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      I had only been working in the Weal & Woe Bookshop for three months, but somehow even in that short span of time, it had become the center of my entire world.

      I mean, I had always loved books. And libraries and bookshops had always been my sanctuaries wherever I had found them. Every new school I was transferred to after only spending a few weeks at the last one, they all had libraries filled with books that felt familiar, even if many of them were new to me. If I needed a safe place to be alone after yet another humiliating inability to do a simple magic spell in some class or other, those libraries were always there. And the books were my comfort when I had no friends. Books were my support and guidance in the times when my mother, my only known family member, felt so impossibly far away.

      But those days were over. I wasn't in school anymore. And since moving to the Square—a magical neighborhood in the St. Anthony area of Minneapolis just a stone's throw from the Mississippi River—I had made actual friends. Like, real human people that I saw more than once a day.

      And I had found a family, first an uncle I had not remembered until I met him again, and then a brother I had never known of at all. My mother was still a distant phantom who flitted in and out of my life for all too brief moments until even that had stopped a few months before, but she wasn't everything to me anymore. She was just a mother now.

      So you'd think, given all that, that the center of my world would be the Square itself. My best friend Audrey owned the teashop where I had breakfast every single day. My boyfriend Steph lived in the magically transported European castle tower that dominated an entire corner of the Square, and I spent a ton of time with him there learning all about the particular brand of magic that I had never even known I had until I'd come to the Square.

      And I had other friends as well. Cressida, the woman who helped me get the frazzled mass of my hair under control, was one. Barnardo, the man who joined my best friend and me for tea and scones every morning so he could share the latest gossip with us, was another. And I was quickly forming another friendship with Violenta, the woman who ran the boutique and was putting a lot more thought into my perfect fall and winter wardrobe than I'd ever put into anything clothes-related, ever.

      It was weird, having so many people who just cared about me.

      But as much as I loved the Square and nearly everyone in it, it was still the Weal & Woe Bookshop that was the focal point of my life. The building itself had nurtured me since I'd come to watch the place so my uncles could take a long-delayed honeymoon trip to Europe. The bookshop adjusted its lighting and temperature for my comfort the minute I stepped inside. It had created an entire cozy little nook for me to do research in, or just curl up with a book and pass a few quiet hours.

      It felt like home in a way no place else ever had. Which I guess isn't too surprising, coming from a kid who had grown up in boarding schools, and a lot of different boarding schools at that. Boarding schools that looked after me over the holidays as well. Year-round I lived in dorms, but never for more than a few weeks in one place. Of course, the one place I had lived in for almost four months was going to feel special.

      But my uncles were on their way home now. They were coming back in the morning through the magical portal that stood in the heart of the hedge maze in the open space that was too big to be called a mere courtyard in the center of the Square.

      They were coming back, and then they would take over the running of their shop again, too. Because of course they would.

      But I'd been there long enough to know the shop didn't really need both of them working there. There definitely wasn't a need for a third person.

      There wasn't a need for me.

      I knew my uncles weren't going to throw me out, of course. I just didn't know what was going to happen. What was I going to do next?

      Every time I started to try to ask, my throat would dry up, choking away the words before I could utter them. I would disconnect the call without asking my uncle Carlo anything at all.

      And every time I thought about what kind of plans I might make, my brain would dry up and choke as well. And my heart would start pounding, and my palms would start sweating, and it would get so hard to breathe that I would get lightheaded.

      It wasn't a good feeling.

      So I ended up spending more and more time inside the bookshop, and especially inside my little nook. Like I was trying to soak up all the warm feelings of the place in case I wasn't going to need to have access to the memories of those feelings in the future. Which was silly. Even if I didn't work there, my uncles wouldn't mind if I just hung out there reading books. I was sure that was true.

      But still. The night before they were due back, I was there again, long past midnight, lurking in my nook.

      I had gone down to the bookshop after dinner with the idea that I should make sure everything was shipshape before their return in the morning. Only I had never done anything to make it not shipshape. Everything was just as it should be. All the deliveries had been unboxed and shelved. The inventory in the computer was up to date. Every inquiry that had appeared on the pages of the magic tome that connected the Weal & Woe Bookshop with every other magical bookshop in the world had been read and responded to.

