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      The thing about the Weal & Woe Bookshop was that, from the very first minute I stepped over the threshold, I instantly felt completely at home.

      And given how intense that first minute was, that's really saying something.

      It was the smell that did it, that made me feel warm, safe, and protected even as everything going on around me was the opposite of that. Well, with the growing flames and all, I was warm. But never mind that for now. Let me explain about the smell first.

      You know how some people can take a sniff and then a sip from a glass of wine and tell you all kinds of things about it? Not just that it's a full-bodied red or a bone dry white, or that it has hints of cherry or a floral bouquet or whatever. I'm talking about people who can take a sip of wine and tell you what kind of soil the grapes grew in, maybe even guess where in the world it was bottled.

      I can't do that. To me, it's all just fermented grape juice.

      But with the smells of libraries? I can tell so much just from sniffing the air. I am a real connoisseur of printed materials. From modern digital books all the way back to sigils marked out on leaves the size of dinner plates, I have read it all, or at least tried to.

      In every school I had ever attended—and there had been literally dozens of them—the library was always my safe haven. I would study there, take my lunch or dinner to eat there, sometimes even sleep there. Part of this was because it was always safer to be away from other people. But mostly it was the books. Just the smell of them was like a hug. And growing up, I had often felt the need for hugs.

      You see, I've lived on six of the seven continents at some point or another, attending magical schools tucked away in every imaginable climate or environment from a school hidden behind an apartment bathroom mirror in the middle of Manhattan to the last university I'd attended deep in the hills of what was once called Transylvania. The schools were all different, the students were all different, the grounds were all different.

      But the libraries always felt the same. Safe. Home. Where I belonged, in the way I never belonged in the school itself. Even if I hadn't kept moving around, that would've always been true. Libraries are my home. Books and scrolls are my family and friends.

      Dry paper or musty paper, freshly supple leather covers or moldy leather covers, cracking vellum or crisp rice paper. I swear I can distinguish it all.

      So back to that slice of time, me walking into the bookshop for the first time. I'll explain about the fire and the general chaos of it all in a minute, I swear.

      Okay, so, the minute I stepped inside the Weal & Woe Bookshop, leaving a bright June afternoon in Minneapolis behind, I could smell thousands of books. And I was sure I could identify each, even track them down individually by smell like a bloodhound on the trail. I only needed to introduce myself to each first.

      And not accidentally set them on fire. That was rapidly becoming a key point.

      To say I'm accident-prone would be a colossal understatement. Kids learning to use magic blow things up, a lot. Or turn their hair green or their lab partner into a rat. It all happens every day, and it's not a big deal.

      My accidents, on the other hand? Tend to become big deals.

      In this particular moment, I had managed to open the door to the bookshop without incident and plunged into the murky semidarkness beyond. After walking in the sun for the better part of an hour, I was more or less blind, at least temporarily. But the smells enveloped me, like I said, so thick I could taste the dust of a thousand books at the back of my throat, old wood pulp and just a hint of ink.

      Newer books with fresh, modern paper and ink were closer to me, I could tell. But other, older things were lurking just beyond. From the point behind the new books back to beyond the limits of my perception. The space around me felt close, but the smells were telling me the books went on forever.

      As I came inside, the bell over the door chimed brightly to announce me. It was a cheery sound, and if the smells hadn't been enough to make me feel welcome, that bell would've filled that gap. In truth, I suspected a bit of a charm had been placed on that bell.

      Happy little magic. My favorite kind.

      Then it chimed again, and I realized I was somehow blocking that door from closing. The suitcase I was pulling behind me was stuck on something. I tried pulling it again, then harder, blinking rapidly as if I could somehow make my eyes adjust to the lower light faster.

      I admit, I had the stupids. But who could blame me? I had taken a train from my last school in Transylvania to Amsterdam, then taken an airplane from there to Minneapolis. The light rail line had ended a dozen or so blocks short of my destination, so I had walked the rest of the way. It had been a nice little walk, the air still with a little spring chill to it so I didn't get sweaty even dragging the suitcase with all my worldly possessions behind me.

