved out with care.” Benjy swept his arm toward the ceiling as they took the leftward path first. “Great skill, too. Something important was moved down here. What it was depends on who used this tunnel.”

“You have doubts?” Hetty asked with some surprise.

“I have a few ideas but they rely on people using the staircase back into the house.”

Hetty had an idea of one possibility as she glanced at the ground. The light from the star sigil above them revealed deep wheel ruts cut into the dirt.

A wagon with heavy cargo? Or had countless wagons come through here?

“If only there was a bit of mess. It would have made things easier.” Hetty tapped her boot against the ground. The tunnel was fairly clean. No cobwebs, no musty air, and no signs of debris lying around.

“I disagree.”

Benjy had stopped not far in front of her. At first she thought he was waiting for her to catch up. But as she drew near, she found she was wrong.

They could go no further.

Densely packed rock and rubble blocked the way ahead. The light from the river of stars flowed along it, illuminating the stones that had settled in a fashion that would be impossible to move.


“Interesting,” Benjy said. He leaned forward to study it, but thankfully made no move to touch a single stone. “This is recent.”

“Did any of the neighbors mention something like an earthquake?” Hetty asked.

“No. But we’re deep enough that it might not be a concern.”

“What if those star sigils dampen things?”

“Possibly. The hex bothers me more,” Benjy replied absently. “It nearly caught you​—​and you’re an expert at magical detection. I don’t know if this is connected to the fire, but the possibility is high.”

They retraced their steps, passing the stairwell as they turned their attention to the other side of the tunnel.

It was much the same, although they did manage to walk for a longer period of time before they were stopped by a solid sheet of rock.

This time, Benjy pressed a hand against the wall. He barely touched it before the wall swung outward.

Hetty peered out into a small side street. At first it looked no different than the dozens she’d seen before. Then she heard the bells​—​church bells that she recognized at once.

“This opens next to St. Gregorious.” Craning her head, Hetty recognized the gates of the tiny Greek church that showed up in several of her friend Darlene’s paintings. “This is only a few blocks away. We didn’t travel that far at all.”

“Still close enough for trouble. This is the end of the tunnel. The rest is blocked.”

Hetty turned around, pressing her back against the stone archway to better look up at her husband. “Should we try to get through the blockage?”

“I wouldn’t try it with magic.” Benjy tapped his fingers against the wall. “There’s a risk of tunnel collapse if I do it by hand.”

“You just don’t want to do it,” Hetty said as she poked him in the chest. “Or you can’t.”


“Oh, I certainly can,” he said swiftly, his full attention swinging back to her. “I just see no reason why I should.” Benjy leaned toward her, leaving a playful gap between them. “Unless you can convince me?”

He said the words softly, and for a long moment the idea was tempting, because she was curious about where the tunnel went. And given a few moments, she could be quite persuasive. Yet . . .

“It doesn’t matter where the tunnel leads if we can’t connect it to the fire or hex,” Hetty said.

Benjy nodded, pleased at these words. “The trail of magical residue didn’t flow into here. It stopped midway on the stairs. So I’m more curious if there are other hexes left in the house.”

If there were, they didn’t get a chance to find them.

When they ascended the stairs back into the kitchen, it became very clear that Benjy had been right.

The house was occupied. They had been back in the kitchen for mere moments before the owner appeared in the doorway, the surprise in his face turning to confusion when he saw them in the pantry.

While it was hard to say if Benjy was surprised, Hetty was quite alarmed. They had left spells behind to warn them if someone had entered the house, and those spells had somehow failed when they never had before.

The man stared at them for what felt like a long time before speaking. “What are you doing here?”

He was a bit older, with streaks of gray in his hair that gave him a dignified air. He was handsome, with a squarish face and a neatly trimmed beard. A fact he was well aware of, for there were traces of his vanity about him, such as the tailored cut of his jacket. Although his skin was a warm dark brown, his features hinted at a complicated ancestry. He had an easy grin that only grew as he took notice of Hetty’s study of him.


“We’re looking into reasons for the fire. This house caught our attention since it’s the only one still standing,” Hetty said. “I’m sorry that we just barged in here.”

