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Chapter One

     "To sum up my thesis in one sentence: Magic, or the perceived existence of magic, is
psychosomatic." Sophie Hunter focused on her doctoral advisor, Dr. Hermann, and blocked out
the reactions of the other six professors sitting at the long table before her.

     She also tried to ignore Jennifer Montcrief--called Mount Grief by three-quarters of their
classmates--who had finagled permission to listen to Sophie's presentation. The last time Sophie
looked, these presentations were private. Onlookers were neither wanted nor permitted.
Unfortunately, what Jennifer Montcrief wanted, she got. And those who stood in her way usually
suffered. Grousing over Jennifer's unusual talent for success at the expense of others led Sophie
to her thesis topic. She couldn't decide if it would insult or compliment Jennifer to use her as an
example.

     "Here there be dragons, simply because the peasants wanted to believe in
someone stronger than their overlords?" Dr. VanderHuey said. He actually looked impressed,
and it took a lot to get more than a scowl from him at the best of times.

     Sophie believed in her thesis topic and had psyched herself to believe the panel would
not only allow her to pursue her research, but would also throw a sizable grant her way. If she
got her go-ahead, she would have already proved her thesis. At least, in her mind.

     "Among other things, sir." Sophie nodded when she wanted to jump up and down.
"Impossible things happened, not because our ancestors were ignorant of the laws of nature, but
because they believed they were possible. They affected the outcome with their belief, just like
the act of observing an event in some small way affects the outcome of the event."

     "Now you're getting into quantum physics, Hunter," Dr. Hermann said. Despite the flat
line of his mouth, his eyes sparkled with humor.

     "In some ways, sir, I think quantum physics and psychology intersect. There's the theory
of parallel universes, where every decision that is made creates a branching in realities... Do you
want me to go into that?" That earned a few chuckles from the professors. Sophie took a deep
breath and refused to react to that sign of progress.

     Progress, nothing. She was doing incredibly well.

     "Next you'll be saying little green men are real just because the loonies who claimed
they were abducted believed they would be," Jennifer remarked in saccharine tones from behind
her.

     "Miss Montcrief, you are here only on the good graces of your advisor, because he
believes you still don't understand the presentation process," Dr. Hermann growled. If looks
could kill, his disapproving glare would have put Jennifer six feet under, with three feet of that
being solid cement reinforced with iron rebar.

     There were times Sophie really needed magic to be real, and this was one of them.

     "She does have a point," Dr. Putney said in his usual weary tone of voice.

     Common consensus said he hadn't always been so exhausted. At least, not before he got
assigned as advisor to Jennifer.

     "What is magic, sir," Sophie said quickly, "except technology that is too advanced for
the observer to understand? Quantum physics says strength of belief opens doorways to parallel
versions of reality. Two hundred years ago, the same 'little green men' would have been seen as
demons, leprechauns, faeries, or other magical creatures, depending on the local culture."

     "You have an answer for everything, don't you, Hunter?" Dr. Crooz snapped. She
shoved her cats-eye glasses higher up on the bridge of her nose and sniffed disdainfully.

     "No, ma'am. That's why I need to do research. Hopefully, I'll come away with some
answers that will be useful to others."

     "Hopefully," Jennifer muttered, just soft enough that no one but Sophie heard.

* * * *

     "Clever girl." Dr. Hermann said an hour later, in the privacy of his office. He nodded,
and smiled through his bushy gray beard. "I hope you have some science fiction conventions on
your list of research. Back when I was in your position, I would have been laughed off campus if
I suggested even visiting such an event on a lark. Now, you're considered up-to-date and
progressive to include them as a valid sub-culture. I envy you."

     Sophie believed that back in Dr. Hermann's student days, science fiction conventions
didn't even exist. She was too smart to say so, however. All that mattered was that she had
approval for her project, grant money, and a full academic year to do her research.

     "You know what they've been saying about you, in the ivory towers?" he continued.

     "No, sir."