      The road I had been following even went over the Mississippi River, the bridge offering a lovely view of the banks that once had been home to the clusters of mills that had birthed the city.

      As usual, I had researched my new home before I got there. I knew more about the local history than most of the locals, I would wager.

      But I hadn't slept on the plane at all, and I wasn't even sure what hour of the journey I was on. Maybe thirty? It felt like a hundred. Too long in the same clothes without a shower. Too long in the same shoes, even if they were my most comfy pair of Converse sneakers.

      I was exhausted. And, like I said, I had the stupids.

      But worse, I could feel my old bad luck starting to spark up. Literally.

      And now I really have to explain. As much as I hate to admit this bit.

      You see, I live in the world of witches. If you're what we witches call a prosaic—ugh, as if we magic types are by nature more poetical—this might be news to you. Basically, there is another world inside of your world, tucked away in little pockets, unseen and unknown to most people. That's where witches dwell. It's like a book where some of the pages are elaborate pop-ups, but only a few people can get those pages to open.

      My parents were witches. I went to witch schools. But I've never been able to do magic. At least, not deliberately. The only time I have any power at all is when I'm tired and stressed and at the end of my rope. Which makes it really hard to learn to master it in a school environment. Not that being magic-less in a magic school isn't incredibly stressful. Believe me, it is. But even if it were possible for me to learn to control my randomly occurring magic, it only appears in moments where that kind of effort is just beyond me. By the time I calm down enough to focus, it's gone again.

      At least until I get stressed out again.

      Like at that moment, at the end of my long journey, with the stupids. It took me far too long to work out why my suitcase was caught. Even as the door kept trying to close and that cheery bell just kept chiming. But finally I realized that the suitcase had dragged against the worn carpet just inside the door, not rolling over it like it was supposed to. It had pulled up folds of faded woven fabric that promptly got caught in the wheels.

      I tried to free the wheels by putting my foot down on the carpet, but that just seemed to get some sort of fraying situation started. It was a really old carpet. But I was clearly actively destroying it even as I still tried to get it free.

      And yes, the door kept trying to shut on me and the suitcase both, swinging just enough each time to chime that bell again. I tried moving the carpet and the suitcase together out of the way of the door, but the carpet was caught on something else, or was tacked down somewhere. My eyes still hadn't adjusted enough to the bookstore interior for me to really tell.

      But I could smell that bookstore. And even as I struggled, that smell comforted me.

      Maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all. I had been so nervous. An uncle I barely knew, another uncle I had never even met, and a place I had never even heard of before my mother's brother Carlo had written to me and invited me to stay. I don't really like change, like even more than normal people don't like change, and this was a lot of change. More than just trading one magical school for another. I couldn't remember life before boarding at my first magical school. I didn't even know how living outside of the halls of academia was even going to work. But the smell of books was giving me a much-needed hug.

      Meanwhile, I was still struggling with the carpet in my suitcase wheels. It was well and truly frayed now, big holes torn in the weave and loose threads dangling everywhere. I was really tempted to just pull it apart, to viciously rip it and get my suitcase free. But what a terrible first impression that would make. What if my uncle really liked this carpet?

      The door kept swinging and chiming, over and over again. That cheerful sound had morphed into something sort of passive-aggressively chiding me, I swear. And my hair kept swinging into my eyes as I worked at the carpet. Now, even though I was adjusting to the light, I was still blind half the time by billows of staticky hair that hadn't seen a brush since one very long flight, one medium-length light-rail ride and one short walk ago.

      Somewhere between Transylvania and Amsterdam. Sometime on that train. That was the last time I had brushed my hair. But the stress was what was causing all the static.

      The hug from the books was no longer enough to calm me. I could feel my nerves frazzling.