“What were you doing in my pantry?” he asked. “Although, I won’t complain about finding such a lovely woman in my home.” He turned on the charm with these words, seemingly heedless of Benjy’s presence at her side.

“You live here,” Benjy said rather sternly. “How are you so lucky that the house still stands? Your neighbors’ homes are nothing but dust and ashes.”

Benjy met the man’s gaze with a rather foreboding expression.

He was very good at this. A simple look that was a mixture of disdain, scorn, and impatience was just enough to silence all conversation and to have people reconsidering their choices in life.

While Hetty doubted Benjy took offense to the man’s flirting, he did a good job at playing a jealous husband. It was a ruse they used often to great effect, because playing into expectations was always easier than bucking them.

“A well-placed spell.” The man’s pleasant smile could not hide how vague that answer was. “And a good deal of luck.”

“I heard a candle was the cause of the fire,” Hetty said.

The man snorted. “I don’t believe an ordinary candle did this! I saw splotches of magic around when I checked on my neighbors. If any candle did this, it was etched with star sigils.”

Candles were often carved with star sigils, and like the designs she sewed in her clothes or the etchings Benjy added to various metalworks, they could be used to amplify or ground spells.

It wasn’t unusual magic, but it was unusual for Hetty to talk about it in conversation with a stranger. As long as magic did its job, few people cared to discuss the whys and hows.

“Are you familiar with such things?” Hetty asked.

“Not as much as I could have been,” the man admitted. “My father was a scholar of magic.”


“Of Celestial magic?” Hetty’s surprise got away from her. There were many branches of magic in the world, but Celestial magic wasn’t one that was closely studied. Formed during captivity and enslavement, Celestial magic was a curiosity to some, an abomination to others, and a mystery even to those that claimed it as a birthright. Constellations were the basis for sigils, and the rules on how to use them varied a great deal, as most instructions were passed along in stories and songs. Having become adept in such spells over the years, Hetty was confident in saying she had few equals in spellcasting. But in serious academic study, she wouldn’t know where to begin.

“Yes. My father devoted as much as he could in this study. He’s well known in certain circles about it.”

Hetty wrinkled her nose. “Certain circles” always meant those elite and insular groups that seldom invited the likes of her into their ranks.

“Then I haven’t heard of him.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “My father was Raimond Duval.”

The man held himself ready to face an onslaught of questions. But there was no need to worry. Hetty had none, because that name told her everything she needed to know.

Raimond Duval died in the fire on Powell Street last month. While the fire, the destruction, and his death were recounted in the newspapers, a few details weren’t mentioned.

Such as Raimond was badly burned on the chest and arms, but his clothes were intact enough that what they were able to retrieve showed precise tears in the flesh of his torso that looked like a knife wound. Or that the building rubble had layers of magical residue mixed in the ashes. Or that Duval’s body moved through the coroner’s office at such an alarming pace that the only thing Hetty and Benjy could study was the report file, which was riddled with half truths. Or that the only eyewitness had been a drunk​—​a woman sober enough to recognize the unofficial badge of a Beatty Hose volunteer making the rounds and who ended up floating in the Schuylkill not long after sharing this statement.

Everything pointed to Beatty Hose’s involvement. And everything made sense. So they’d closed the case and moved on.

But nothing felt right about it.

And here she was, standing in front of another Duval.

This couldn’t be by chance.

“Raimond Duval,” Hetty said softly. “I know who he is. I didn’t know he was a scholar of magic.”

“One of the few. The name’s Valentine. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking to?”

“Henrietta Rhodes.”

Valentine grinned at her. “And Miss Rhodes, are you also a scholar in Celestial magic?”

This time, Benjy wasn’t pretending any annoyance as he corrected the older man. “My wife is an extraordinary talent with magic.”

Valentine exclaimed, “No wonder the name Rhodes sounded familiar to my ear! If she’s Henrietta, you must be Ben Rhodes​—​you’re well known in the Seventh, for the murder that often surrounds you.”

“I would hope so,” Benjy replied. “It’s what happens when my wife feeds crows as often as she does. She enjoys seeing a large murder at our door.”

Valentine didn’t even blink. “Ha! This is the sort of wordplay I expect from Winston Smalls. Are you a member of the Edmonstone Club?”

