CHAPTER ONE
Another Day at The Ministry

“Ouch!”

Perpugilliam Atwood woke with a start, rubbing her forehead
with her hand as she scowled at the tawny owl that, with a flap of its
great wings, left her shoulder to alight in its cage.

“That was quite rude, Halwyn!” she said to the bird who ignored
her and pecked at the dead mouse it had killed last night.

Perri, which she preferred her friends to call her, stretched and
yawned. She had gone to bed early the night before so she would be
awake and aware on Monday morning. Dim light came in through
the window adding scant illumination to the embers that smoldered
in her fireplace.

She glanced at the clock that hung on the wall. It was not an
ordinary clock, though, having no numbers and four arms. The top
spot where the twelve would normally be was labeled “NOW.” The
arms each held a word, Shapping, Brethel (Perri’s sister), Work, and
Holiday. The “Work” arm pointed almost straight up.

Perpugilliam Atwood was a witch. A witch that was late for work.

“Oh, my!” Perri cried, throwing back the blankets and leaping out
of bed. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner!”

Halwyn clicked in response.

Bare feet slapped on the hardwood floor as she ran to the kitchen,
snatching her wand from her nightstand on her way by. The wand
danced an intricate pattern in her hand, as though she were
conducting an orchestra, and a fire sprang to life on the stove as a
cast iron pan drifted gently to the burner. Soon, eggs and ham were
cooking and Perri went back to her bedroom to clean and dress. No
time for a bath.

“What a shame.” Baths were a guilty pleasure.

“Aguamenti,” she uttered the incantation as she swished her wand
in a sideways “S” pattern at the basin that stood near her tub. A jet
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of water shot from the wand-tip, filling the vessel in a matter of

seconds. Before she could talk herself out of it, she took a deep
breath, closed her eyes, and dunked her head in the cold liquid.
With her hands, she made sure her long, black hair was drenched,
then pulled up, spluttering.

Now waving her wand at her face, she shut her eyes once more.
“Scourgify.”

Invisible hands roughly scrubbed her hair, the scent of perfumed
soap wafting around her. The spell only took a couple minutes and
left her wide awake. Next came a quick examination in the mirror,
which showed her clean hair and spotless face. When she smiled, her
child-like face smiled back, complete with dimples. Perri always
looked younger than her age, which became a problem when she
entered adulthood. Even in her early twenties, her face resembled a
child’s, with her perfect skin, rosy cheeks, and the aforementioned
dimples. But her brown eyes betrayed a mixture of wonder and
wisdom that came with maturity.

Satisfied with her handiwork, she did the same with her body,
letting the Scouring Charm do its job. Skipping her bath made all
the difference in time, and she no longer had to rush to work.

Perri donned a light-blue dress in the Aesthetic style, without
bustle or corset. The fashion of the day insisted on clothes that were
uncomfortable at best and damaging at worst. Witches typically
opted for more comfortable clothing, such as robes. Unlike most of
her kind, Perri chose to live in a Muggle town, so her fashion
choices had to fit in.

Back at the mirror, she frowned at the mess of clean, wet hair on
her head. She needed to make it presentable, and fasz. Again her
wand raised and with a simple incantation, her long hair pulled itself
up from where it lay down her back to tie above her head, with the
ends dangling behind her neck in curls.

“There,” she smiled with satisfaction. “Now, I look like an
ordinary Muggle woman.” Unlike her peers—and her family—she
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enjoyed living among Muggles. Of course, she had no qualms about

the Wizarding world, but she was fascinated by the non-magical
people and their customs.

Back in the kitchen, she transferred the cooked food to a plate
and settled at the dining table. Her house had a patlor, dining room,
kitchen, and two bedrooms. More rooms than a single woman
needed, but she was comfortable there. Dozens of candles in the
chandelier bathed the room in a warm glow as she ate. An issue of
The Daily Prophet sat on the table nearby. The front page headline
read “English National Quidditch Team to Play in World Cup.”