      Then something banged like a firecracker and there was a charred, smoky smell all around me.

      That was the point where the carpet caught on fire.

      And all I could think was, not again. Not that old bad luck again. It was too soon after my last conflagration. Usually they spaced out more.

      I stomped at the carpet, grateful that my suitcase was a hard-sided model and would probably be okay. Except my stomping only seemed to be aggravating the situation. Like the flames I was attempting to blot out were opting instead to lurk on the underside of the carpet and smolder with a thicker, moldier-smelling smoke.

      "Step back, Tabitha," a man's voice said. I stumbled a few steps away from the door, just in time to avoid a stream of white foam that coated the carpet, the door, my suitcase, and a good chunk of the sidewalk outside.

      The man blasted a few more bursts of foam at the more tenaciously burning bits of the carpet, then stepped back to look at me, adjusting the rectangular glasses that perched on the end of his nose as if to bring me into better focus.

      I only had one memory of my uncle. A fragment of a memory, really, from before I started school. A general feeling of kindness, a sharp sense of contrast from my mother, his sister, who had also been there. Still, I recognized him at once. He hadn't changed a bit. Even the tattered forest green cardigan with the patches at the elbow and the missing button just at his thickening waistline were familiar.

      "Uncle Carlo," I said. I held out a hand to shake, but somehow, even though I was sure I had stepped back in time, I had foam all over my palm. I wiped it on the leg of my jeans and offered it again, but he stepped past it to pull me into a hug.

      Then he took a step back to smile at me. "I don't suppose anyone ever tells you that you look just like your mother," he said.

      "No, not really," I said, pushing back the tangle of curls that had fallen into my face. My brown hair, green eyes, and round cheeks were nothing at all like my mother's sleek black hair, icy blue eyes, and thin face. I mean, her cheekbones are to die for. Anyone looks at her, they think supermodel. Anyone looks at me, they think chipmunk or squirrel.

      "And yet you make just as splashy of an entrance," he told me, clasping what looked like an antique perfume atomizer made from cut blue glass in his hands. He had made the foam come out of that, I realized. More happy little magic.

      "I'm so sorry," I said. "This is a lovely shop you have here, and I almost burned it down."

      I said those words before I even took my first proper look around.  But now I did, drinking in the sight of the bookshelves all around me. They ran from floor to ceiling, and that ceiling was at least twelve feet up. They were in rows set so close together it would be impossible for two people to pass between them without turning sideways and brushing against each other. And every shelf was jammed with books.

      And like my nose had told me, the books around me were new editions, the shiny spines unbroken, the crisp pages as yet untouched. But a dozen or shelves in, I could see older books. Tattered paperbacks and well-preserved old hardbacks both.

      But there weren't just books. The back walls were covered in racks something like the racks used to store bottles of wine, but these held scrolls. So many scrolls.

      And a lot of the bookshelves had other items on them. Objects made of crystal or bronze or wood. I longed to see it all, to set off into the labyrinth of shelves and lose myself entirely.

      But there would be time enough for that later. Now that the fire was out, my exhaustion was back.

      "It's our life's work, Frank and I," Carlo said to me as he stepped up and behind the desk that faced the door. It was elevated on a platform like the counter in an old-fashioned pharmacy. The dark wood that ran from the surface of the desk down to the top of the platform was old, a few mysterious scratches gouged near its corners, the finish worn away in spots by countless hands over the years. He put the perfume atomizer away in some cubby out of my sight, then shuffled a few other things away. "I was surprised that you wanted to travel so far in the prosaic world. Did everything go all right?"

      Better than they would have if I had tried just stepping through a portal on my own, but I didn't say that. At some point he and his husband would know that the sparks I had emitted that had nearly burned down their lives' work weren't an infrequent phenomenon, but this didn't need to be the time. I was too tired to explain it properly, and I really didn't want to explain it wrong.

      "It was an interesting experience," I hedged.