“A sometimes member,” Benjy admitted.

“Sometimes?”

“Yes, I sometimes show up for meetings when there’s a topic of interest.”


Valentine’s laugh was both genuine and endearing. “I wish I could say you were wrong, but you got the right idea of it. These days, though, I’ve been giving my time to another group. Maybe you can join me at a meeting with like-minded individuals, regarding magic rights?”

Hetty coughed into her hand.

“Both of you,” Valentine amended. “Women are not excluded. Some of the brightest people I work with have the moon’s favor.”

His well-meaning words were met with silence, and his smile wavered.

“Brother, who are you talking to?”

A woman poked her head in the doorway, frowning at Valentine and mostly ignoring Hetty and Benjy.

Her dress was dark gray, but made of material light enough for summer. The fine embroidery on her bodice pointed to the work of the Garden Tailors, who were infamous for certain swirls in their stitches. She had the wan look of someone who forgot a meal or two while distracted with other work. Brother and sister weren’t identical, but there were faint echoes of each other in their features. Her long hair was kept back in a single plait that swung between her shoulders, and looking at the two of them, Hetty thought that the siblings likely had Native American relatives.

“Adelaide, this is Benjamin Rhodes, and his wife, Henrietta.”

“Rhodes?” Valentine’s sister echoed with some surprise. “I have heard the most extraordinary stories about you and your husband. My father​—” She stopped for a beat, grasping the glasses that dangled from the delicate chain at her neck. She lifted them to her eyes and peered at Hetty and Benjy with clear fascination. “My father said you’re one of the best practitioners of Celestial magic in the city. Some would say the best, given all the tales about you. I’m Adelaide Duval, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“Pleasure’s not the word I would use.” In strolled a man who was some years younger than the siblings, although still much older than Hetty and Benjy. Accented French rolled along his speech, and if that didn’t betray him as a Louisiana Creole, then his light complexion, light eyes, and a casual disdain of everything and everyone around him did that for him.

“Our cousin,” Valentine said without looking back, “Horace, who shouldn’t have come if he was only here to complain.”

“I was curious”​—​Horace’s eyes roved around the kitchen​—​“and I paid dearly for it. Are these your intruders?”

“We just came in to see if there was trouble,” Hetty interjected. “The door was kicked in.”

“Perhaps by the neighbors.” Valentine nodded. “I have been traveling until recently, and since I got back I’ve spent my nights in my father’s home. But I had spells set here, and knew something had gone wrong.”

“Don’t tell them your business, brother dear.” Adelaide wasn’t as rude as their cousin, but there was wary caution about her. Earned, perhaps, as there really wasn’t a good excuse for Hetty and Benjy to be there. But there was something else. Something in the way the woman stuck her hands in the pockets of her skirts to hide the balling of fists.

The presence of strangers was not only a surprise. It was quite unwanted, almost enough to raise a fuss.

“I’m sure the whole street knows my business. I have not been here for a while, and if I had been​—”

“The house would have burned down too,” snorted Horace. “What a loss that would be! The house, I mean, not you.”

“Horace,” Adelaide snapped. “Why don’t you go back to Father’s house. We will talk then.”

Her cousin shook his head. “You know what I came for.”

Adelaide turned to her brother, one eyebrow raised in question.


“Upstairs,” Valentine said. “In the wardrobe in the bedroom.”

She nodded, and then glowered at their cousin. “Follow me.”

When they left the room, all signs of ease in Valentine went away, leaving him tired and worn.

“I apologize for my cousin’s rudeness, but it’s been a trying time since my father’s death. And this little fire is of concern. I know this was no accident. None of these fires have been accidents.”

“That’s why we’re looking into them,” Benjy said.

“Why would you be interested in such things?”

“You know who we are,” Benjy said. “Since you are a sometimes member of the Vigilance Society.”

Valentine smiled and something else in his face changed. Instead of the genial older man with a taste for inappropriate flirting, there stood a man who had seen his fair share of adventures. “The stories are true, then? You are that good.”

“Just a good memory for details,” Benjy said airily.

“I don’t recall hearing anything about your work,” Hetty said.

“I didn’t do anything worth boasting about.”