     "The betting pool had it on good authority that you would propose elves are real." He
snorted when Sophie involuntarily reached up to tug her hat lower on her head.

     She couldn't remember a time when her pointed ears hadn't gotten her into trouble. Sure,
the quirky family trait had been a big help at Halloween and when she belonged to that Star
Trek club, but she never liked being a Vulcan for costume parties or role-playing games, so
what fun was that? Sophie wore hats and colorful scarves or just pulled her hair over her ears
whenever possible. She never dreamed that they would stop the academic world from taking her
seriously.

     Maybe when she proved magic was psychosomatic and therefore real in a logical, usable
form, people would finally take her seriously.

     Or maybe she should just use some of that grant money for plastic surgery?

* * * *

     Kevyn wanted that starring role in the new SyFy flick so badly, he could taste it. He
suspected he had been offered the part because the casting director was sick to death of being
hounded by wannabes and egocentric actors who claimed they were SF buffs and couldn't keep
the characters and their universes straight. Big liars were desperate for work. Desperation for
work was a sign that maybe the actor was neither good nor reliable, or a royal pain to work
with--or a combination of all three.

     It hurt to turn down the role, but Kevyn needed to work in the background. He
was quite happy to sit around eight out of nine hours every day, getting fed by Craft Services and
catching up on his reading. He loved Human books, especially their totally ridiculous ideas on
magic. He loved acting in science fiction or fantasy movies, wearing outlandish makeup and
costumes. He preferred not to memorize lines or pretend to be infatuated by a leading lady with
garlic on her breath, who was in need of hormone therapy or major electrolysis work.

     So he turned down the role he hadn't auditioned for, and used a little magic on his agent
to keep the poor woman from threatening to shoot him again or jump out the window. He had the
spell memorized. He had to use it four times this year so far, and it was only May.

     Maybe it was immature to want to stay out in the Human world and work in motion
pictures, instead of settling down to learn the family business. Just how many times could the
Ethics of Magic Code and all the other Fae laws governing interaction with the Human world be
rewritten? His family had produced a long and illustrious line of Fae Advocates. Why couldn't
his parents be happy with his six brothers following in their ancestors' footsteps? Why did the
lucky seventh son have to be an Advocate, too?

     To avoid being dragged home to boredom and respectability before he hit his two
hundredth birthday, Kevyn had to stay out of headlines, movie posters and commercials. That
meant no starring roles.

     "Believe me, kiddo, one of these days you're going to regret passing up your chance,"
Corry Kimball said as he turned to leave her office. But she said it with a smile and reached for
the phone to call the casting director and explain why her client wouldn't be right for the
role.

     Kevyn sighed in relief and used a little more magic to keep the five other clients in the
waiting room from seeing him leave. Whenever someone heard he had turned down a plum role,
they wanted to pound him. If there was some sort of glamour or magic spell that made him so
desirable, he could understand, because his success would literally rub off on them. As far as
Kevyn could see, casting directors refusing to leave him in the background was luck of the worst
sort.

     He stopped at the mall on his way home and picked up a bag of new books, so fresh off
the presses he could smell the ink, and a bag of apple fritters. His favorite sport was lying on the
futon in his tiny apartment, reading and pigging out. Keeping himself in books and junk food
was the only reason to go to work lately. Oh, yeah, the donuts provided by Craft Services were
pretty good, too.

     Two blocks from his apartment, the beads in the charm band on his left wrist buzzed. He
had a two-fold burglar alarm system in his tiny apartment. The first layer of defenses tested the
intruders for the presence of magic. If no magic, the second layer set to work playing on the
would-be-thieves' fears. And if that didn't work, books and kitchen utensils flew around the
apartment until they left, shrieking, bleeding and bruised.

     If the intruders had magic--these did, according to the glow emanating from the gold
and green beads--then all magical elements in his apartment shut down and went into sleeper
mode. He had learned useful things from Human computer systems, and despite the disdain some
relatives had for anything Human-originating, he appreciated all the cleverness of Humans'
version of magic-without-magic.

