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      I had only been away for a week, but when Mr. Trevor turned onto Summit Avenue, I found it completely transformed from when I had seen it last. September had turned over into October, the rain had dried up, and the air had acquired a distinct chill. When I had left, the leaves had still been clinging wetly to all the trees, their green faded like the colors on a newspaper left out in the sun.

      Now, everything was a riot of reds and oranges not yet succumbing to the inevitable browns. They rustled and crinkled dryly together as the chill breeze swirled through them, and their crumbling edges filled the air with that autumn smell.

      Back home in cow country, we had a few trees, so I knew that smell. But here trees were all around me. That smell permeated absolutely everything.

      I loved it.

      "Miss Amanda," Mr. Trevor said, glancing over at me briefly as he drove down the boulevard.

      "Sorry," I said, rolling the window back up. "I guess it's colder here than back in Iowa."

      "Just a touch," he said, but there was a twinkle in his eye. "Happy to be back?"

      "Actually, I am," I admitted. "I was only here for a few days, so I'm not sure why this feels so much like coming home. But it totally does."

      "Magic," Mr. Trevor said.

      "Yes, magic," I agreed, looking down at the branch that rested on my lap. I always had at least one hand on it and often found myself rubbing it between both hands during the long drive from southwestern Iowa to St. Paul. I wasn't sure if I was trying to infuse the wood with something inside myself or to draw something out of the wood into myself.

      But one thing I was certain of, I had picked the right branch from the right tree for my wand. Every time I held it in my hand, it just felt so perfect.

      Maybe it would help me after all. I was skeptical when Brianna and Sophie had given me a bogglingly long list of instructions for choosing and harvesting my branch. It all sounded so silly.

      I mean, I knew magic existed. I had felt it flow through me. I had felt a brief moment of near-total power over everything around me.

      But then it went away, and I had gone back to being my normal, powerless self. I was certain it was going to be a waste of time, going all the way back to my hometown to pick out a stick. I wouldn't even have agreed if I hadn't wanted to pack up the rest of my things, clean out my apartment, and say goodbye to the Schneidermans, who had always been like the grandparents I had never had.

      Still, the moment I had stepped up to the willow tree that my father had died under, that I had been born under, where my mother had lost her voice and perhaps also a piece of her soul, I knew what I was there for was more than a simple branch.

      And now I had it. I didn't know what would happen next, but I was sure Brianna and Sophie were more than ready to show me each step in a process they had gone through years before. Their own wands were a part of them now, never far from hand and always there when trouble raised its head.

      I turned the willow branch over in my hands. It did feel like a part of me. I just wasn't sure it was going to be a part any better at connecting to magic than the rest of me.

      "Thank you, Miss Amanda, for letting me accompany you," Mr. Trevor said as we cruised past the governor's mansion, always a hubbub of activity.

      "Are you kidding?" I asked. "You were doing me a favor, saving me another two bus trips."

      "Yes, but I don't get out as much as I'd like, and your hometown was full of truly lovely people," he said.

      "You were quite popular, weren't you?" I teased. While I had been packing, sorting my meager belongings into what I would keep, what I would donate, and what really just had to be thrown away, Mr. Trevor had been sipping coffee at the diner counter and striking up conversations with all the locals. People who were politely friendly enough to those passing through—the diner got most of its business from travelers from the nearby highway—but were generally slow to truly warm to strangers. I don't think my mother ever was accepted as one of them, and even I was an outer tier member of the community despite being born in the diner parking lot and living my whole life in their town.

      But each time I came back in to eat or drop something off with the Schneidermans or just to check on Mr. Trevor, he had a tighter group of locals around him. They traded stories and advice and recipes. When I was finally done with the final walk-through with the landlord, I felt like I was the one pulling him away.

      "You have a long list of email addresses, don't you?" I asked. "Gerta is going to send you pictures of the cookies she bakes from your old family recipe this Christmas, and Dan is going to try your technique when he fishes next weekend and is sure to send you a pic with some mammoth walleye he catches, and I'm sure tons more I missed out on."

      "Email addresses, yes," Mr. Trevor said, eyes on the road. "Actually, Gerta set up a Facebook group."

      "Of course she did," I said.

      "You're welcome to join⁠—"

      "I'm just teasing," I said. "You made a lot of friends."

      "You come from fine people," Mr. Trevor said. "But then I could have guessed that from the moment I met you."