“Don’t be so humble. Surely you have wonderful stories to tell,” Hetty encouraged. “You must tell me how you got your start!”

“Brought into the family business. My father’s people are from New Orleans. They’ve been free for generations, but unlike his siblings he didn’t turn a blind eye to the slave trading going on. He went down to the auctions, placed bids, and made arrangements to get them their papers. My father freed my sister and myself this way. We were the last ones he had done this ploy with, and we stayed with him as he fled north with the aid of the Vigilance Society, which he joined later. When I grew older I took up the work alongside him. This house ended up in my possession because of the tunnel you can enter through the pantry.” This last pointed remark was said with a small smile, confirming they had never truly fooled him in the first place.


“No regrets about the work?” Benjy asked.

“A few, but whatever you lost can hardly compare to all the lives you helped. Or so Bernice Tanner tells me.”

“She would say so,” Hetty grunted, “after all the assignments we took without question!”

“Such as Sarah Jacobs? Forgive me,” Valentine said when they both looked on with surprise. “I remember that one because I had gotten an urgent message to give assistance, but I missed you by several days.”

“Speed was important in that case,” Hetty said as she turned to old, almost forgotten memories. “Someone was after Sarah Jacobs. We even had to rescue her children first, as she wouldn’t leave without them. Luckily she had marked them.” Hetty lifted her hand and drew a circle along the inside of her wrist. “So we knew who they were. With the children in hand, we returned to Philadelphia, met up with Sarah, and brought them all to safety.”

“Is that the whole story?”

Hetty had heard many rude things in her life, but this ranked high among the worst offenders.

“The whole of what? That was not a proper story! Only a recounting of memories nearly forgotten. If you wanted the true story, I can tell you of a flight taken in haste. Of magic that silenced the wolves at our heels. A story with a villain who had a hundred faces that he slipped on like a mask. They didn’t all fit, but some he wore rather well as he fooled all sorts of people.”

“Tell me the proper story, then. There is more I haven’t heard, it seems.” Valentine smiled at Hetty as he said these words.

But there wasn’t anything genuine about that smile. He wanted something.

That was fine.

Everyone wanted something. Although what he was after was hard to say. Nothing in his manner gave his true aim away.


“Let me start from the beginning.” Hetty dropped her voice into a harsh whisper. “In the weeks before the war broke out, the North Wind blew an assignment into my lap. There was a woman in need of safe passage, but her children were taken from her, and she would not go to safety without them . . .”
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WHERE ARE THE BOWS?”

“Bows?” Hetty echoed, her bland smile fading at the girl’s words.

Making dresses for spoiled young misses, especially ones visiting from the South, was not something she wanted to do anymore.

But Hetty needed money. She needed any money she could slip into her pocket if she was going to make another trip to find her sister. This dress that the little miss wanted was worth three times Hetty’s regular work. For that much money, Hetty would remake the dress in a night​—​but not with bows.

“There are no bows. They should be there. Not big ones, but here and here.” Clarice pointed to places that would ruin the elegant lines of the dress.

The young miss looked at Hetty expectantly.

Hetty cleared her throat, searching for the words that wouldn’t get her tossed out of the hotel room.


“They wouldn’t look good there,” she said finally.

“You have no imagination for that, clearly.” Clarice took her wand and waved it in the air. Garish orange bows appeared like mushrooms on the bodice and underskirt. “Ah, much better.”

“I suppose this could​—” Hetty began.

“I don’t like this color.” Clarice held up the underskirt. “It’s too dark. It should be lighter. How about pink?”

“The underskirt is to complement . . .”

“There is pink in the trimming.”

“To tease out the colors!”

Clarice swung her wand around. The tip was near enough to Hetty’s face that she could see the grooves in the wood.

Hetty’s words caught in her throat, for this was what her old mistress did before she activated the collar around Hetty’s neck.

It took all of Hetty’s strength to keep from pressing a hand to her neck to prove the metal ring was long gone and only her scars remained.

“This is not what I wanted.” Clarice’s voice pulled Hetty out of her memories. The girl tapped her wand on the bodice. “Did you put any of your Primal magic in this?”