      "It is definitely interesting, their world," Carlo said as he came back down from behind the desk. "And it's always there, just outside this door. You know, most of our customers are prosaics. You'll be interacting with them every day while you're working here." There was just a hint of a question in his voice. Whether I could handle that.

      "I'm looking forward to it," I assured him.

      Which was true. Even if it scared me a little. But I had to get used to it, didn't I? With no magical skills, it might just be the only world left for me.

      My uncle was looking at me closely, like he could hear my thoughts and wanted to respond to them. But he could also see I was tired. In the end, he just gave me a smile, smoothing back my hair, then running his hands down my arms, over the sleeves of my button-up shirt.

      Then he motioned for me to come away from the door. I took a few steps further into the bookshop, so I was out of his way, but my attention was really on my shirt. He had barely touched me, and yet somehow every one of the millions of wrinkles I had picked up during my travels—no-iron, that shirt had promised me—had been smoothed away. And my hair was no longer hanging in a cloud in front of my eyes.

      "Frank is waiting in the apartment upstairs. I just need to lock this door and then we can go up. He can't wait to meet you," he explained, knocking me out of my reverie.

      "Oh, I'm sorry about the carpet, Uncle Carlo," I said as he picked it up to carry it outside.

      Whatever it had been caught on before was gone now. Somehow, I didn't think it had been freed by the fire. I was starting to see that, whatever branch of magic he had studied in school, he definitely had an all-around handy magic touch.

      Carlo shook the carpet, snapping it in the air three times with a loud crack each time. Then he came back in and spread it back on the floor.

      The foam was gone. I suppose maybe that might have been shaken off outside.

      Except there was no sign of fire damage. And no sign of loose threads or holes in the weave. It wasn't like new by any means, but it was certainly newer.

      I mean, it looked exactly like I supposed it had before I had come into its life.

      "There, that's just fine," Carlo said as he smoothed down the corners. Then he shut the door with one last chime of the bell and turned a simple lock built into the door just under the doorknob. The kind where it locks on the inside with a key, a key he just left in there.

      But it was a magical bookshop. Keys and locks were not its only means of keeping intruders out, I knew.

      "Shall we?" Carlo said to me.

      "Lead on," I said.

      But this time I collapsed the handle of my suitcase and picked it up to carry it.

      I might be feeling less sparky now, but I still didn't trust those wheels.
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      From the outside, the Weal & Woe Bookshop sat in the middle of a building that covered an entire block. Not a bunch of buildings close together, but one solid building containing businesses all around the first floor, but unknown things lurked behind the darkened windows above. All the walls were thick blocks of a pinkish sort of granite, so old they were still stained from wood smoke that hadn't wafted through Minneapolis in nearly a century. It was a solid building, another thing that made me feel safe.

      Most magical schools were old keeps, castles or towers, built from enormous blocks of stone. That meant they were cold in the winter and hot in the summer, but safe from invading armies, apparently. Just another thing that made this bookshop feel like home to me, those oh-so-solid walls.

      But as I followed my uncle Carlo through the shelves—passing long tables with green-shaded lamps and comfy chairs, smaller reading nooks that were just a single desk tucked between the tall shelves or racks of scrolls, and even an open carpeted area with big, flat pillows all over the floor just waiting for a gaggle of children to come and peruse the picture books—I realized that as big as the bookshop had appeared from out on the street in Minneapolis, it was even bigger on the inside. That feeling of it all going on forever around me, in all directions, only intensified as I tried looking for the far walls.

      And that sense of immense size was even before we started going up flight after flight of stairs. Seven levels in all of narrow stairs between stuffed bookshelves with brief glimpses of more and more books—and study tables and nooks and comfy chairs—before we reached a final staircase with more conventional walls of paneled wood to either side. That final staircase ended on a tiny landing before a single door which stood open, spilling warm light down onto the stairs.