      "Oh," I said and felt my cheeks flushing. "Thanks."

      "You did tell the Schneidermans they're welcome to visit any time?"

      "Yes, I did," I said. "But I wouldn't get my hopes up. They would have to close the restaurant, and they still haven't even replaced me, so that's going to be tough. Definitely won't be happening this year."

      "Well, perhaps you'll have to visit them instead," he said.

      "Maybe," I said. "If it's possible."

      My mood suddenly turned quite glum. I had a calling, a duty as a witch to guard the time portal that was anchored to the house I had inherited together with Sophie and Brianna. But that duty required a lot of magic. All three of us together, that's what Miss Zenobia had said when she had bequeathed it to us.

      But I had been able to leave because, in truth, I wasn't needed. Not with my lack of ability to access magic. I couldn't even see the time portal myself. I could only access it with the pendant Miss Zenobia had crafted for her nonmagical lawyer from the past to cross over to the present on her own.

      Which should have made me feel free, but I didn't. I just felt bad because I could see even in the few days we spent together before I had gone back to Iowa that our sworn duty was taking a toll on Sophie and Brianna.

      They needed me to step up.

      I touched the branch again, still warm from the last time I had rubbed my palms over it.

      I really hoped it helped. I was prepared to work as hard as required, but I was more than a little afraid mere diligence wouldn't be enough,

      "I'll drop you off at the front door," Mr. Trevor said as we neared the end of Summit Avenue. The spire from the cathedral reached higher than even the tallest trees, impressive, as the building itself was not so high up on the ridge as the palatial homes around us. "If you can get the bags in the back seat, I'll carry in the boxes from the trunk."

      "I can help with that," I said.

      "No, I'll have it," Mr. Trevor assured me. The house itself had no attached garage; he parked in a rented space down the hill. It was a narrow stall, one among many, the door barely wide enough for the wing-like mirrors on the sides of the old town car. I had only briefly glimpsed the interior before, as Mr. Trevor had insisted I wait in the driveway for him to back the car out. But that glimpse had been enough.

      Somewhere in the home that was also Miss Zenobia's Charm School for Exceptional Young Ladies, there was a room and a little office that was his personal space. None of the three of us had seen inside it. But I was certain that the space Mr. Trevor considered truly his own was that little rented garage stall. Something about the desk with cubbies where a workbench might be more customary, the neat tools hanging from the pegboard on the back wall, the cleanly swept and oil-free concrete floor just felt like him.

      Mr. Trevor pulled the car close to the curb, and I swung the heavy door open.

      The rustle of the leaves. The dusty, foresty smell from above and the loamier smell from the decomposing piles below. It all swept around me like the neighborhood was rushing in to give me a hug of welcome.

      I tucked the end of my branch into the back pocket of my jeans, then pulled bag after bag out of the back seat. Every bit of clothing, every boot and shoe and winter coat, I carried it all easily over one shoulder.

      I remembered when I had piled it all into the car hours before, and the look that had passed over Mr. Trevor's face as he saw that the few boxes that only half-filled his trunk were all that I had in the world. He had mumbled something about a stipend and taking me shopping.

      I had, after all, inherited more than a gigantic responsibility and a house that required constant maintenance to hold back the ravages of time. There was also a bit of cash. Not a lot by some measures, but more than I had ever contemplated having. That part hadn't really sunk in yet. Perhaps if it had, I wouldn't have bothered to bring back so much of my shabby, faded clothing.

      I shut the door with a hip thrust, then raised a hand to let Mr. Trevor know he was good to go.

      Then I just stood there a moment, breathing in that smell. It really is a fantastic smell.

      The town I grew up in was dairy country. Mostly that smells like grass, which is pleasant in its own way. But sometimes it can smell a little too strongly of cow. You couldn't see cows from my apartment or from the diner, but when the wind was right, there was no way not to smell them.

      I heard the sound of feet slapping on the pavement, someone jogging along the sidewalk. I opened my eyes, but the hope that had started to rush up in me quickly dampened back down. I smiled a hello at the woman who ran past me, ponytail swinging in time to her gait, and told myself I was being silly. It was two in the afternoon on a weekday. Surely Nick was still in class.

      Did they call it class in a police academy? I had no idea.

      The bags on my shoulder were getting heavy, the handles digging into my flesh. But I spared one last moment to look to the house next door, the one with the newly planted hostas in a row along the sidewalk.