The Propher was dated “April 15, 1884.”

“Today’s paper! Thank you, Halwyn!” The owl hooted from the
bedroom.

Sliding it away from her, she sighed. “Alas, there’s no time to
read.”

Once finished with her breakfast, Perri padded into the parlor
and opened the front door, revealing her neighborhood in all its
glory. Camden Town was a nice middle-class suburb of London.
The houses spaced along the road were very much like Perri’s—
small, brick or wooden buildings of modest size. She loved it there.
The people were pleasant, the air was fresh, and the noise of the city
was barely audible.

Rain fell from the darkened sky to patter noisily on the walkway
and the puddles that had already formed in her yard. Men left their
homes to walk briskly down the road, umbrellas raised above their
heads. Many of them greeted each other as they walked.

No one noticed Perri as she stood in her doorway. Spells had been
cast on her house to make it look like an old abandoned building. A
party of ten wizards could be on the lawn, and nobody on the street
would see or hear them. Every Muggle hurried past it, a few of them
casting looks of disgust as they sped by. The spell made them all fear
it, and then forget about it shortly after passing it. Perri waved to
them, even though she was invisible to them.
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Not the best day for going to work Muggle-style. Glancing back

inside, she saw the parlor’s fireplace sitting cold and dark across the
room. She could travel by Floo powder to save more time—and stay
dry.

“You will never find adventure by taking the easy route.”

Her mind made, Perri prepared for her walk, then left the house.
With her cloak tightly about her and umbrella held high above her
head, she strode to the end of her walkway. The spell wall was
impossible to detect, but she imagined a prickle of electricity as she
waited there, one step away from the Muggle world. A group of men
marched past her house, each coming within inches of her face
without noticing her. Once the men had rushed by, she stepped out
on the sidewalk.

“Mr. Weatherby!” A portly man in a gray business suit turned to
look back toward her. A smile spread across his face when he saw
Perri and paused for her to catch up.

“Good morning, Miss Atwood,” he said. “Off to work?”

“That I am, Mr. Weatherby.”

“You know...” The man cast a curious glance at Perri as he fell
into step beside her. “We have walked to town every day, and I have
never seen you exit your home. Where o you live?”

“Do you plan to call on me?” The hint of a grin betrayed her
mock surprise as her friend stammered something nervously.

“Of course not! 1 am happily married.” He held up his hand
where a gold ring could be seen on his fat finger. “I was curious, is
all.”

“Oh, well I live down the street. Perhaps I live in the abandoned
house.”

Mr. Weatherby laughed at her jest and then glanced back at
Perri’s home. He shivered. “That place should be torn down.”

“Oh my! I hope not! I like that house.”

“How can you like such a wreck,” Mr. Weatherby said, frowning,
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“Oh, I'm sure living there would be dreadful. But I picture it as

the seed for a wondrous story. Imagine it surrounded in Gothic
mystery, with ghosts wandering its halls.”

“The place gives me chills,” Mr. Weatherby muttered.

Perri continued with her whimsy as though her friend had not
spoken. “I wish one day, a great writer like Le Fanu or Stevenson
would see that house and be inspired!”

Her walking companion shook his head. “You always fail to find
the bad in anything.”

“On the contrary, Mr. Weatherby, I never fail to find the good in
anything.”

The kindly man raised an eyebrow. “And what can you say about
this weather?”

“That the air is fresh and invigorating.”

The stout man gave her a curious look, wonder shining in his eyes
and tugging at his lips. “I cannot understand why you are not
married, Miss Atwood.”

“Because I've no time to worry about such things. There is a
world out there, Mr. Weatherby, and I intend to experience it.”

“Surely you must get lonely?”

“I have my work and my friends.”

“But without love...”

“Love will have to find me. I will never search for it.”

“Then, for your sake, I hope your government job lets you travel.
I haven’t met a government man yet who deserves to steal your
heart.”