      I had even dusted the shelves. Which was saying something. The Weal & Woe Bookshop was seven massive floors, each floor jammed with shelf after shelf of books, as well as racks of tightly rolled scrolls, tables of artifacts and magical instruments of which I could name only a few, and desks for visitors to linger and work at like the bookshop was a library. Which, for some, it kind of was.

      That was a lot of dusting. And not a bit of it had been necessary. The magic of the Weal & Woe Bookshop just kept the interior dust-free all on its own. I had just wanted to take the time to see everything. In case I was saying goodbye.

      So after shutting down the shop computer for the second time that day, I had wandered up to the fourth floor, to where my nook lay centered around a window that overlooked the prosaic Minneapolis street just outside the reach of the spells that protected the Square.

      My companion followed close at my heels, not saying a word, which was a little unusual for him. Houdini looked like a black rat terrier-chihuahua, a dog so little at under ten pounds that most cats were larger than him, not that he ever let that intimidate him in the least.

      I say he looked like a rat terrier-chihuahua because that was only a disguise, an illusion created by a wizard named Agatha Mirken. Her magic had been so powerful that even now, after she was dead, only the strongest of wizards would look at Houdini twice, and even they would only know something was off. They would never guess the truth.

      Which was that Houdini wasn't a dog at all. He was a baby dragon. And he could talk, speaking in a deep voice in the back of my mind, or the minds of others if he so chose.

      And talk he did, sometimes a bit too much, if I'm being honest. But that night he was unusually quiet. At first I just thought he was reading my mood. That he sensed my need for quiet self-reflection.

      But then we reached my little nook and from the dim light from the street lamps far below, I saw that we were not alone inside the bookshop.

      My newfound brother Mercutio was there, standing with his back to me, his hands in his pockets as he gazed out that window. I guessed the shop had dimmed the lights to assist him in seeing whatever he was looking at outside, but at my approach, they slowly brightened to a more comfortable reading level. Now I could make out the details of his carefully selected prosaic outfit, ordinary jeans and a T-shirt with canvas sneakers that were just starting to show signs of wear.

      Not that he stood much chance of blending in with any crowd. He might be dressed like one of the prosaics he was currently living among, but he had gotten all of our mother's breathtaking good looks. And he still wore his raven-black hair long and loose, falling nearly to his hips. That, with his pale skin, always made it look like he'd just be more comfortable cosplaying as a vampire from a movie or something. He belonged in dark colors and Edwardian ruffles.

      "Mercutio," I said, even as I bent to pick Houdini up. Now Houdini's silence made sense. I might not have known I even had a brother until a month ago, but I had spent at least breakfast time with him every day since, and more than a few afternoons or evenings catching up with him. He had never shown a single sign that I couldn't trust him.

      And yet it still felt safer, not letting him in on Houdini's secret.

      And as much as I knew he'd only ever been a middling student in his academy days, he had still been studying to be a ritual magician. Very few even made it into those programs, and none of those who did were to be underestimated.

      It was safer for Houdini not to talk around Mercutio, even though we were pretty sure no one could hear Houdini unless he wanted them to.

      Pretty sure wasn't sure enough. Dragons were rare in our world. Rare, but powerful. And what wasn't rare in our world were wizards willing to do anything to get their hands on that kind of power. Just the thought of Houdini bound against his will to some nefarious sorcerer sent a cold chill up my spine.

      Not that I thought Mercutio would try to snare a dragon. But he might let some word slip to someone who would.

      Better safe than sorry. Better Houdini continue pretending to be a mere dog.

      At the sound of his name, Mercutio turned away from the window and gave me a smile. "Sorry to stop by so late," he said.

      "Why didn't you come up to the apartment?" I asked.

      "I figured you'd be here," he said with a shrug. "How are you doing? Are you getting nervous?"

      "Why would I be nervous?" I asked. Which, especially paired with the way I chewed at my lip while waiting for his answer, was definitely not a denial that I was nervous.

