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PART 1

The Beautiful Mistake

•

CHAPTER 1
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The Perfect but Clumsy Magician
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The first thing most people noticed about Sugarbrook was the smell.

At dawn it came in warm layers: gingerbread cooling on bakery shelves, yeast waking beneath damp cloth, cinnamon and nutmeg caught in the steam above the chimneys. By midday the village smelled brighter. Pear skin. Sugared orange. Fresh-cut mint. Butter browning in copper pans. And in the evening, when the lanterns were lit and the last carts rattled home over the cobbles, there was always caramel somewhere, even if nobody could say who had made it.

The second thing people noticed was usually me.

“Wilbur!”

Elara’s warning arrived one breath too late.

My elbow struck the broom rack. My heel caught the leg of a stool. The stool tipped into a shelf of bottled weather, which made three self-sweeping brooms leap upright in alarm. One shot across the room and smacked a stack of brass teapots.

The teapots began to sing.

Not well.

One held a low offended note. Another answered half a step too high. The smallest produced a thin, trembling whistle that seemed to accuse me personally.

I landed on the floor in a tangle of sleeves, ladder rungs, and one sock that had somehow escaped my boot.

“Marvelous,” I said.

Elara Vale stood in the doorway of Whisker’s Wondrous Wares with a basket of pears on one hip. Morning light caught the loose braid over her shoulder and turned it copper-gold. Her hazel eyes traveled from the fallen stool to the spinning broom, then down to my uncovered foot.

“You promised to keep the shop in one piece until the festival,” she said.

“It remains one piece. A lively piece.”

The ceiling creaked.

A jar of moon-salt rolled to the edge of the shelf, thought better of it, and rolled back.

Elara lifted one eyebrow. “Your definition of ‘one piece’ is doing dangerous work.”

I pushed my glasses up my nose and stood. “Definitions need exercise. Otherwise they become stiff. Malachi says so.”

“Malachi has never said anything of the kind.”

“Then he ought to. It would improve him.”

She tried not to smile and failed at one corner of her mouth. That small failure steadied the room more effectively than any spell I had ever cast.

I took the pear basket from her. The fruit was cool and green-gold, newly picked from the eastern orchard. Elara grew pears that knew when they were ripe. They gave a tiny sigh when lifted from the branch and a sharper one if someone squeezed them before buying.

One of the pears sighed now.

Elara looked at my hand.

“I was not squeezing it.”

The pear sighed again.

“It has always been dramatic,” I said, and set the basket on the counter.

My shop was not elegant. The floor bowed in the middle, the shelves leaned toward one another as if trading gossip, and a peppermint kettle in the back brewed tea for anyone who stood still longer than three minutes. Bundles of lavender hung from the rafters beside crystal charms and glass bells. There were jars of fireseed, packets of moon-salt, paper twists of bitterroot, bottled rain for stubborn summers, bruise-charms for orchard fruit, and four broomsticks, only three of which admitted to being mine.

What the shop lacked in order, it made up for in opinions.

A string of festival lanterns lay across my worktable. Their paper skins were pale cream. Fine silver runes circled their wire frames, waiting for the blessing I would place on the town fountain that evening. Once the water took the spell, the lanterns would answer with soft honey-colored light.

That was the plan.

Plans and I had a respectful but distant relationship.

Elara moved the broom away from the teapots. “Show me the final notes.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“I brought pears. That was the good morning. Notes, please.”

I reached for a stack of papers near the lanterns. The top sheet displayed a neat diagram of the fountain basin, eight lines of spellwork, and one corner I had accidentally set on fire at breakfast. Beneath it were three more pages, two shopping lists, an unpaid invoice from the Academy, and a sketch of Malachi as a very disapproving heron.

The final calculation was not there.

Technically, it existed. It simply existed in several places at once, including my memory, the back of a seed catalogue, and possibly the cuff of yesterday’s shirt.

I shuffled the pages with confidence.

Elara folded her arms.

“I am making a suspenseful reveal,” I said.

“You are hiding missing work.”

“Hiding is a harsh word.”

“Wilbur.”

There were many ways she could say my name. That one meant the joke had reached the end of its permitted road.

I set the papers down.

“The main structure is finished,” I said. “Warm light. Water petals. No sparks, no floating embers, no accidental weather, and absolutely no livestock.”

“What is unfinished?”

“Only the closing loop.”

“The part that tells the spell when to stop.”