“Oh, you're a silly man!” The two laughed. Her “government
job” was the Ministry of Magic, but she couldn’t tell him that.

Main Street spread out before them, and they joined the forest of
umbrellas that moved slowly along the sidewalk. Horse-drawn
carriages rattled by, the animals” heads bent low against the rain.

“Let me hail your cab, Miss Atwood.”
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Heels scraped on concrete as Perri stepped back from the road

while Mr. Weatherby waved down a hansom.

A small, black carriage came to a halt at the curb, its single horse
snorting its displeasure at the weather. The driver nodded to them
from his perch behind and above the two-person cab, raindrops
pattering loudly on the awning over his head. One of the two wheels
rode through a puddle, soaking her friend’s feet as it came to a stop.
Oh dear, Perri thought with a cringe. As an independent witch, she
didn’t enjoy the need of Muggle men to open doors for women. By
all rights, it should have been her feet that got soaked.

Mr. Weatherby shrugged. “It’s a wet day. It was bound to
happen.”

“You are so gallant,” Perri said, in a proper response, as the man
accepted her hand and helped her up into the contraption.

“Until tomorrow morning?” the polite man said, holding the door
for their farewell.

“Perhaps. But you never know what the day will bring. Until we
meet again, Mr. Weatherby!”

Her friend shut the door and took a step back.

“To Whitehall, in London, my good man!” she announced, and
the driver, with a curt nod, shook the reins and the horse pulled the
carriage out into traffic.

Perri enjoyed her ride, as always. The hansom rattled along roads
that changed haphazardly from cobblestone to concrete and even to
dirt as it ran from Camden Town to London. She marveled at the
architecture and the vast number of Muggles walking this way and
that as they hurried to work. Sheltered inside from the shower, Perri
watched as the small business district of Camden Town turned into
a neighborhood of homes far more elaborate than those on her
street. Here, mansions rose up with many floors and spires, their
property surrounded by brick walls with dark cast iron gates. A
majestic purple house stood set back from the road with tall spires
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and a spacious yard separated from the sidewalk by a tremendous

black metal fence. Perri stared at it with longing as she rode past.
The garden before the porch was rich with color. Smoke drifted
lazily into the rain-soaked sky from two of its chimneys. People lived
there in comfort. A family, perhaps.

A sigh escaped her lips as she pulled her gaze back from the estate.
One day, she might settle down in a place like that. But not now.
There was still too much life to live and the thought of retiring—
even in such a magnificent home—felt like a weight on her heart.

Soon, the homes of Camden Town vanished as the vehicle made
its way deeper into London. Downtown London always fascinated
Perri by the sheer number of people in one place. With all the
magnificence of Wizarding accomplishments, cities were a purely
Muggle invention—and this city was impressive.

London had a charm of its own, and it showed in its architecture
with its massive stone buildings, its shops, its streets, and of course,
its people. The hansom turned onto Whitehall, the wheels splashing
through puddles that had sprung up in the torrent. This was a broad
road where many government structures were built. It was also the
location of her work.

They stopped at the curb near a series of small stores. Perri
climbed out and paid the driver, careful to pull Muggle money from
her bag. The man smiled and tipped his hat to her, as he shook the
reins and the carriage pulled out into traffic. With her umbrella
overhead, she walked a short distance to a tiny storefront in a big
granite building. The sign above the door read The Black Bezoar
Apothecary, and she chuckled at the implication. Muggles may be
inventive with their cities and devices but wizards had their own
cleverness. It was as though there were two Londons: one the
Muggles could see and one only the Wizarding world could see. The
entire storefront had spells designed to make it visible only to
wizards. Any non-magical person walking down the street would see
the flower shop followed by the cafe, and completely overlook the
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apothecary nestled between them. All of London was speckled with

other such Wizarding establishments, all cleverly hidden from the
unsuspecting population.

A bell tinkled above her head as she entered The Black Bezoar. An