      The smell of cooking garlic spilled out, too. Garlic in olive oil. Then I heard a hiss followed by the unmistakable smell of lamb starting to brown.

      "I hope you like Greek food," Carlo said to me as he waited for me to navigate my suitcase through that doorway before closing the door behind us.

      "I love it," I said. "Is Frank Greek?" I had no idea. I had never met Frank, or even heard his name until I had gotten my uncle Carlo's letter.

      The hallway on the other side of the door was even narrower than the stairs, and I was having trouble getting my suitcase down that hall without bashing it against every possible surface. I still didn't trust those wheels, but I was really feeling all those hours of travel without sleep weighing me down. And the stupids were coming back. I was about to break something. I didn't know what, but some rare object in my vicinity was about to meet with an accident, I could just tell.

      Then a large hand closed over the handle, taking it from me with ridiculous ease.

      "Not Greek, just currently on a Greek food kick," the large man in front of me said with a wink. Then he added, "And hello, Tabitha. I'm your uncle Frank. Pleased to meet you."

      "Likewise," I said.

      He smiled down at me. He looked a lot like my uncle Carlo. Both tall, round men with neatly trimmed but thinning hair that was fading from brown to gray. Both wore faded wool cardigans and shapeless but comfortable-looking trousers.

      I have heard that old married couples start to resemble each other, but I never quite believed it until that moment. Frank lacked only the glasses to look just like Carlo.

      A sudden memory caught me, that fragment from before with my uncle Carlo and my mother had gained a little shred of context.

      The glasses I wore, the glasses I had always worn since I had started school, had been a gift to me from him. I reached up and touched the frame, stainless steel just like his, only where his lenses were small rectangles, mine were large circles. Not only had those frames grown with me as I aged, but the lenses had adjusted over time to my changing eyesight. But they had always been big and round. I remember loving them at once when he had given them to me, because I thought they made me look like an owl.

      I had been four, maybe?

      I was vaguely aware of Frank watching me as I reacted to these fragments of memory, but he said not a word. He just hefted my suitcase up into the air and then carried it the rest of the way down the half-lit hallway and out of sight around a corner to the left.

      Then Carlo touched my shoulder to direct me through the doorway to my right. "Tabitha, I know you're exhausted and probably feeling what the prosaics call 'jet lag', but I think you should eat something before you go to bed. That way, you won't wake up hungry before you've caught up on your rest."

      "Sounds good to me," I said. Although the grumbling of my tummy might have drowned me out. Now that I was in the kitchen, the lamb smell was beyond tantalizing.

      The rest of the apartment was dark, but this was where the light and smells had been coming from: a cozy little kitchen. I think the galley in the jet I had flown from Amsterdam to Minneapolis in had been roomier. A butcher-block table dominated the center of the room, and Carlo slipped between that and the front of a stove made all of cast-iron but with modern knobs and a gas flame, not wood-burning heat. I don't think I'd ever seen a manlier stove. Not a bit of it was remotely delicate, like it had been built to take a beating from whatever cook used it. Like you were meant to clean it by spraying it down with a fire hose and leaving it to drip-dry when you were done.

      Carlo adjusted the flame under the pan then picked up the wooden spoon to start breaking apart the browning chunks of ground lamb, mixing it in with the garlic before reaching up to grab a spice jar without looking and sprinkling some of the contents over the pan. It was hypnotic, watching him cook, but my legs were complaining about standing, or even leaning in the doorframe.

      On the opposite side of the butcher-block table from the stove was a little nook that contained a built-in table and two built-in benches. This kitchen was feeling more and more like something on board a ship somewhere, no wasted space. I slid into the nook, telling myself I just wanted to make sure I was not in the way, but really, I just wanted to sit down.

      I looked around some more while Carlo whistled to himself as he cooked. The stove was indeed modern, but the refrigerator standing beside it looked more like it had been called an icebox when it had been new to the world. It was made from cast-iron painted robin's-egg blue and had three separate compartments, each with one of those long handles that actually latched when it closed. The bottom compartment was just the right size for a block of ice. I wondered if they had it delivered, and how they got it up all those stairs if they did.