“When you put it that way, it sounds important.”

“It is important.”

The smallest teapot gave one wrong, wavering note.

I looked at the lanterns instead of her. The runes along their frames pulsed faintly. My right hand had begun to tremble, not enough for anyone across the room to see, but enough that the silver lines seemed to shiver.

Elara saw anyway. She always did.

“Is it worse?” she asked.

“Only festival nerves.”

“That was not my question.”

I closed my fingers. “It is manageable.”

She waited.

I had discovered years ago that Elara’s silence was more difficult to climb over than an argument. Arguments gave me ledges. Silence required truth.

“I will finish the loop before noon,” I said. “And I will show it to you before I cast.”

“All of it?”

“All of it.”

“No charming omissions?”

“My omissions are never charming. They are mysterious.”

Her face did not change.

“All of it,” I repeated.

She nodded once. The boundary settled between us, plain and solid. Then she reached past me, picked up the heron sketch, and examined it.

“The beak is too friendly,” she said.

The bell above the shop door chimed.

Malachi Blackwood entered as if the bell had announced a formal inspection of the air.

His midnight-blue robes were pressed sharply enough to cut pastry. Silver runes edged the cuffs and high collar. His dark hair lay exactly where it had been instructed to lie, and his leather gloves showed no dust, no flour, and no sign that he had ever handled an object that disagreed with him.

His gaze crossed the room.

Fallen stool. Singing teapots. Escaped sock. Unfinished notes.

He breathed in through his nose.

“Whisker.”

“Blackwood.”

“Vale.”

“Malachi,” Elara said. “You have arrived just in time to be useful.”

He looked faintly alarmed. Malachi preferred duties that came with written definitions.

“I am here to inspect the lantern installation,” he said.

“So was I,” I told him. “From the floor.”

His eyes moved to the silver runes on the nearest lantern. They hummed as his gloved fingers approached. Not loudly. A tight little vibration, like a glass rim touched by a damp thumb.

Malachi stopped before making contact.

“What did you change?”

“Nothing yet.”

“Then why are the charms answering your wand?”

“Professional admiration.”

“Charms do not admire.”

“That explains your career.”

Elara stepped between us before his reply could acquire edges.

“The closing loop is unfinished,” she said.

I gave her a wounded look.

“Transparency,” she reminded me.

Malachi’s attention sharpened. “You intended to cast a public blessing with an incomplete release line?”

“I intended to complete it. The future tense is a rich and useful country.”

“The festival begins in six hours.”

“Six very generous hours.”

“You mistake available time for permission to waste it.”

“And you mistake a collar for a personality.”

The lanterns began humming in two different notes, one near my hand and one near his.

Elara pointed at the door. “Outside. Both of you.”

“This is my shop,” I said.

“Then behave well enough to remain in it.”

Malachi’s mouth tightened. I thought he might smile, which would have been more disturbing than anger, but the expression vanished.

We carried the lanterns to the square in an uneasy procession. Sugarbrook was dressing itself for the first Lantern Evening of autumn. Children tied ribbons to posts. Bakers rolled carts of honey cakes from the lane. The miller had hung little flour-white bells beneath her awning, and every breeze shook a soft dusty chime from them. Along the western edge of the square, musicians tuned fiddles while arguing about whether tuning counted as music.

The fountain stood at the center, pale stone worn smooth by generations of hands. Water rose from a carved pear at the top and fell into three wide basins. Nobody remembered who had made the pear. In Sugarbrook, old objects often outlived the names of their makers and gained better stories in the process.

Ancient oaks ringed the square. Their roots pushed beneath the cobbles, lifting some stones and swallowing others. At dusk their branches seemed to gather the light rather than lose it.

One oak on the eastern side stood in shadow deeper than the hour required.

I looked twice.

Nothing moved there.

Malachi unrolled a measuring cord and began checking the lantern posts. Elara organized the ribbon children into teams and somehow made them believe they had invented the arrangement themselves. I sat on the fountain rim with my papers spread across my knees.

The final loop would close attention, release excess light, and return borrowed heat to the water. Simple. Sensible. Entirely within my training.

My hand trembled.

The line I drew bent around the word release and touched the margin.

I rubbed it out.

“You are pressing too hard,” Malachi said from behind me.

“You are standing too close.”

“The paper is tearing.”

“It has a weak character.”

He leaned over my shoulder. I expected criticism. Instead he pointed to the third symbol.