     Well, he was safe from detection by his relatives and whatever bounty hunters they had
sent after him now. The downside to this was that he couldn't go back to his apartment for at
least three weeks. Maybe more. He didn't keep important documents in his apartment, just
clothes, food and books, so the hunter couldn't trace him. He could just hole up in a hotel for the
next month and read, keep in contact with his agent by cell phone, and buy whatever jeans,
T-shirts and underwear he needed. No problem.

     Except that this little game was getting tiresome. When were they going to learn that he
wanted to be a minor actor, not an Advocate? When were they going to admit he was a big boy
and he knew what he wanted out of life?

     He grumbled one of the multiple variations of that question that evening, when he met
his best friend in the industry in their favorite corner bar. A little sympathy would have been
welcome, but his buddy only found amusement in it.

     "So your folks are after you again." Dougie Jones chortled and saluted Kevyn with his
fourth bottle of beer for the night. "Man, I wish I had that kind of problem."

     "No, you don't." Kevyn had had enough beer. He wanted to get smashed, and that
required diet cherry cola. Another brilliant invention of Humans, and he wasn't ashamed to admit
it. "I'm a grown man and they still think they can order me around like I'm under my nanny's
thumb."

     "Becoming a lawyer ain't my idea of a fine life. Too much work. You and me, day
actors, we got it made. Working in the movies, seeing the world, paid to stand around and talk to
pretty girls, wearing cool costumes. What more could studs like us want?" He plunked his bottle
down on the sticky counter. "This is the only bar I want to study." He nodded, frowning as a
thought visibly crept from the hibernating recesses of his mind. "Hey, got a great idea. I just
signed up for a gig with a street theater team. They travel around to science fiction conventions,
do what they call interactive drama that the fans can play along with. It's a blast."

     "Does it pay good?" Kevyn pretended to be skeptical, when something inside him
leaped for joy. A chance to get out of town for a while!

     "The more alien parts you can play with a straight face, the better the pay. And if you
don't mind groupies going after you, that's an added bonus. Chicks just dig the pointed ears."
Dougie leered for about five seconds before his eyes rolled back in his head and he slowly slid
off his bar stool.

     Kevyn sighed and propped his friend up. He really did like Dougie, so worldlywise
despite his relative youth at age forty-three. Well, he wouldn't get his diet cherry cola tonight.
Despite the accusations of his relatives, he was a very responsible and reliable Fae and someone
had to be the designated driver. Kevyn didn't need to get bombed and forget his troubles. He had
a place to spend the night and a possible long-term job, and a chance to get out of town. Life was
good.




Chapter Two

     Life sucked. Not just life in general, but life in particular on the SF convention
circuit.

     Sophie sat in a dark corner of the lounge and scowled at the scantily clad girls wearing
twenty different costumes from as many movies. Did they have to be so dang skinny? What
happened to the proverbial "size twenty Star Trek fandom" she had heard about in jokes
for so many years? Skinny hips, skinny waists, long legs that looked good whether it was in
Classic Trek miniskirts or caveman furs or Elfquest tunics. And
shouldn't-they-fall-on-their-faces-from-all-that-weight bustlines.

     She stuck out like a sore thumb because of her generous curves and lack of costume.
Sophie was tired of getting sneers, even when she cornered some costumed exhibitionist and said
she was doing research for her doctoral thesis. Everybody around her was too busy having fun to
sit still long enough to be interviewed, even for the sake of some immortality in an academic
paper. Even trading her blazer and skirt for a Gandalf T-shirt and jeans didn't help her blend in
any better or gain a measure of acceptance.

     Trying to fit in at SF conventions was a waste of time and effort. Just like trying to live
down the long history of quacks, charlatans and lunatics in her family history. If her delusional
ancestors weren't locked up in asylums, they were burned at the stake as witches or run out of
town by people who considered them a threat to their children and their sanity.