“No,” Hetty lied, urged on by a stab of anger at hearing the offensive name for Celestial magic. There was magic in the stitches, but only a basic preservation charm, to keep the color from fading and strengthen against minor tears. Now she wished she hadn’t even bothered.

“She wouldn’t do such a thing.” Clarice’s Yankee cousin, Elspeth, finally looked up from her book. Her reassuring smile did not have an audience. If there was anyone to blame for Hetty being in this room at all, it would be Elspeth. The older girl fancied herself an abolitionist simply because her family hadn’t owned slaves since her grandfather freed them in his will. When Hetty arrived at the Grand Laurel Hotel, Elspeth led her inside through the front doors and paraded Hetty about to the scandal of the other hotel guests. The girl’s antics even drew the attention of the hotel staff, as well as the servants attending to their employers.

“Primal magic is harmless,” Elspeth said. “It can’t be complicated, since the practitioners hardly have the wits to make it do anything. They learned magic from us, after all. None of the Africans I’ve seen at the zoo know anything like this.”

“What do you know? I’ve seen them in my daddy’s fields, jumping and spinning around​—​they’re doing something.” Clarice turned to Hetty. “I hear there is magic that lets you communicate with the dead! Can you do that?”

The girl beamed at Hetty, and Hetty promptly forgot all about bows and dresses.

She was free, Hetty reminded herself. She had run away and made it to freedom. She returned to the South by her own choice and made it back up north with others, safe and sound. She’d lost everything and forged a new life. The words of this spoiled young miss were nothing compared to all of that.

“There is a way.” Hetty dropped her voice to a loud whisper. “But it’s a taboo.”

Clarice’s eyes grew as round as the moon. “You can talk to the dead?”

Hetty clutched her hands to her chest and made a show of rubbing them over and over, as if she were afraid to do even that. “Miss Reeves, I shouldn’t say such things. It ain’t proper. Or safe.”

Clarice’s chin went up. “You will try. If you want to be paid.”

“Then all I can say . . .” Hetty kept her speech stumbling, to make it seem like she was terrified of her own words. “All I can rightly say is, don’t go whistling by a grave. Any kind of noise stirs bones, but whistling calls to them. It brings them here. And they want to hear what you have to say. Try not to do it while wearing another’s shoes.”


Clarice swallowed and her eyes trailed down to the dainty things on her feet. The same shoes Hetty had overheard belonged to the girl’s dead sister.

“Shoes?” Clarice said in a very tiny voice.

“Anything, really. But shoes most of all. Because they tell where you have been and what you have done.”

Hetty might have said more to spook the girls to next Tuesday, but a door snapped open and a maid came back into the room.

It was Sarah, an enslaved woman not much older than Hetty. Wearing a homespun dress dyed ink black, and white gloves. Her hair was hidden under a cap. But the first thing anyone saw about her was the silver collar around her neck.

“Miss, Mr. Adam Thompson is here​—”

Clarice let out a squeal, far away from the fright she had been in moments before. The girl bounded toward her cousin.

“I knew he would show up!” Clarice gleefully clapped her hands together. “I told you he would!”

“Maybe he is here to see me!” Elspeth teased.

“Well, if he is, he’ll soon cast favor to me.” Clarice batted her eyes. Moving toward the door, both girls had already forgotten about Hetty, the dress, and the payment for Hetty’s work.

Hetty thought of calling after them, but knew better.

She would be expected to wait if she wanted her money. The silly girl probably even expected the bows to be put in place in her absence.

Bows! Those ugly things!

Hetty snapped her fingers.

The eyesores vanished in a flash of light.

A barely suppressed squeak behind Hetty reminded her that she was not completely alone.

Sarah had stopped tidying the room. Her eyes were locked on Hetty as her hand clenched around a dusting rag.

Hetty had waited all week for this gaze.


It was the reason she stretched the work on the dress and suffered the chatter of the young misses.

“I’d never seen magic like that,” Sarah whispered. “So quick, so bright. I guess that’s what you learn up here.”

“No, I taught myself.” Hetty pulled at her shirt collar, revealing the ring of scarred flesh. Scars that came not from just wearing a collar but from the punishments she suffered from using magic.

Sarah’s eyes widened. “Yes,” Hetty said, answering the unspoken question. “I was just like you. Do you want to be like me?”