“Your return channel is elegant.”

The compliment was so unexpected that I turned to see whether someone else had spoken.

Malachi’s face was already guarded again.

“It is also unstable,” he added.

“There you are. I was worried.”

“Anchor the lower curve.”

“That will flatten the petals.”

“It will prevent the blessing from feeding itself.”

I looked toward the crowd gathering at the edge of the square, toward the children with ribbons and the council members inspecting tables, toward Elara lifting a lantern to test its height. I wanted the petals to rise. I wanted them to open above Sugarbrook like a garden no one had seen before.

I wanted Malachi to see that careful was not the only kind of good.

“I can hold it,” I said.

“That is not the same as building it safely.”

“You have made that point before.”

“You have ignored it before.”

Elara appeared beside us. “May I see the completed notes?”

I handed them over.

All of them.

Her eyes moved slowly down the page. She was not a trained magician, but she understood systems, and she understood me. At the closing loop, she paused.

“What happens if your attention slips?”

“The petals fall back into the basin.”

Malachi said, “In theory.”

“In practice too,” I said.

“You have not tested the complete structure.”

The square was filling. The musicians had found a common key. The first lamps came on beneath the awnings. Somewhere a tray of sugared almonds tipped and was caught before disaster, producing a cheer far larger than the rescue deserved.

Elara studied me.

“Do you want to delay?”

The question was quiet. It contained no shame, which made it harder.

I could have said yes.

Instead I looked at Malachi, at the exact line of his shoulders and the silver marks of Academy rank on his collar. Then I looked at the crowd.

“No,” I said. “I am ready.”

Elara handed the notes back. “Then no final flourish that is not written there.”

“Agreed.”

Malachi’s gaze rested on me for a moment. “I will anchor the outer lanterns.”

“I did not ask you to.”

“That is why I am telling you.”

The sun lowered behind the bakery roofs. Honey-colored light spread across the cobbles. The council chair raised one of the seven ceremonial spoons, and conversation thinned to a murmur.

I stepped onto the fountain rim.

There is a particular feeling just before a spell opens. It begins beneath the breastbone, where breath and fear meet. For me, magic always arrived warm. It felt like the first sip of tea after rain, or sunlight finding the one cold place between your shoulders.

I raised my wand.

“Friends, neighbors, and people who came only because Mrs. Pottle threatened to save them no cake,” I called, “welcome to Lantern Evening.”

Mrs. Pottle shouted, “The threat remains!”

Laughter rolled through the square. The lantern charms answered with a soft murmur.

I turned to the fountain.

“Water remembers the sky,” I said. “Light remembers the hand. Let what we share tonight rise gently, shine kindly, and return freely.”

Gold gathered at my fingertips.

Silver followed.

Then rose.

The fountain answered.

Water lifted from the upper basin in a clear spiral. It climbed without spilling, dividing into slender threads that caught the evening light. Along those threads, petals formed one by one: amber, gold, warm pink. They opened above the square, a floating garden made of water and brightness.

The crowd drew one breath together.

The lanterns woke.

Honey-colored light passed from post to post until the whole square glowed. Children reached upward. The musicians lowered their bows. Even the old oaks seemed to lean closer.

The spell was beautiful.

More importantly, it was working.

My hand steadied.

I saw Elara near the fountain, her face lifted. Pride softened her eyes. Across the basin, Malachi stood inside the line of his outer runes. His expression was carefully neutral.

Carefully.

But not completely.

For the smallest moment, he looked impressed.

That was enough.

I reached for one final flourish.

It was not in the notes.

Only a little turn of the wrist. A widening of the top spiral. One more ring of petals, higher than the others, so the lantern light would pass through them and fall like colored rain.

My fingers trembled.

A single petal shivered at the edge of the spell.

I tried to catch it.

The fountain amplified the attempt.

The petal dipped, brightened, and folded in on itself with a soft, ridiculous plop.

A blue fish appeared in the air.

It blinked.

Then it swam over the fountain.

For one stunned second, Sugarbrook was silent.

The fish flicked its tail and made a neat circle above Mrs. Pottle’s hat.

The square exploded into laughter.

Children shrieked with delight. The musicians lost any remaining dignity. One of the councilors bent double over the ceremonial spoons. The fish dove through the water spiral, emerged in a scatter of light, and swam between the lanterns as if the sky had always been a perfectly reasonable pond.

My face burned.

Then I heard the laughter properly.