     The only thing that kept her from giving up was the thought of Jennifer Montcrief's glee
and triumph.

     Moaning, Sophie massaged her scalp to try to ease her headache. She bowed her head,
propped herself up with her chin in her fist, and contemplated her untouched rum-and-Coke. Her
second for the evening. Even that old standby didn't help give her that floaty,
tomorrow-is-another-day feeling.

     "Hey, baby, what're you doing, sitting back here in the dark?"

     Sophie groaned and considered pretending to be asleep. Except her eyes were open. She
didn't want to see the wobbling, overweight, drunken idiot in a badly made costume who was
going to try to pick her up. If all the girls in fandom these days were anorexic, the guys were
Captain Tubby personified.

     "Great ears," he added. "They look real. How d'ya do it?"

     "Ears," she snarled. Then a moment later, Sophie burst out laughing. It figured, didn't it?
She kept her ears covered all the time out of habit. The first time she let her hair down, literally,
she finally got some acceptance.

     He was probably too drunk to care that they were real ears.

     Such was her life--and, as she had noted earlier, it sucked.

     "Yeah, really great pickup line, huh?" the guy said, and slid into the booth facing her.
"It's been a rough weekend, let me tell you. Nice to find a girl who doesn't let it all hang out,
know what I mean?"

     Sophie looked up at him and gasped. He was in great shape. His eyes weren't bloodshot,
he didn't smell like beer and he didn't need a corset under that trim STIV-style uniform. He had a
five o'clock shadow trying to peek out through his blue Andorean makeup, and he had taken off
the white wig and antennae, so his sweaty, salt-and-pepper hair showed.

     "Dougie Jones," he said, holding out his hand to shake. "I'm with the theater
troupe."

     "Sophie Hunter, doctoral researcher." She held out her hand and waited for him to laugh
or flee the booth as if she carried the Black Plague.

     "Well, hell, no wonder you're not running around with a scorecard and trying to jump
everybody's bones." He mimed wiping sweat off his forehead and slouched in the booth. "Nice to
meet you, Doc."

     Maybe, just maybe, her life didn't suck after all.

* * * *

     Kevyn had been watching the curvy brunette for the last two hours, trying to decide just
what game she played. He liked it that she looked comfortable in jeans, sneakers and a
wine-colored T-shirt--not squeezed into an outfit that was mostly lace or faux leopard skin or a
miniskirt designed to leave nothing to the imagination. How did girls get around on those stilts
glued to their feet? The fact that they could still move with lightning speed and grab at
uncomfortable portions of an actor's anatomy proved some Humans possessed unconscious
magic.

     Something about her made the tips of his ears tingle. It was a warning of some kind, a
gift from some social deviant ancestor who had made his living as an assassin and seduced every
Human princess he could get his hands on. Did she pretend disinterest to lure an actor into her
clutches? Or did she simply enjoy the flash and silliness of the convention from the
sidelines?

     In other words, a sane person with a healthy sense of the ridiculous who hated looking
like a fool?

     When Dougie wandered over to talk to her, Kevyn cursed himself for missing his
chance. His roommate said something, and she looked up.

     Kevyn felt his stomach drop down into the toes of his costume boots. She had
pointed ears.

     That wasn't so unusual in this convention, except she had definitely been trying to cover
them up. Either she couldn't find the solvent to remove her costume ears, or they were real.

     He panicked and shifted to invisible in knee-jerk self-defense. He didn't care who saw
him do it.

     The lack of shrieks around him indicated that, wonder of wonders, no mini skirts had
spotted him in the shadows of the bar and made him the target of the hour.

     The girl didn't react to his burst of magic, either.

     Intriguing.

     Despite himself, Kevyn wandered over to study her. He leaned against the post at the
end of the booth, where people normally hung their coats, and listened to her describe her
doctoral thesis to Dougie. He didn't know what was more amusing: Dougie's effort not to fall
asleep, or her utter seriousness about proving magic was real in a totally scientific manner.