Hope flared in Sarah’s eyes, but it died like rain dripping on a candle. “I can’t.”

“You can. You can choose. I have friends in place ready to help.”

Again hope flared before Sarah shook her head. “It’s not just me.”

“Family,” Hetty said with sudden understanding.

“My babies.”

“Back on the Reeves Plantation?”

“At a nearby farm, close enough I can walk on Sundays to see them. Two girls. If I leave with you, I’ll never have them in my arms again.”

“Not if we bring them to you.” The promise rolled off Hetty’s tongue without a moment’s thought. “The little heiress is here for how long?”

“Quite some time. There was a scandal back home,” Sarah said faintly.

“Then you stay, we bring back your children, and then we all leave together.”

Sarah gazed at Hetty with a dizzying amount of disbelief. “Is that possible?”

“As possible as the sun rising the next morning!”

On that note, Hetty slipped out the room.

She found the laundry cart that Darlene Needham had left for her. Taking ahold of it, Hetty pushed the cart toward the lift and squeezed it and herself inside.

When the lift arrived in the laundry room, Hetty steered the empty cart around the corner. Darlene stood just out of sight, folding and sorting linen. She didn’t stop even as Hetty fell into place next to her.

Darlene lifted the topmost layer of clothes. After staring down at the empty cart, she glared up at Hetty as if Hetty had ripped a lace shawl in half in front of her.

“Where is she?” Darlene asked.

“She has children,” Hetty whispered. “She won’t leave without them. I promised to bring them north.”

Darlene cut her eyes at Hetty. “Bernice won’t like this. It’s not the plan.”

“Who cares what she’s planning. I don’t work for her.”

“I do. Why do you think I’m working in this hotel? I was put in place to help any servants who want to flee bondage. And it’s not an easy task. It takes careful planning. There are things in place right now, and your foolish promise has ruined everything.”

“Not yet.”

Darlene was not impressed. “If we wait even ten days there might be trouble.”

“I’ll bring her children back in less time.”

“Will you?” Darlene looked over the rim of her glasses, giving Hetty the same dismissive glance she made when Mrs. Evans first brought Hetty to properly meet the rest of the Vigilance Society members. The one that dismissed Hetty’s adventures as luck and saw her as a nuisance instead of help. “You’re only here to gain information about your sister. Are you saying if you learn about her location today, you’ll still help Sarah?”

“That is an unkind question!”

“Maybe, but it’s a fair one. Don’t worry.” Darlene wrenched control of the cart from Hetty. “Someone else will take care of this.”

Someone probably could, but when Hetty had made that promise it wasn’t on a whim. She was going to bring Sarah’s children back and get the family to freedom. Hetty just needed assistance, and from someone more helpful than Darlene Needham.

A jingling bell hanging above the blacksmith’s door announced Hetty’s entrance.

“Back here. If it’s urgent I can​—” Benjy looked up from the bench and his face folded into a scowl. “What do you want?”

“How do you know I’m not just here to talk?” Hetty came to a stop at the table, eyes on the items waiting their turn to be fixed.

Benjy waggled the hammer in his hand at her, irritation coming off of him in waves. “You don’t turn up here without asking for some sort of favor.”

“I do not!” Hetty pouted.

Benjy shut his eyes, grumbling like an old man. “I don’t have time for your nonsense today!”

Although he was merely the blacksmith’s apprentice, Benjy had the run of the shop overseeing all the fixes and creations that came out of the forge. The only problem was that no matter how good his work was, he didn’t look like the blacksmith people expected. Too young, too easily distracted, and too willing to give opinions on things no one cared about.

Mrs. Evans had said something about him having potential, whatever that meant. Hetty didn’t dare ask. The older woman had this funny notion in her head to play matchmaker. Which should have been annoying, but Mrs. Evans was all gentle about it, considering anyone else would have forced them to get married when they returned to Philadelphia after months of traveling together. Instead, Mrs. Evans only teased that Benjy might be sweet on her. But Hetty had her doubts about that, since nearly every time they talked he shooed her away like an annoying fly.


Hetty tapped the lantern sitting on the table as she tried to figure out the right words. She had only one chance to ask this right before he ripped her words apart. “It’s not a favor but a question​—”

“Don’t touch that!”