It was not cruel.

The spell had gone wrong, but the village loved what it had become. The petals were uneven now. The spiral wobbled. The fish left little blue ripples in the air.

Not perfect.

Alive.

Something in my chest loosened.

I looked toward Malachi. His arms were folded. He seemed prepared to object on professional grounds, but his eyes followed the fish with an expression I could not name. Longing, perhaps. Or grief for a thing he had never permitted himself to make.

Then I saw the watcher.

A cloaked figure stood beneath the eastern oak.

The hood was deep, the body motionless. At the figure’s chest hung a silver pendant marked with an old, angular rune. It caught the lantern light and gave it back cold and white.

The watcher was not looking at the fish.

He was looking at me.

Recognition crossed the distance between us like a hand closing around a thread.

The warm square seemed to fall away. The rune on the pendant brightened.

My right hand shook once.

Beneath my boots, inside the stone of the fountain, something answered.

Click.

Not loud. Not enough for the crowd to hear.

The watcher stepped backward into the shadow of the oak.

Gone.

“Wilbur?”

Elara had come to the fountain rim. Her hand hovered near my sleeve without touching it.

“What did you see?”

The blue fish circled us. Below, the water petals settled into their basin, all except one thin strand of light that ran downward through a crack in the stone.

I should have told her.

Instead I smiled too quickly.

“Nothing,” I said. “Only my career swimming away.”

Her eyes stayed on mine.

The lie stood between us, small and visible.

She did not expose it. She did not rescue me from it either.

The crowd laughed again as the fish rolled onto its back and sailed through the air above our heads.

Far below the fountain, a cold white rune opened its eye.

CHAPTER 2
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The Fish That Would Not Fade
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I woke before sunrise because something tapped on my bedroom window.

Tap.

Tap-tap.

My room occupied the narrow floor above the shop, where the roof sloped low enough to punish sudden thoughts. I opened one eye. Pale blue light wavered across the ceiling.

Tap.

The fish floated outside the glass.

It peered in at me with the patient expression of a creature waiting for an apology.

“No,” I said.

The fish opened and closed its mouth.

“You are a temporary magical residue. Temporary things do not visit before breakfast.”

It tapped the window again with its nose.

I pulled the blanket over my head.

From downstairs came the sound of three teapots beginning the same wrong note they had ended on the day before.

By the time I dressed, the fish had gone. I told myself this was encouraging. Then I reached the square and found half the village waiting for it.

Children leaned over the fountain rim with buns in their hands. Two grandmothers had brought folding chairs. Mrs. Prattle stood beneath a striped umbrella although the sky was clear, explaining to anyone who would listen that she had predicted aerial fish years ago and had simply been too polite to mention it.

The blue fish slept above the water.

It hung in the air on its side, tail moving slowly as if dreaming of a current. Around it, three leftover petals from the blessing drifted in a lazy circle.

“There he is!” Tommy Pottle shouted when he saw me.

Tommy was eleven, all elbows, flour on his sleeves, and questions that arrived before their proper introductions. His parents owned the bakery on the south lane, which meant he always smelled faintly of bread even when he had been nowhere near an oven.

“Can it breathe air?” he asked. “Does it eat? Is it yours? If it is yours, can it deliver parcels?”

“Good morning, Tommy.”

“Good morning. Can it?”

“In order: apparently, unknown, absolutely not, and I refuse to employ anyone who sleeps above public water.”

The fish opened one eye.

A little girl clapped.

One of the three light-petals divided into two.

I stopped smiling.

“No more clapping,” I said.

The children stared at me.

“Why?” Tommy asked.

Another child whispered, “Because he is jealous of the fish.”

“A common burden among magicians,” I said. “But not the reason. Everyone step away from the fountain. Slowly. No cheering, no singing, no dramatic farewells.”

Mrs. Prattle lowered her umbrella. “Wilbur, surely a little delight cannot hurt.”

Behind her, the four petals became six.

The lanterns around the square still glowed, though the sun had begun to lift above the roofs. Their light should have faded with the closing line of the spell. Instead it ran in thin streams toward the fountain, collecting along the carved stone.

“Today,” I said, “delight may need to use an indoor voice.”

That got the children moving. I gave Tommy the important task of walking them to the bakery and making certain nobody returned until an adult said it was safe.

“You are an adult,” he pointed out.

“A different adult. One with flour and better judgment.”

“My mother, then.”

“Exactly.”