      "I know how much this place means to you," he said. "Not that you've ever said so, not in so many words. But I could tell you loved being in charge here. And now you won't be, after tomorrow morning. It must be tough."

      "I guess," I said. Houdini batted at my chin with his paw, so I cuddled him closer and nuzzled the top of his head. As always, I was careful not to touch his ears. He was sensitive about those cute little radar dishes.

      "Hey, I know if you need to talk to someone about it, you're probably going to talk to your best friend Audrey or your boyfriend Steph," he said. He stumbled just a little over that last name. The two of them—both ritual magicians by training and therefore still feeling the encouragement of their schooldays to view each other as bitter competitors—had been cordial enough with each other, but I didn't think they'd ever actually be friends.

      But he went on, "I'm just saying, having recently had my entire future derail on me, I know what it feels like. Not that I think you're about to have your life derailed or anything!" he quickly corrected himself, even taking his hands out of his pockets to wave them around in desperate denial.

      "What's going on, Mercutio?" I asked him. Houdini made a little growly noise, like he had an answer that he really wanted to give me. As much as he was choosing not to speak, he was listening in as attentively as ever.

      "I just thought…" he said, then broke off with a sigh that seemed to deflate his entire body. "I don't know. I know we missed a whole childhood together, so this relationship now is not what it should be. And I don't want you to feel like I'm trying to force you into more closeness than you actually feel. I just thought, well, I've kind of been where you are. I mean, there was one night in particular, after my last application had gone off to the last apprenticeship that would even consider me. And I remember not sleeping at all that night. And here you are. So I just thought, maybe we could relate?"

      He was radiating anxiety. I was pretty sure if he had a way to teleport away in a blink like Steph could, he would totally be doing it right now. But without that particular skill, he was stuck where he was, waiting for my answer.

      "I didn't know you felt that way," I said. "We've been hanging out a lot. Like, every day."

      Hanging out, and chatting about random topics like current events in the magical or prosaics worlds, or memories from our school days. But anytime I tried to bring up anything more personal, like about our mother or rarer still the father I didn't know at all, he would always change the subject. Or make an excuse and leave.

      He hadn't told me one new thing about our family or our past since moving here from Chicago. Even though he promised he would.

      "I know, I know," he said. "It's been great. You've been great."

      But he was chewing his lip now. Just like I always did when I wanted to melt into the ground and disappear.

      And I remembered we had the same smile, too. We shared a lot. We just didn't share any memories.

      But he was finally trying. This olive branch he was trying to extend to me was at least a personal one. It didn't involve any details about our parents, but it was about him, personally. It was a start.

      "Hey," I said, walking closer to him despite Houdini's rumble of protest, so low I felt it against my chest more than I heard it. I patted Mercutio's arm a bit awkwardly.

      He might have gotten his looks from our mother, but the muscle in that arm had been all his own doing. There was no reason I knew of for a ritual magician to be built like a hockey player.

      Or, perhaps more accurately, a martial artist.

      I still had so many questions about him.

      "Look, it's late," I said. "I appreciate what you're saying, and you're totally right. I can see where you can relate to me in a way the others just can't. But right now, I'm just trying to settle my own mind. And I kind of have to do that on my own."

      "Sure," he said, nodding in a way that made me suspect his chief emotion in that moment was relief. Like coming to see if I needed him had been checking an obligation box, one he was happy hadn't led to more boxes.

      Weird. I still didn't get him. At all.

      "They are coming in at dawn. Did you want to be there to meet them? I know Uncle Carlo is looking forward to meeting you. I've told him all about you," I said.

      "No, that's not the right time," he said. "Definitely later, I want to meet him for sure. But that first moment back, that's too soon. And anyway, I don't want to distract from your happy reunion."

      "I've only known him for four months, and for most of those, we've only been chatting on the phone," I told him.

      "Still, family is family," Mercutio said.

      "We're all family," I reminded him.

      "I know. Trust me, that isn't the right time for me to see him," he said.

      But I knew that look in his eyes, the eyes that were the same eerily beautiful shade of blue as our mother's. I had seen it a few times before during the last month. It meant that no matter how much I pushed, he wasn't going to explain himself.