Hetty made a show of moving her hands away and then turned them over. The Libra star sigil flashed and the lantern floated into the air next to her.

She looked at him pointedly, and he said nothing but gave her a look that could curdle milk.

“I need your help,” Hetty said as she placed the lantern back on the table. “There is a woman who needs passage north. It’s been arranged for her, but she won’t leave without her children. They are down in Tennessee. I need to get there and back here in ten days.”

“You want my help?” he scoffed, turning to a dented teakettle. He swung his hammer down on it hard enough that the clash rang in the air. “Take a train.” He went on to strike the poor teakettle a few more times, the resounding clangs taking the space of whatever angry words he had. Hetty sighed, uncertain if this was better than being fussed at.

Then he stopped mid-swing. “No, that won’t work. You need to move quickly and quietly. The children are blackmail.” He blinked. “Who is this woman that you would press on the heels of time for such a task?”

“Someone who needs help,” Hetty said. Seeing his skeptical expression, she added, “If I do this, I’ll get information about my sister.”

“That’s your objective with everything,” Benjy said. But he was no longer thinking about her as he spoke, having moved on to the problem at hand. “I think I might know a way to get there in less time. You won’t like it, though.”

“I doubt that.”


Instead of explaining further, he pointed upward.

Hetty tilted her head back. Above them was a basket the size of a wagon hanging from the ceiling. There was something metal next to it that looked like a lantern. But it was only when Hetty saw the fabric tied up next to it that she realized what it was.

“An air balloon!” Hetty exclaimed. “Did you steal this? No, I don’t care if you did! How fast does it travel?”

“Shouldn’t you be asking if it’s safe?” Benjy asked. “Or if it works?”

“If you put it together it has to work, and as for being safe, well, I trust you.”

He blinked, and for a moment Hetty thought she’d said the wrong thing.

It was occurring to her that in her eagerness to keep her promise to Sarah Jacobs and prove Darlene wrong, she forgot one small thing.

She hadn’t asked if he wanted to take part.

It was one thing to ask him for ideas. Quite another to ask for more help than that.

But she couldn’t operate this air balloon on her own. And if she was being honest, she couldn’t head back south on her own either. Nor did she want to.

It was easier to have someone with her to watch the road and guard her back, but she couldn’t ask. Not when he hadn’t been brought into the fold with the Vigilance Society. Not when they weren’t truly friends.

Then, to her surprise, something that never happened before occurred: he smiled.

“Safe isn’t quite the word I’d use, but it will fly,” Benjy said. “There is a small hole in the balloon envelope. If you sew it up, we can leave by nightfall.”
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BENJY WAS QUIET WHEN they finally put the strange fires, secret tunnels, the Duvals, and everything else behind them.

Retreating to a broody silence, Benjy remained unresponsive to Hetty’s few attempts at pleasant conversation. In the end, she fell into her own silence, thinking not just of Sarah Jacobs, but the circumstances around the case. The incident was the first official work they’d had with the Vigilance Society. The one in which Hetty had been properly introduced to Darlene, though they would not become good friends until years later. Not to mention the work that cemented the partnership she had developed with Benjy. Which was an odd thing to say, since they had already traveled together along a dangerous and difficult road. But ferrying Sarah Jacobs and all that followed turned what had been a question into the beginning of their adventures together.

Benjy went to where they’d left their bicycles leaning against a pole. With a flick of his fingers, the spell making the bicycles an uninteresting sight went away. He wheeled them both as he walked back toward her, gently pushing hers ahead.

“Why didn’t he ask about his father?” Benjy asked abruptly. “Why bother asking for stories when there was a better use of his time?”


Used to these outbursts that were often interjected into unrelated conversation, Hetty merely shrugged. “Why would he ask us?”

“He knew who we were from the moment he saw us.”

“I doubt that,” Hetty began. “He said​—”

“He said a lot of things. The most important bits were near the end, when he was looking for answers from us.”

Hetty placed her hands on her bicycle’s handlebars but did not mount. “You’re saying three different things at once. Tell me so I can follow.”

“Valentine Duval knows who we are and that we looked into his father’s death.”