He saluted with his bun and led the children away. Mrs. Prattle followed last, muttering that public wonders had become terribly regulated.

When the square was empty, I climbed onto the fountain rim.

The fish woke and made a loop around my head.

“You were supposed to fade,” I told it.

It regarded me with bright black eyes.

“That was the arrangement. A brief comic transformation, a graceful return to ordinary light, and perhaps a story told about me for only the next thirty years.”

The fish swam through my shoulder.

Cold rushed down my arm. For a moment I smelled rain on stone and heard laughter that did not belong to the empty square.

Then it was gone.

Not the fish. The sensation.

I rubbed my sleeve. “We will discuss boundaries later.”

First I checked the spell’s outer shape. The lantern posts still carried Malachi’s anchors, precise silver marks at their bases. Mine lay inside them: warm loops of attention, water, reflection, return. The return line had closed. I could see that clearly.

Yet power continued to gather.

I took out my wand and traced a simple dismissal over the water.

“Light released, water free, borrowed warmth return to me.”

The petals flickered.

The fish yawned.

Nothing else happened.

I tried a stronger correction.

The lantern light tightened into threads.

I moved my hand left. A sugar-white branch copied the movement across the fountain rim.

I moved right. Another branch formed on the opposite side.

I froze.

So did the branches.

My pulse quickened. A new thread grew from the first, then another from that. They were beautiful, fine as winter twigs, each edge catching the dawn.

“Stop,” I said.

They spread faster.

I stepped down from the rim and drew a containment loop. The sugar branches copied the circle, multiplying it into rings that climbed the fountain like a cage.

Shame rose hot behind my ribs.

Of course it had waited until morning. Of course the entire village had seen the charming part and left me alone with the dangerous one. Malachi would arrive in a pressed collar and explain that public magic required discipline. Elara would ask why I had not called her, and I would have no answer that did not sound exactly as foolish as it was.

I tightened my grip on the wand.

The threads tightened too.

My reflection stared up from the basin. It lifted its wand a heartbeat after I did.

I almost dropped mine.

“I am not frightened,” I said.

The nearest branch sharpened.

My reflection smiled when I did not.

The lie made the whole structure brighten.

I lowered the wand.

There are moments when courage looks very much like saying something unimpressive in an empty square.

“I am frightened,” I said.

The sugar threads paused.

The reflection stopped smiling.

My voice sounded small beside the fountain. “I do not know what I woke. I do not know why it recognized me. And I should have told Elara last night.”

A drop of water fell from the carved pear.

The branches remained, but they no longer grew.

The fish swam between them without touching a single edge.

“Interesting,” said Malachi behind me.

I turned so quickly that my boot slipped on the wet cobble. He caught my elbow with one gloved hand, set me upright, and released me as if physical rescue were an administrative error.

“How long have you been there?”

“Long enough to hear a useful statement. Not long enough to enjoy its rarity.”

He carried a black case of instruments. His coat was buttoned to the throat. One glove bore a streak of flour.

I looked at it.

“Tommy intercepted me,” he said. “His instructions were contradictory but urgent.”

“That is his best style.”

Malachi studied the fountain. The humor left his face, which was to say a degree of severity entered it that most people would not have noticed.

“You attempted a correction alone.”

“I began an observation. It became corrective in tone.”

“You lied to the spell.”

“I was testing its moral sensitivity.”

“And?”

“It disapproves.”

He set the case on the cobbles and opened it. Inside, brass needles slept in velvet slots beside glass gauges, chalk discs, silver weights, and a collapsible frame marked in tiny runes. He assembled the frame over one sugar branch.

The needles woke.

All of them pointed at me.

Malachi frowned.

“Your instruments have excellent taste.”

“Be quiet.”

He adjusted a dial. One needle swung toward the fish, trembled, and pointed back at me.

“The residue is drawing through your original structure,” he said. “But not from your present casting.”

“I had gathered that much from the part where it ignored me.”

“You gather very little. You decorate it attractively.”

He pressed a silver weight onto the fountain rim. A precise square of runes unfolded beneath it. The sugar branches inside the square stopped moving.

“There,” he said.

Across the basin, six new branches burst from the stone.

I folded my arms. “Excellent. You have taught it geography.”

His jaw tightened. He moved the weight. The first patch began growing again while the second stopped.

“Pressure displacement,” he said.

“That sounded less like victory.”

“Because I am not performing for you.”