      It was annoying, but I had learned to respect it. Because if I tried pushing anyway, his temper would go south into grumpy territory in a hurry. And I was trying to bond with the guy, not find reasons not to like my own brother.

      So I backed off. Again.

      "I'll see you at breakfast, though, right?" he asked, his tone light again. "You can tell me how it all went."

      "Sure," I agreed, and summoned up a smile.

      He returned it, then hustled back down the steps and out into the street below.

      He seemed to prefer the prosaic world, now that he was out in it. The inside of the teashop and the nook inside the bookshop were as far into the Square as he went these days, and that felt deliberate.

      Maybe that was why he didn't want to meet my uncles when they returned at dawn. The portal was at the very center of the Square.

      Or maybe it was just awkwardness. My uncle had known no more about Mercutio than I had when my brother had suddenly popped into my life the month before. Carlo had thought I was an only child, just as I always had. Neither of us knew what to make of the huge secret my mother had kept from both of us.

      And neither of us knew why she had kept it.

      Although I was working on some theories.
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      I stood alone for a moment, looking around my nook. The long, heavy wooden table was covered, as always, in stacks of books and scrolls. The current mix was half books about the history, biology, and sociology of dragons and half research into magical astronomy.

      The first was for Houdini, of course. As much as we knew for a fact he had been born a dragon, he had just been hatched when Agatha had transformed him into a dog, and no one had been able to work out yet which sort of dragon he was, let alone who his family might be.

      If Agatha herself had ever known, she hadn't told anyone before her untimely end. Not even Houdini.

      But the second bunch of books was my really desperate bit of wishful researching. The month before, Steph and I had gotten close to getting our hands on a book that might have explained a little about my own hereditary branch of magic, the forbidden magic of chaos. But before we'd been able to so much as glance at the cover, the man who had brought it to us had decided instead to set it and himself on fire.

      I didn't like revisiting that memory. The smell, the sound, all of it had been pure horror.

      All I knew about the text was that it had been tucked away inside of a book about binary systems of stars. And as much as Steph kept assuring me the two had nothing in common besides the connections an insane wizard had once made, it was all I had to go on. Maybe astronomy had something to teach me about myself.

      A month of reading had yet to turn up anything, except for the sure knowledge that the math involved in really understanding these things was beyond me. Which explained the sudden appearance of calculus books at the end of the table. The bookshop had known before I had that I would soon give in to the inevitable impulse to understand something new, as daunting as that educational process was doomed to be.

      Whatever Mercutio had thought of those titles—if he'd even perused them—he hadn't given any hint of it. But I should probably be a little more careful about putting things away when I wasn't using them.

      I was still caught in that reverie when I heard the words, "I was starting to think he'd never leave."

      "He was here for barely five minutes," I said as I put Houdini down on the ground.

      "What? I didn't say anything," Houdini grumbled at me as he climbed into his favorite chair at the head of the table.

      Those words hadn't been his voice inside my head? I really must be tired.

      Especially when I turned to see who had spoken them.

      It was Steph, doing his usual appearing out of nowhere trick. He was wearing the shimmering, jewel-toned cloak of the Wizard's that aided in this magic, but even as I started to rush towards him, he had taken it off and was folding it over the back of one of the chairs. That cloak was the only touch of color he ever wore. The rest of his outfit was pure Hamlet, black boots and pants under a black tunic he wore untucked and unbelted, loose around his hips.

      But the tall mass of dark curls on his head was nothing like that Danish prince. Those were all his own. And as I kissed him hello, I indulged myself in burying my hands in it. The curls always felt so cool and soft against my fingers. Even on a hot, sticky August night like the one pressing against the window behind us. And even in the perfect cool, dry interior of the bookshop.

      "I thought you said you didn't mind my brother," I said to him after that quick kiss had become three longer kisses.

      "Did I say that?" Steph asked.

      "You did," Houdini said. "You also insisted that it was best if I didn't speak when he was here. And that you would tell me the moment you were sure it was no longer necessary."