      The shelf over the stove held various unlabeled jars of herbs and spices. And tucked in the far corner was a pantry cupboard with no doors that ran from floor to ceiling. Its shelves were crammed with plates and cups, an extra pan and a few pots, and a few shelf-stable items like canned goods and sacks of flour or sugar.

      As I watched, Carlo reached among the canned goods for a tube of tomato paste. He popped the seal open, then squeezed a measure of it into the pan before recapping it and putting it inside the icebox.

      I know that doesn't sound thrilling, but it really was hypnotic. And not because I was tired, although that probably helped. It was because, although I could never quite see it happen, everywhere my uncle reached, things became just a little bit tidier after he'd passed over them.

      Grab a jar of spices, shake some out, set it back, and now all the jars were lined up in a row.

      Reach for a tube of tomato paste, and suddenly all the cans were standing with their labels out. Even a little spill of flour that had been dusting the shelf just… disappeared.

      It was like the way the wrinkles on my shirt had just smoothed out at his faintest touch.

      "I was doing that," Frank said as he came back into the kitchen.

      "Just keeping an eye on it for you," Carlo said, stepping back then shooting a conspiratorial grin over to me in the nook.

      "If you want to be helpful, you can get the feta cheese for me," Frank said, not quite grumpily. "I know I bought some this morning at the Abergavennys' shop, but of course I can't find it now."

      "I'll get it," Carlo said, and reached past Frank to poke inside the icebox. He emerged with a tub of feta cheese just as Frank was taking the pan off the heat. Then Frank opened a warming cabinet under the stovetop and took out a covered casserole dish that was filled with roasted cabbage.

      Soon, the two of them joined me in the little nook, each of us with a bowl of steaming food in front of us. The cabbage made a nest for the spiced ground lamb, and everything was generously covered with crumbles of feta cheese.

      I had had nothing but train or airport food for the last couple of days, so take that into account, but I honestly think that bowl of food—whatever name the dish might have, I never asked—was the best thing I had ever eaten.

      Only when the bowls were empty and Frank had gotten up to put the kettle on for tea did Carlo start the serious talk.

      "Tabitha, I'm sorry your last job application process ended so disastrously," he said.

      I mumbled something incoherent, even to me. I had warm food in my belly and felt a bit more alert than I had at any point since arriving, but not so much that I was ready to tell them the truth about my magic.

      I needed them to let me stay, at least for a little while. Until I could figure out what else could possibly come next. I had no other options. I was prepared to work hard and earn my keep, but I was afraid I was about to blow my only chance to show my worth.

      "What happened?" Frank asked as he set three mugs down on the butcher-block table, then dug into the pantry cupboard for the tea canister which had been sitting right in front. He had to move everything around first, but he found it after a bit of rummaging.

      I had to say something. As much as Frank had asked the question, it was Carlo's eyes I felt on me. Curious to hear what I had to say.

      "Well, it started out really well, actually," I said. "I mean, compared to the other apprenticeships I had applied for."

      "Tabitha graduated with honors a semester early, but has remained a boarder at her last school while she applied for various graduate problems and internships," Carlo told Frank. Then he said, "this last one was for a position studying under the head librarian at our world's version of the Library of Congress."

      And just like that, I realized that my uncle's husband was a prosaic. I suppose someone had told me at some point, probably Carlo in the letter inviting me to stay with them, but I hadn't remembered.

      I really should've remembered. A witch marrying a prosaic? That was almost never done.

      "And it was going well?" Frank asked me, prompting me to finish the story.

      "It started out well, yes," I said. "Not even just compared to my other application processes. Those had all been disastrous from the start. But for this one, I had to stand in front of the hiring board. That was the head librarian, the wizard who oversaw acquisitions, and the wizard who was the building administrator. But mainly I had to impress the head librarian, who would've been my teacher. If I had passed."