     After ten minutes, Kevyn wanted to run his fingertip down the graceful curve of her
perfect, seashell pink ears. Now he finally understood why his older brothers got that glazed look
in their eyes when they talked about a Fae woman's ears. Something about this girl--this mostly
Human girl, with enough Fae blood to give her pointed ears and make his own earpoints
tingle--caught his attention.

     Touching Sophie Hunter would violate the whole reason for being invisible, and he
didn't want to scare her. The more he listened, the more he felt sorry for her. She drank just
enough rum to keep the cola from making her tipsy, and babbled to Dougie about all the strange
and unusual things that had happened to her at conventions. Dougie chimed in from time to time,
adding his own stories.

     Kevyn decided to get out of there before he gave in to temptation and touched her. He
took two steps out into the hall and ran into a sword fight just starting to get off the ground.

     Didn't these jokers read the rule about all weapons being peacebonded so no one could
draw them and cause harm?

* * * *

     Usually it took four rum-and-Cokes before Sophie started hallucinating. Two just made
her nicely relaxed. For instance, when Mr. Tall-dark-and-tormented vanished from his seat near
the bar, she didn't even blink. She figured he was a figment of wishful thinking.

     When he reappeared in the bar doorway, semi-transparent, she just smiled and kept
scribbling in her notebook, recording the silly story Dougie told her. Being a perpetual student,
she had the ability to look at one thing, listen to another, and write quite legibly without seeing
what her hand did. She watched Dream Guy wade into the sword fight out in the hallway, framed
in the lounge doorway. He snatched the swords the imbeciles waved around and yanked them
from their hands. The astonishment on the combatants' faces nearly made her giggle. Their
shrieks of anger and the filthy words they spilled made her gasp.

     "What the hey?" Dougie turned around and stared, and other people in the lounge got up
to watch the battle.

     The battle wasn't a hallucination. Maybe those swords that swung themselves into the
wall and broke weren't a hallucination, either.

     But how could the transparent hunk who glared at the fighters be anything but a
hallucination? Nobody saw him but her. That was very evident when people didn't follow him as
he walked away.

     "I only had two," she murmured.

     Time to switch to something less prone to mess with her neurons. She muttered an
excuse to Dougie and got out of the booth. He didn't notice when she staggered out of the
lounge. Par for the course.

     Two hours later, Sophie sat in the coffee shop, eating her second hot fudge sundae with
chocolate ice cream and extra chocolate sprinkles when Mr. Semi-Invisible walked in. She
barely recognized him, fully opaque now and dressed in jeans and polo shirt instead of his
costume. Especially with his dark, tangled curls hanging down around his face instead of brushed
back and tucked behind his pointed ears.

     He stood in the doorway for a few seconds, looking around. She waited for the female
fans to mob him. The convention program book listed the TV and film credits of the actors, and
it didn't seem to matter to the fans that no one, including the Incredible Semi-Invisible Hunk, had
played any roles with actual names. The fact that this guy and his pals had spent time in front of
a camera made them celebrities.

     Sophie's brain froze up when she realized he was looking right at her, and smiled. He
waved, and like an idiot, she waved back. Her hand froze, caught in mid-air, when he strode
down the aisle between the tables and sat down opposite her.

     "Hi, Sophie."

     "Uh-- Hi." She scrambled through her photographic memory for the first time in her life,
trying to remember his name. "Kevyn, right?" Why couldn't she remember his name right away,
with the weird spelling?

     She guessed the common complaint of women everywhere was right. All that
testosterone hovering around him in a cloud did cause brain damage. In this case, her brain
damage and not his.

     "Somebody's been studying the program book." He grinned and the warmth in his eyes
did funny things to the pit of her stomach, right where all the chocolate ice cream had come to
rest.

     "I'm not in the program book, so how do you know my name?" she shot back.

     "Dougie's my roommate. I saw you with him in the lounge and asked about you."