“I don’t remember him coming to our door asking for help. Or even meeting him at his father’s funeral. How did you know about him?”

“I pay attention to such things,” Benjy said without malice, and he went back to his brooding.

Hetty let him be. There would be plenty of time to find out what exactly was on his mind, and answer his lingering questions.

Hetty swung up on her bicycle and led the way home.

The house on Juniper Street was a narrow building inlaid with beautiful dark red brick. The shutters around the windows were a dark blue, and the rooftop was flat enough that Hetty could set up her telescope on it. Their home shared its front steps with the house next door, and the postboxes acted as a dividing line. There were a few bushes out in front, with a sign for their funeral home poking out. As theirs was the end unit, access to the backyard was through the gate that opened both to the street and to the narrow alley that ran behind the line of row houses.

They’d owned this house for a couple months now, and spent quite a bit of time renovating it to their tastes, from the smallest nail in the floorboards to the cream-colored paint that now graced the main rooms. Still, whenever Hetty approached it and saw faces in the windows and heard conversation trickling to the streets, she felt like a guest coming for a visit.

“Why are there people in our house?” Hetty asked as she skidded to a stop in the middle of the street.

“Are we doing a play tonight?” Benjy asked.

About once a week they gathered with their friends to put on a play. What that play was varied in both scope and scale. Sometimes it was a full production with costumes and props, and other times they simply read favorite fragments of different plays. Either way, the plays were always performed with great enthusiasm. The gatherings were really about spending time together. Although Hetty wasn’t a fan at the start, she enjoyed the evenings they put on plays very much, even when she’d rather come home to peace and quiet.

“We never picked one last time,” Hetty reminded him. “Oliver wanted us to do the play he wrote, and George was against it on principle, and​—”

“Everyone argued all night. I remember that part. Not sure that explains why they’re here so early. They usually come around after sunset.”

“Because they have keys,” Hetty grumbled.

“That was your excellent idea,” Benjy said with some glee. “You argued strongly for it when I disagreed. But if you want me to, I can get rid of them.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“Doesn’t hurt to try. I’ll put the bicycles up​—”

“No.” Hetty grabbed his handlebars, nearly toppling off her own bicycle as she did so. “I’ll do it!” she said. Before he could reply, she added, “I’d rather do this than deal with them. And you’ve always been better at shooing people out without magic.”

“It’s a gift.” Benjy shrugged, easily taken in by the compliment.


As Benjy headed for the front door, Hetty slipped through the gate, leading the bicycles into the back. After sliding the bicycles into their spot behind the house, she went to the far corner of the yard and poked at the shed hidden under a thick veil of her magic to see if the spells had been disturbed or not. Assured they hadn’t, she turned to the house and spotted the curtains in the kitchen shifting aside. Within moments, the back door opened and Penelope skipped out.

Penelope’s hair was twisted and held in place with a butterfly hairpin. She wore a plain white blouse and a dark skirt, both of which had a dusting of dirt and smelled of wildflowers. She also wore a belt that had a few dangling pouches tied to it, which meant she had come right from the herbal shop she worked at. Penelope liked fancy clothes, and liked even more dressing to show off her fuller figure, which she couldn’t do when wearing an apron.

“About time you showed up,” Hetty’s best friend declared with a grin. “We were all getting dreadfully bored waiting for you. We even talked about bullying Thomas into fixing us dinner as the afternoon came to an end.”

“I wish him the greatest luck with that, since there isn’t much. But if it was that boring waiting for us, maybe you should rethink showing up when we aren’t here?”

Penelope placed a hand against her chest in feigned offense. “I was in the garden most of the afternoon! Everyone else just showed up on a mere whim.”

While both bits were unsurprising, Penelope often came after work to tend to the garden. The backyard was in theory Hetty’s to design to her liking, but she’d just handed the whole thing over to Penelope to manage. Half the yard had been tamed under Penelope’s gentle hand into a tidy garden​—​although her friend refused to say if any poisons would bloom there. Questions on the subject received a wry smile but no firm denials. The other half was enough space for them to actually use the yard for entertaining and other amusements. There was even a metal bench where Hetty often sat feeding the birds. What lay in the far corner protected by her wards was a secret for
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