      "So they were all men you were interviewing with?" Frank asked.

      "No, two of them were women," I said.

      "Remember, Frank, a wizard is like a Ph.D. in your world, someone who has higher learning than the average witch in a specific field of study. It's not a gendered thing," Carlo said to Frank, who nodded. "Tabitha's application to apprentice with this particular wizard was a twelve-day process."

      "Wow. Sounds grueling," Frank said. The kettle started to whistle, and he turned to take it off the flame.

      "It was, but the first eleven days went really, really well," I said. But no amount of stressing those words were going to make them any more true. And Carlo was clearly waiting for more details. "Every topic they grilled me on, I had it down cold. I was prepared. I could answer every question. Even the trick ones."

      I wasn't really boasting. I mean, I know my limitations. Book learning is not one of them.

      But more than that, while most witches figure out what they're particularly good at from a young age and focus on it, it was different for me. Not being good at anything meant I never focused down on any one thing. I studied every kind of magic, always hopeful I would find something I could do. I never found the thing, but I just kept studying the books. I knew more about the theories behind all the branches than most of the actual practitioners did.

      It was just that I couldn't actually do any of it.

      "What happened on the last day?" Frank asked me as he poured steaming water into the waiting mugs.

      "Yes, what did happen?" Carlo asked me, leaning forward over his folded hands on the table between us. "I understood that your situation had been explained, and that they were willing to consider you anyway?"

      I didn't know he had known that. I mean, he knew I couldn't do magic, because that had been true since I was a little kid. No, it was the bit about things being explained and accounted for. I didn't know he had known that. I didn't know how he had known that. I didn't think he had any more contact with my mother than I did. Which was minimal. Perhaps he had inquired of my professors before offering me the job in his bookshop. Like checking my references or something.

      "That's true," I admitted, but the way those words drawled out had them both raising their eyebrows at me. "It was explained. They knew. And I think they were prepared to offer me the position anyway. They were that impressed. Or, at least, the head librarian was. And I think he was ready to argue for me against the other two wizards if he had to."

      And it would have been amazing, working in the world's largest magical library. Studying under a wizard, being his apprentice. Maybe one day, somehow, being a wizard myself. It was a reach for someone with book learning but no skills, but on the morning of the last day of my application process, it had felt so doable.

      "Then what?" Frank prompted as he set mugs of tea in front of Carlo and me.

      "It was the last day of the interview. That was when the acquisitions wizard asked me if I could do any magic at all. Like, even a little bit. She just wanted to see."

      What I didn't tell them, was that even at the time, it had felt like a trick. She had been the one asking all the trick questions. Now she had thrown down the guaranteed interview-stopper. But how could I have said no?

      "And then what happened?" Frank asked.

      "Then, I tried a little magic," I admitted. I rushed to add before my uncle Carlo could say anything, "I know it was a dumb idea. She just… provoked me."

      "Provoked you," Carlo repeated, but tonelessly, no hint to what he was thinking about that. He took a sip of his tea.

      "It was dumb," I said miserably.

      "Nothing happened?" Frank guessed.

      "No, something happened," I said. "The acquisition wizard's pants caught on fire."

      "And they didn't give you the job?" Frank asked in mock surprise.

      "They didn't give me the job," I said. "And there was nowhere else for me to apply. And the school wouldn't let me stay on in the dorms any longer. Not after the semester ended."

      Which had been surprising. I had always stayed over during the summer breaks before. Those were some of my favorite times, being left all alone in the buildings to explore or spend all day in the library if I wanted. But with nothing waiting there for me in the fall, they wouldn't let me stay through the summer. Not anymore.

      "Which is how you ended up here," Frank said, and reached across the table to give my hand a squeeze. "I hope this ends up being a good thing for you."