     "Wondering why he was spending so much time with the--mundane?" She nearly
tripped over her tongue, using the mildly derogatory term for non-fan instead of 'loser,' as she
had originally meant to say.

     Before Kevyn could respond, two girls squealed, dashed up to their table and spilled a
flood of questions. He autographed their program books and gave non-answers to their questions.
Sophie was mildly impressed that he didn't promise anything, when the girls clearly wanted
promises, but they didn't resist when he asked for some privacy. How did he do that? Before she
could ask, the waitress came to take Kevyn's order.

     "One of those, please." He pointed at the remains of Sophie's sundae. "That is exactly
what I need."

     The grin and wink he gave her, as if they shared some amusing secret, fried a few more
neurons. Before she could get her brain rebooted, two more fans came over to ask some
intelligent questions about special effects in the movies Kevyn had been in. Sophie decided she
enjoyed listening to him talk. He didn't talk down to the fans or pretend knowledge he didn't
have. He seemed glad to share information.

     Oh, don't get all sappy about the guy, she scolded herself. So he's nice. So
what? He has to be after something, to spend time with you when he could be partying with a
bunch of girls whose IQs match their bra size.

     Kevyn's audience took the hint when the waitress brought his hot fudge sundae, thanked
him, and went back to their table. Sophie watched him dig into the multiple layers of chocolate
like he hadn't eaten in weeks. What was his next move going to be?

     Were his acting friends waiting outside, to jump in at the right moment? Sophie had
seen this particular game played out before. A gorgeous guy pretended interest in the brainy,
unattractive girl. As soon as he got the answers to the test or scored for whatever sick contest he
and his friends had created, everyone leaped out and yelled "Gotcha!" and ran away
laughing.

     "Speaking of special effects," Sophie began. Kevyn mumbled through a mouthful of ice
cream and kept shoveling. "That was a pretty neat trick, breaking up that sword fight outside the
lounge."

     Kevyn's yelp sprayed chocolate ice cream and hot fudge all over her T-shirt and the
table. He tried to leap to his feet, stumbled, and went down, hitting his forehead on the table
across the aisle.

     Half the coffee shop occupants leaped to help him. Sophie calmly got to her feet, left a
tip for the waitress, and took her bill to the register. Everyone still seemed focused on Kevyn as
she paid it, and walked out. She walked through the long hallway where convention-goers talked
and laughed and waited to get into the dealers room and the dozen other rooms with
programming still running at nearly midnight. She took the elevator to the twenty-seventh floor,
swiped her keycard through the lock and got it to open on the first try. Her knees folded just
before she reached her bed. She managed to climb up onto the mattress before she quietly had a
mini nervous breakdown.




Chapter Three

     Sophie saw him when he was invisible.

     That thought blasted through Kevyn's mind at unexpected moments.

     Besides making the tips of his ears tingle--and no girl, Fae or Human, had ever done that
before--she saw him when he turned invisible. How could someone with so little Fae blood she
didn't even know she had Fae blood see through his magic?

     He avoided the lounge, too civilized for the stunned, outraged and amused state of his
mind, and went to the bar next door to the hotel. Despite the darkness, half a dozen fans in
pointed ears followed and found him. He drank them under the table and stayed perfectly sober.
The girls tried to keep up. He used magic so they didn't get sick, but he left them woozy, so he
could show them that his points didn't come off his ears and they wouldn't remember.

     Sophie saw him when he was invisible.

     Just what kind of unconscious magic did she have, to let her do that? And why hadn't
anyone found her, made her a Changeling, and brought her back to the Enclaves?

     That thought, when it finally hit his raging consciousness at 2:00 a.m., drove him from
the bar. He barely remembered to zap the bimbettes safely back to their rooms. He believed in
being a gentleman even if he didn't want to be an Advocate.

     He needed to think, and Dougie was entertaining--unconsciously and horizontally--in
their room. Kevyn snapped his fingers to retrieve his swim trunks and walked down the stairs,
thirty flights, to the pool level. He had enjoyed that tranquil decade he spent in the Atlantis
Enclave, and being underwater helped him block out the whole world so he could think.