      "I know it's a hardship for you," Steph said, giving Houdini's head a quick scratch. "I promise I'm not being overly cautious. Mercutio may not currently be working as a ritual magician, but he had many close friendships with people who are. And no one is more likely to abuse a dragonet than a ritual magician gone rogue."

      "So you've said," Houdini said, almost a pout. But not quite. He didn't take it lightly, everything we all did to keep him safe.

      "You've still been asking about him?" I asked.

      "As much as I can," Steph said. "Not that I don't trust him. But… well, I don't trust him. I mean, I want to."

      "I know," I said, and sunk into the chair at Houdini's right hand with a sigh. "I feel the same way. But he just showed up out of nowhere, and nothing he says quite feels like the whole truth. I don't know what to make of him."

      "He said he came to find you as soon as he knew you existed, right?" Steph said as he slid into the chair next to mine.

      "Yeah, I guess that part felt true," I admitted. I watched as he picked up the books on the table one by one, scanning the covers without saying a word.

      Then he got to the calculus book and turned to me with one eyebrow raised high.

      "I know, grasping at straws," I said, folding my arms on the tabletop and burying my face into them. It would be nice to nap. My body was tired. But I knew my mind was never going to allow it.

      There were still a few hours to go before dawn. I didn't see myself sleeping before then. Not even a little.

      "Actually, I'm just surprised you didn't jump on that sooner," Steph said. "Higher-level math is something I've only dipped my toe into. Definitely not for me. But with the way your mind works, I think you might find it quite rewarding."

      "With chaos magic?" I asked, perking up enough to lift my head.

      "Well, theoretical magic, anyway," he said. "Chaos magic isn't all you can do, you know."

      "Yeah," I said glumly. I fidgeted with the silver bracelet on my wrist. Before Steph and the Wizard had given it to me, I had been a constant danger to myself and others. So many things had just spontaneously caught on fire. Now the charm inside that bracelet kept the chaos inside me from growing too big for me to control.

      But without it, I was just as useless with magic as I'd ever been.

      "You have more general knowledge of every branch of magic still being taught in the world than any wizard I know," Steph said. He caught my hand in his and ducked his face down until our eyes met and he knew I was listening to him. "I've known a lot of wizards, Tabitha. Almost all of them currently living, actually. No one knows more than they do in their chosen fields of study. But their knowledge is by design very narrow. There are so many uses for a wider base of knowledge. I'm not sure you've thought enough about what you can do with what you know. You're still too focused on what you can't do."

      I swallowed hard. Self-confidence still wasn't something I had a ton of. Not after years of acing the written tests but failing the practicals over and over again all through my academic years.

      It had helped that, since coming to the Square, I had found a community where no one cared who could do how much or how little magic. We all just lived our lives knowing everyone else was doing their best. Academic life had been nothing like that.

      And it had helped even more that I had met Audrey, my best friend and most loyal cheerleader. She did all the magic between us, but the spells she wove were the ones I designed for her. They worked like gangbusters, but she was always the first to hand all the credit to me. She just waved the wand and spoke the rhymes, she said.

      Which I knew wasn't true. Not only could I not do those spells myself, I knew even if I handed them off to a different witch, the results wouldn't be as good. It wasn't Audrey's fault that her teachers in ritual magic had never found a way to explain the knowledge in a way that clicked with her.

      I could. And I could write spells that really maximized her growing skills. But it was almost embarrassing, how quick she was to throw all the praise my way.

      But these words from Steph were different than that. I mean, he was definitely my number two cheerleader, no question about that.

      But he was also my coach. And what he was saying now was something I had literally never thought of before.

      I had tried so many paths while still attending the magical academies, and every one had dead-ended on me. My last hope had been apprenticing in a library. Well, not just any library. It had been an opportunity to work at the All-Planes Athenaeum.

      But my out-of-control power had put an end to that by setting fire to one of the wizards who had been evaluating my fitness for the position.

      Since then, working at my uncles' bookshop had been all I had been hoping for. Hence my panic at what was going to happen tomorrow.