      The tall hedge blocked the yard and the lower level of the house from view. And no one was peering over it, waiting to accost me.

      Not that Mrs. Olson had anything left to complain about. The first thing Sophie and Brianna had done was to fix the gaps in the magic that was letting the music from the Jazz Age bleed across time, to plague an old woman with the sounds of a never-ending party. But somehow I was pretty sure that was a temporary reprieve.

      The fix would be good—Brianna was too thorough in what she did to make mistakes—but Mrs. Olson seemed the type to quickly find a new source of complaint.

      And yet she wasn't around now. Perhaps it was too chilly for old bones and arthritic joints to stand in the yard and wait to spring out on passersby. Or maybe it was just time for her show. It was a couple of minutes past the hour; likely I had just missed her before she had gone inside.

      But something didn't feel quite right. Not seeing her before going inside the school, it felt wrong. One thing I had been learning since coming to the school was that those feelings I had were far from delusions.

      But they were also far from being clear. There was nothing more useless than a vague feeling of unease, especially when it was so dim I wasn't sure if it was really even a feeling, or at least really one of those feelings.

      I was still standing there on the sidewalk, clutching the handles of far too many canvas bags and, I guess, consulting my feelings when the front door opened with a bang and two witches came charging down the steps straight for me.
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      I admit I flinched. I mean, they had attacked me before. Granted, that had been in an attempt to trigger my magic, and they had promised not to try it again when that failed. But the sight of them charging out of the house—arms outstretched as they raced down the steps to me, Brianna's long red hair streaming in tangled locks behind her, Sophie with a crazed look in her eyes—was really rather frightening.

      So I flinched and really wished the branch I suddenly had in my hand had some sort of power. But the outstretched arms closed around me in a tight group hug.

      "What's all this?" I asked.

      "You have no idea how good it is to see you," Brianna said, her voice muffled against my shoulder.

      "Okay," I said, not sure what else to say.

      "Really, it's so good to see you," Sophie added.

      They were starting to freak me out a little. I had only known them for a few days, but neither of them was the hugging type.

      "We just talked on the phone yesterday," I said. "You guys said things here were fine."

      "We didn't want to worry you," Sophie said.

      "I'm starting to get a little worried now," I said. "Can we go inside so I can set these bags down?"

      "Sorry," Brianna said, and they released me from the hug. Brianna's cheeks were flaming red, although as usual, she worked not to meet my eyes. Sophie ran a hand through her short hair, leaving her bangs in a chaotic mess that she didn't even seem to notice.

      Sophie never looked mussed. Now, not only was her hair standing on end, there were actual bags under her bloodshot eyes, and her complexion had an ashen hue.

      I looked back to Brianna, who was gently tugging two of the bags out of my hands. I hadn't imagined it before: her usual sleek sheet of hair was tangled in matted locks, and she looked even more exhausted than Sophie.

      "What's been going on?" I asked.

      "Let's go inside," Sophie said, taking two more of the bags from me. "Brianna made some tea. You can have a cup while we explain."

      I nodded. Just a minute before, I had wanted nothing more than a quick shower and a long nap, but now I had a lot more on my mind than the aches and pains of a long car ride.

      We piled the canvas bags of my clothing at the bottom of the stairs. The doors to the parlor and the dining room stood open, but the rooms beyond were dark, the shades drawn down and the curtains closed over all the windows. That wasn't usual either.

      "Did something else get loose in the house?" I asked, remembering the little demons that had attacked the two of them before. Mr. Trevor had warned me not to touch anything that looked like a container. Had something gotten knocked over and unleashed a monster?

      "No," Sophie said. "We've had our hands full, but nothing has gotten away from us."

      Brianna, who had reached the kitchen door, looked back at Sophie with something imploring in her eyes, and Sophie added, "we're fairly certain, anyway."

      Cups and saucers were already arrayed around the table, a steaming pot waiting on the warmer in the center between a plate of cucumber sandwiches and another of shortbread cookies. I could almost feel it in the air of the room, the anxious waiting that must have been going on, the two of them jumping at every car that sounded like it was slowing down to pull up to the curb outside.

      "Everything went well back home?" Sophie asked conversationally.

      "Fine," I said. "It's all done. I'm here now, and I have no reason to leave again. Now, tell me what's going on."

      "As it turns out, we did need you," Sophie said as she poured tea into my cup.

      "For what?" I asked. "You two are the ones who can actually do magic."