* * * *

     The problem with having a nervous breakdown was that once Sophie got past the
     I-did-not-see-that, it's-all-in-my-head, I'm-losing-my-mind stage, logic interfered. Along with her
pointed ears, Sophie's passion for common sense and logic had made her a natural to play a
Vulcan when her former Trek club indulged in role-playing games.

     Logic said to examine the situation just from what she had known and seen.
Fact said she hadn't had enough rum-and-Coke and didn't do drugs and despite feeling
like a freak--which was her normal state--she wasn't under enough stress to hallucinate. Fact
said that even though Kevyn went invisible and then came back semi-transparent, she hadn't
been hallucinating because: One, people walked around him like they didn't see him;
and Two, those prop weapons had flown out of their owners' hands and hit the wall and
people certainly reacted to that. Even though people acted like they hadn't seen who broke up the
ridiculous fight, Sophie had seen. Therefore, logic said Kevyn could turn
invisible--to everyone but her.

     That ridiculous yet logical conclusion gained credence from Kevyn's reaction when she
mentioned what he did during the fight in the hall.

     So logic said... Here logic failed her. Her uncomfortable talent for making
illogical deductions that turned out to be right kicked in here. Intuition--did she dare call it
psychic talent?--had been whispering in her ear for the last twenty minutes, once she got over the
shivering and whimpering and the silent screams inside her head.

     Sophie rolled over and looked up at the shadowy ceiling of her hotel room. Despite the
fact that no lights were on, she could make out enough details not to need any lights at all.

     Another irritating talent, like her ability to simply know things without any facts
to back them up. A talent she never mentioned to people, lest they think she was stranger than
she had already proven. Strange enough to have very visibly pointed ears.

     "I have had it with the whole pointed ear problem," Sophie snarled as she sat up.

     Six people this weekend had tweaked her ears, trying to figure out how she made them
look so real. They laughed and called her a great actress when she cried out in pain. They
doubled over in pain when she socked them good in the gut. And they had apologized and
hurried away with troubled expressions when she proved her ears were real.

     Remembering those incidents suddenly turned up the volume of that whispering
voice.

     Kevyn had pointed ears, too. He had changed out of his costume, and he had combed his
gorgeous, thick mane of hair over his ears, instead of taking off the tips.

     Logic said either he was weird, he couldn't find the solvent to loosen the spirit gum
holding his ears in place, OR... His pointed ears were just as real and natural--if they could be
called natural--as her pointed ears were.

     At that point Sophie made a conscious decision to find Kevyn, corner him, and find out
if he had weird ancestors, quirky talents and a strange, unreliable kind of luck that followed him
around.

     "Do you believe in magic, Kevyn Whatever-your-name-is?" Sophie whispered as she
got up off the bed and stalked to the door.

     She was halfway down the hall to the elevator when she realized she had left her
keycard and purse in her room. But no, just like a hundred times before, she turned to head back
and felt her purse sway against her hip and felt the stiffness of the keycard in her pocket.

     What if, she wondered for the thousandth time in her life, I did forget them
but the fact that I needed them made them come?

     That was something else she would have to ask Kevyn when she found him.

     And she would find him. Because among all her other talents, Sophie was very good at
finding things. All she had to do was want to find them, and she did.

     Sophie ended up at the pool at four in the morning by the simple logic of deducing
where the convention attendees wouldn't go. If Kevyn and his fellow actors wanted to avoid their
misguided, adoring fans, the pool was the logical place.

     Logic didn't warn her about finding Kevyn quietly sitting at the bottom of the
pool--the deep end--illuminated by green underwater lights, eyes closed and legs crossed and
looking totally relaxed. Bubbles streamed slowly up from his ears. Not his nostrils and lips,
which would have made sense, but his ears. He didn't turn blue, and the bubbles kept
coming.