      But Steph, in his usual gentle way, was reminding me I had other gifts. There were other paths. I hadn't tried everything yet. Not even remotely.

      I put my arms around him and hugged him tight.

      "Oh, thank you," Houdini said to Steph with palpable relief.

      "For what?" I asked. I didn't want to stop hugging Steph, but I turned my head on his shoulder enough to look at Houdini, his snout resting on the edge of the table as he peered at both of us with his dark brown eyes.

      "You've been this tense mess for days," Houdini said. "That charm on your bracelet has been throbbing like a telltale heart that's about to explode. I've been bracing for flames."

      I looked down at the bracelet, resting as cooly and calmly as ever on my wrist. "That's not true," I told him.

      "It's absolutely true," Houdini said with a sniff. "It's not my fault you can't sense things the way I do."

      "What about you?" I asked, lifting my head to look at Steph. "What have you been sensing?"

      "Nothing from your bracelet," he said. But then he touched my hair. "This has been extra interesting the last few days, though."

      I put my hands on my hair and flattened it down under my palms. I hadn't noticed anything different about it at all. But I had been pretty distracted.

      "Your uncles aren't going to throw you out," Steph said.

      "I know that," I said, still trying to flatten my hair down. It was a little extra full, as if I'd spent the whole day outside in the heat rather than in the cool interior of the bookshop.

      "And even if they did, there's plenty of room in the Tower," Steph went on. "Not only would you be welcome, I'm afraid the Wizard would insist on you staying close. With us, if need be. Although I'm sure Audrey would fight us for the right to take you in."

      "I know I'm nervous, and I know it's irrational, okay?" I said, forcing my hands to drop back into my lap. But then I reached up again to adjust the frame of my glasses just a little. That gesture was one my uncle had taught me. He insisted it was calming. I still did it, even though I didn't find it as effective as he apparently did.

      "Is your brother being here helping or hurting?" Steph asked, his tone carefully neutral.

      "He's trying to help," I said. "The fact that he wants to try kind of does help. Honestly, I'm feeling better now than I was an hour ago."

      "Ask her if she intends to sleep at all tonight," Houdini said. I glanced over to see his head had disappeared from view. He was curled up on the padded seat of his chair, apparently accepting that our bed was not where we were heading any time soon.

      "I'm not going to ask that," Steph said to me with a conspiratorial smile. "But I do have something else to ask. I meant to be here sooner, but I got caught up with an experiment with the Wizard. I missed dinner entirely. Are you up for ordering a pizza?"

      "Absolutely," I said. "But I'm warning you now, I'm going to want pineapple on it."

      "Well, I was going to insist if you didn't," Steph said. "Nothing better than a little citrus to take the edge off all the grease, right?"

      "Right," I said, even as I pulled out my phone.

      Houdini made a sound in the back of my mind like a long-tortured sigh. But he wasn't fooling anyone. When the pizza came, he'd be begging for bits of sausage as vociferously as any real dog.

      But I was already ordering extra sausage on the app. Extra extra, so I could scrape some off onto a plate of his own.

      A dragon needed a little dignity, after all.
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      Steph hung around until nearly dawn, but couldn't go with me to wait at the portal for my uncles to return. His master, the Wizard, needed him at the Tower, which probably meant another trip across the globe.

      Having zipped to Europe and back with him a couple of times the month before, I didn't know how he could stand doing it so often. It was exhausting, worse than jet lag, and I had not even been the one exerting any magical power to do it. I had just been along for the ride.

      So it was just Houdini and me walking through the hedge maze in the gray early morning. The heat wasn't too bad that early in the day, but the humidity from the day before lingered still, coating the grass underfoot and the leaves of the hedges all around us in a kind of moisture that lacked all the charms of dew or even frost. It was just… gross.

      When we reached the portal that stood in the open space at the heart of the maze, I realized we weren't the only ones waiting for the scheduled arrival of the magic streams that conveyed witches around the world. There were two young people sitting on crates of mail, yawning hugely and not quite chatting with each other. I recognized the boy from the last time I had traveled through this portal and he had been doing the same job, but the girl beside him only gave me
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