      "Me too," I said, trying not to sound as glum as I felt.

      "Your mother didn't come to see you?" Carlo asked, not looking at me. His gaze was fixed on the surface of his tea.

      "I haven't seen my mother since…" I trailed off, then frowned. "You know, I can't really say? I think it was just before graduation, maybe."

      "You don't know?" Frank asked. He was squeezed into the bench on the other side of the table beside Carlo, and I saw the two of them move ever so slightly. I was pretty sure that Carlo had just elbowed him under the table. But I answered the question anyway.

      "My mother tends to drop in on me in the middle of the night and disappear again just as quickly," I said, more brightly than I felt. "Sometimes I think I only dreamed she was there. I have dreams of long conversations, but I don't remember them very clearly in the morning."

      "Well, you're here with us now," Carlo said. I sensed his tone was just as artificially upbeat as mine. We were both anxious to get off the topic of Serena Greene, my mother and his sister.

      "Yes, and we're so happy to have you," Frank said. He shifted in the bench so he could look more directly at Carlo beside him, a warm fondness in his eyes. "We haven't had a trip together, ever. Not even a honeymoon. And now we get to spend two whole months together, traveling all over the world, collecting books and artifacts. It's like a dream come true."

      "It is," Carlo said, but he was looking at me. "I'm sorry your academic career ended so abruptly and so disastrously, I truly am. But I'm also delighted you could come and watch our shop for us so we can get away."

      "I appreciate room and board and time to figure out my next step," I said.

      "But you also love books," Frank said with a knowing smile. "I can tell."

      And he hadn't even seen me walking through the bookshop. I must just have a look about me.

      I reached up to touch my hair, as if my fingertips could sense whatever he was seeing. But my curls which had lain down at my uncle Carlo's touch were more tangled than ever now, and a jolt of static electricity zapped me.

      It felt like a warning, that little zap.

      "Finish your tea," Carlo told me, and I drained the last of my cup. It tasted like chamomile and lavender, not usually my sort of thing, but once it was gone I felt different. Calmer doesn't seem like the right word. It was more like… stiller. Like all the loose electrons that had filled my hair with static charge were gone now, and my body was electrically neutral, if only for a while.

      But mostly I was just so very tired.

      I think I started to nod off, there at the table. I heard the two of them talking then a gentle laugh when they realized I wasn't listening. I think my eyes were closed. But Frank pulled me to my feet to give me one last hug before sending me out of the kitchen.

      Then Carlo led me around the dark apartment, through a darkened sitting room and past a set of French doors that led out onto a shadowed veranda. The blinking of my eyes were more like long periods with my eyelids closed, and my impressions were like little slices of the world. Like still-life paintings, all in shades of blue, gray and black.

      I thought I saw a cast-iron table and chairs out on that veranda, with shadowy shapes all around it like plants just coming into the full leaf of spring. But my eyes closed again, and when they opened once more I was in another wood-paneled hallway.

      Then it was up another steep staircase to an attic room. I vaguely saw my suitcase waiting for me on a little padded bench, but I didn't have the energy for any of it anymore. Not unpacking. Not even brushing my teeth.

      I was going to regret that in the morning.

      But the minute Carlo went back down the stairs, I collapsed face-first on that bed and started to drift off into a deep sleep.

      I still had all my clothes on, even my Converse sneakers. But it didn't matter.

      Nothing mattered but that perfect combination of being just that tired, but also feeling so much at home.

      I sleepily reminded myself that it was only for a few months, while they were away. Then I'd have to find a new place. And it probably wouldn't be a bookshop or the world's largest magical library or anything remotely like that. It might be something awful, out in the world of the prosaics. But for a few months, I was here.

      I had never had a home before. That was my penultimate thought before sleep took me. I had never had a home before, and yet somehow I knew exactly what it was supposed to feel like. It was supposed to feel like this place.

      And my very last thought: isn't that strange? And yet it was true. I was finally home.
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