      "Neither of us sensed it when you were here," Brianna said, glancing at Sophie, who nodded her agreement. "Sophie noticed it first, only minutes after you were gone. It was like the fabric of the portal was… stretching."

      "Stretching?" I repeated.

      "Like pizza dough," Sophie said. "Have you ever stretched pizza dough?" I nodded, sipping at my tea. It was sweet and strong and just what I needed. "Okay, imagine you didn't knead the dough enough, and now you're trying to stretch it out to make a pizza. At first, it looks like it's stretching just fine, like it's supposed to. But then it gets too thin."

      "It tears?" I guessed. Then nearly choked on my second sip of tea as a thought struck me. "Wait, the portal tore open?"

      "No, no," Sophie said hurriedly.

      "Yeah," Brianna said miserably.

      "Maybe a bit," Sophie conceded. "But I felt it happening right away."

      "I came up with a spell to sort of patch it," Brianna said.

      "But it's like trying to patch a pizza dough by pressing down another blob of dough. It's not exactly going to work."

      All of this pizza talk was making me hungry. I picked up one of the sandwiches and stuffed it in my mouth.

      "You don't think anything came through?" I said, mouth still half-full.

      "We watched very carefully," Brianna said. "And I crafted some detection devices. They're in the backyard now; they shriek if another tear is starting to form so we can go out and patch it when it's still just a really thin stretch and not an actual hole."

      "But even with the devices, we've been watching it closely," Sophie said.

      "In shifts," Brianna said. "One of us has always been awake, all week, day and night."

      "And when there's a tear, we both have to be awake to fix it," Sophie added.

      "I'm so sorry," I said. "That sounds exhausting." I carefully didn't mention the way the two of them were looking at the moment. No reason to rub it in. "But I don't understand what this has to do with me. Couldn't it just be a coincidence that it started right after I left? I mean, maybe it was damage from that fight. Maybe it's been slowly building since Miss Zenobia passed."

      "We're pretty sure it has something to do with you," Sophie said. "Miss Zenobia said all three of us had a calling, and that guarding this portal would take all three of us together. That includes you."

      "Nonmagical me," I said glumly.

      "You are magical," Brianna said. "We just haven't figured out how to bring it out of you yet."

      "I just really think what happened in that last fight was a onetime thing," I said. "Something was working through me. That wasn't coming from me."

      "Maybe," Sophie said. I knew she could sense patterns in magic, its ebbs and flows. That fight had been too intense for her to really see what was happening magic-wise, but she must have gotten hints.

      "You have a connection to the portal, I'm sure of it," Brianna said. "You did travel from 1927 back to here without a wand or anything."

      "What are you talking about?" I asked.

      "You followed Helen back, remember?" Brianna said. "You got back here all on your own."

      "No, you brought me back," I said with a frown.

      "No, I didn't," Brianna insisted. "I was working in the library when I heard the crash of you falling in the kitchen, and Sophie and I came downstairs together and found you there with Helen."

      "But you brought me back," I said again.

      "No," Brianna said firmly. "I was going to, at sunset, but it wasn't time yet."

      "I sent a message," I said. "I knew I had to get back early, so I sent a telegram to that other witch, asking her to contact Mr. Trevor and let him know I needed to get back straight away. So you pulled me over, didn't you?"

      "I would've had to be in the yard to do that," Brianna said. "You would've seen me."

      "Then how did I get home?"

      "I thought that you did it," Brianna said.

      "But I don't know how," I said.

      "You were anxious to get back," Sophie said. "You knew we were in danger. Your urgency level must have been off the charts."

      "That's a circumstance that triggers latent magic," Brianna said.

      "But I didn't do anything," I said. "I didn't even make a wish. I was just waiting."

      "And then you were here," Brianna said.

      "I did see something," I said, half-closing my eyes as I summoned up the memory. "I could see, I guess, the portal itself? I hadn't seen it before."

      "I really think you have a connection with it," Sophie said. "It certainly has a connection with you."

      I looked down at the remains of my tea, playing over the memory and trying to remember any other little detail. But there was nothing. At the time, I had been too worried about getting home to be paying attention, I guess.

      The hinges of the back door shrieked as the door swung open, and Mr. Trevor shuffled inside.

      "Boxes," I said, leaping to my feet to go help him. Sophie and Brianna came behind me. Mr. Trevor had already made some trips up from the garage to judge from the stacks of boxes on the back porch.