The fish circled the gauge and passed through it. Every needle spun.

Malachi snatched the instrument back. “It has no stable magical category.”

“It is a fish.”

“It is not a fish.”

The creature looked offended.

“You might say that more quietly,” I told him.

“It is a persistent transformation with independent motion, no measurable source, and no decay.”

“A very accomplished fish.”

“Whisker.”

I looked again at the branches. His anchor could hold one region, but the growth simply sought another. My magic could feel where the pressure wanted to move, but every direct correction gave it a new shape to copy.

Complementary failures.

The thought was unpleasant.

“Place three anchors,” I said. “Not a square. A loose boundary.”

“Loose boundaries are decorative.”

“Let the pressure choose where it rests. I will follow it and thin the attention without commanding it to stop.”

“That is not a method.”

“It is a method you dislike. Those are different things.”

Malachi looked at the fountain, then at the spreading branches. “Three breaths. If the pressure rises, I close the frame.”

“Agreed.”

He placed three silver weights around the basin. Their runes joined in clean lines but left gaps between them. I set my wand against the stone and stopped thinking about erasing the spell.

Instead I listened.

Magic did not speak in words. It leaned. It warmed. It caught at the mind in the place where intention became action. This magic wanted completion. Every bright thread reached for another thread. Every circle sought to close.

I let my attention move with it without giving it an answer.

The branches slowed.

“Now,” Malachi said.

His runes tightened, not inward but along the outer edges. Mine flowed between them, carrying excess light toward the open gaps.

For three breaths, the two structures held.

On the fourth, the fish flicked its tail.

The nearest sugar branch cracked.

Blue light ran into the hairline fracture in the fountain wall. The fish followed, becoming thin as a ribbon as it slipped through stone.

“Did you see that?” I asked.

“I am not blind.”

“You often make it look like a professional choice.”

The fish glowed inside the crack.

Something lay beneath the surface of the old stone, too deep for ordinary carving. A rune emerged in cold white lines: one vertical stroke crossed by an open circle, with six smaller marks around it.

Malachi went still.

His gloved hand hovered over the symbol.

It was the same shape I had seen on the watcher’s pendant.

I thought of the shadow under the oak. Of the way the figure had looked at me. Of the click beneath my boots.

“You know it,” I said.

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

“That is my line.”

He pulled his hand back. “I have seen related founder marks in Academy archives. They should not be active.”

“Neither should the fish. It is having a busy week.”

The rune brightened at the sound of my voice.

I stepped away.

“Do not touch it,” Malachi said.

“For once, we are in perfect agreement.”

I looked toward the eastern road. Elara would be at the orchard by now, checking windfall and assigning the harvest crews. Calling her meant admitting I had hidden the watcher, risen early to attempt another private correction, and nearly grown a cage around the fountain.

The sugar branches gave a faint, impatient creak.

I took the sending charm from my pocket.

“Elara,” I said into the little disc of pear wood. “I need you at the fountain. Please.”

Malachi glanced at me.

I did not add a joke.

She arrived twelve minutes later carrying a pruning knife, a ledger, and the expression of someone who had guessed enough of the truth to be angry at the missing pieces.

I showed her the branches. The delayed reflection. The rune.

Then I told her about the watcher.

All of it.

She listened without interrupting. That was worse than if she had.

“You saw him before the spell ended,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And you told me you saw nothing.”

“Yes.”

“Then you came here alone this morning.”

“Yes.”

The fish emerged from the crack and swam between us. Elara watched it pass.

“I am glad you called,” she said.

Relief opened too quickly in me.

Then she added, “I am not yet ready to tell you that calling late repairs calling late.”

The relief stopped where it was.

“Fair,” I said.

She knelt by the rune without touching it. “The fish led you here?”

“It showed us the crack,” Malachi said. “It did not create the fracture.”

Elara looked at the untouched stone around the symbol. “Then perhaps it is not part of whatever is spreading.”

“It came from the spell,” I said.

“So did the problem. That does not make them the same thing.”

The fish settled above the basin again, folding its fins close. The sugar growth had slowed wherever it passed. Not vanished. Not obeyed. Simply left room.

Elara wrote that in her ledger.

From beneath the fountain came a delicate sound.

Tap.

We all looked down.

Tap-tap.

It was the sound of a spoon against the rim of a glass, far below the square.

The blue fish slept in the air above the water, its tail moving in a dream.

CHAPTER 3
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