      "We can stick these in the dining room with my things for now," Brianna said, bending to pick up one of the boxes.

      "Your things are here?" I asked.

      "I had my roommate crate up all my stuff and ship it here. It took a week, but it turned up this morning." Despite her exhaustion, the thought of having her books back with her lit up her eyes.

      "That's all of it," Mr. Trevor said, setting the stack he had staggered in with in the hall outside the kitchen. "Ah, tea. Lovely."

      "We should check the time portal," Sophie said when each of us had stacked our boxes in the dining room. The few battered cardboard boxes that contained my possessions were completely dwarfed by the stacks of neatly arranged crates that held Brianna's things.

      "Yes, let's," Brianna agreed.

      "Me too?" I asked.

      "Of course you too," Brianna said as Sophie took my hand. "We want to see how the portal responds to you being back. And who knows? Maybe you'll see it again too, like you did before."

      I didn't say anything. I was pretty sure that, like being filled with ineffable power, that had been a onetime thing.

      The garden had gained some yard art since I had left: a brass sundial, an ornate collection of wind-chimes that hung from what looked like an umbrella clothes drying rack, something on a pedestal that looked more like Galadriel's gazing pool than a birdbath.

      Then I realized those must be Brianna's magic portal leakage detectors. They were pretty cool.

      "Anything?" Brianna asked me. I shrugged. I sensed nothing more than I ever had. She blinked away a brief expression of disappointment, then pulled out her wand as she ran down the steps to join Sophie, who was already beginning her spinning, arm-sweeping dance among the plants.

      I watched the two of them for a while. Then I tried half closing my eyes, trying to settle into a more meditative state. Then I tried just staring really hard until I saw spots dancing across the sky. But that was nothing more than the usual side effect of staring into the bright sky for too long.

      Then Sophie ended her dance, holding the last pose for a long moment before letting all the tension drain from her body as she turned and walked back to the porch where I sat on the steps.

      "Anything?" she asked me.

      I shook my head. "What did you sense?" I asked.

      "It's back to how it was before you left," she said. "We're going to want to keep an eye on it for the next few days to be sure, but it's definitely better with you here."

      "I wish I could watch it for you and let you both get some rest," I said.

      "No worries," Sophie said. "We'll have you working beside us soon enough."

      "Sophie and I have your training regime all planned out," Brianna said, and her eyes lit up again. "We wanted to get started straight away. Dawn tomorrow."

      "So you're the one who should rest up," Sophie said. "We're going to be very demanding teachers."

      "I'll be the best student," I promised, although to be honest, I had only been an average student back in my school days. Still, I had no need to learn any of that stuff. This was very different.

      I went upstairs to finally get that shower and nap. It was only as I stood under the deliciously hot water that I remembered about Mrs. Olson. I had meant to ask Sophie and Brianna if they had seen her lately, but after everything they had told me, I wouldn't be surprised if they had been too preoccupied to notice if and when Mrs. Olson had been out in her yard.

      I told myself it was nothing. A woman her age couldn't just stand around the yard all day.

      But that feeling in my gut just wouldn't go away. Something was making me feel uneasy. Was I sensing the weakening of the time portal, only now beginning to recover from my absence? Maybe I was sensing magical things and just didn't know how to assign meanings to these vague feelings.

      Perhaps things would be clearer in the morning when my training started.
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      In through the nose, out through the mouth. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

      The coldness of the wet ground under my yoga mat was starting to seep through. I could feel the backs of my thighs losing warmth, like it was being drained off by a vampire. Maybe I should have moved around more before I came outside with Sophie, gotten more of the kinks out before sitting down. But then it still wasn't even dawn yet. I was an early riser, but there were limits.

      I sighed. I was thinking thoughts. I wasn't supposed to be thinking thoughts. I focused on my breath again.

      In and out. In and out.

      I could just hear the stirrings of Sophie's own breath as she sat in front of me, close enough to touch if I reached out a hand. Her breathing was slower even than a sleeping person's, and she wasn't fidgeting at all. Was her mat thicker? My legs were going numb from the cold and from being folded up too long. I twitched a toe, making sure I could still feel it. It certainly felt cold enough for frostbite, October or not.

      I was thinking thoughts again. Ugh. I was never going to master this not thinking thing.

      Slow breath in through my nose. Hold it for a moment, then slow exhale through my mouth. This time, I managed to just breathe for what felt like several minutes.

      Did I sense anything around me? I felt
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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