     "Real Fae can breathe underwater," Great-aunt Serena had told Sophie when
she was a child. "They don't even need to conjure up gills for themselves. Magic provides
what they need before they can even think of it. Isn't that marvelous?"

     Great-aunt Serena had incredible amounts of information about Fae. Sophie barely
remembered a fraction of it, mostly because she had been four when her mother had enough of
the whole weird relative problem and moved to the far side of the country. One thing Sophie did
remember was that Great-aunt Serena had been mortally insulted when she referred to the Fae as
fairies.

     Logic latched onto the spectacle of Kevyn calmly sitting on the bottom of the pool, and
insisted one thing:

     Kevyn is a Fae.

     If Fae are real, logic insisted, then magic is real. And maybe not so
psychosomatic as her thesis postulated.

     Just like the miracle of finding the first coelacanth, Sophie knew she had to grab hold of
this lone, wild specimen of a real, live Fae. As in, capture him and get him out of circulation
before some research pirate like Jennifer Montcrief found him. Put him in a controlled
environment. Devise tests. Examine him until she learned everything she could. Gather data and
evidence until even the most skeptical member of the doctoral panel agreed with her conclusions.
Whatever those conclusions were.

     First things first. She fled down the hall, away from the pool area. First I
have to catch him before I can examine him. And I don't think a butterfly net is going to
work.

     She dreamed of The Book that night. Sophie couldn't remember when she first started
dreaming of The Book. She could never read the spine, and there were no headers on the
hand-written pages to tell her the name of the book. She had always thought of it in capital
letters--The Book--as if there were no other book to refer to.

     The Book gave her answers, plain and simple. She had long since rationalized that when
she dreamed of The Book, she was actually accessing long-forgotten memories, to find the
answers she needed. Despite that modern psychological explanation, she was always excited
when she dreamed of The Book.

     Whatever she dreamed she read in The Book worked. Perfectly. Without exception.

     The Book hovered in the mist, the covers lost in shadows so she couldn't be sure
how thick it actually was. Huge, definitely. She dreamed she flipped through pages for hours,
glancing through the funny, scrawled handwriting in a language that wasn't anything she
recognized. Not even Russian or Arabic or others that didn't use the modern English
alphabet.

     Finally, she came to a heading at the top of a page that seemed to indicate Fae
medical information followed.

     "How do I capture Kevyn?" she asked The Book. "Will ordinary tranquilizers work
on him?"

     Sophie hoped not, because she would have to get a dart gun and probably fill out
reams of paperwork to get permission to buy and use the gun and the expensive drug.

     The right-hand page went blank and a single word, INTOXICATE,
appeared on it.

     "Intoxicate him how?" She almost laughed. The idea of challenging Kevyn to a
drinking match sounded like fun. She could drink anyone under the table and not get a
buzz.

     ALCOHOL WILL NOT WORK. HUMAN PSYCHEDELIC AND
HALLUCINOGENIC DRUGS WILL NOT WORK. FAE INTOXICANTS ARE NOT
AVAILABLE TO YOU.

     NOT YET ANYWAY.

     She stared at those last three words and a chill of warning went down her back.
That itching shiver prickled right where she had always imagined she would have wings, if she
was a flying Fae.

     Great-aunt Serena had lectured her on the stupidity and impracticality of
wings. How could she get a decent dress on over wings, for instance? Fae magic made wings a
showy accessory, not something useful in daily life at all.

     "Okay," she asked The Book, as she fought off another shiver that threatened to
knock her off her feet and possibly right out of the dream. "What Human things can I use to
intoxicate him?"

     DIET CHERRY COLA AND DARK CHOCOLATE.

     "Nooo!"

     Sophie sat up, yanked out of her dream, and clapped both hands over her mouth to stifle
the sound. She shivered and huddled in her bed, and slowly became aware that daylight streamed
through the gap in the curtains. She turned around and looked at the clock. Eleven. The
convention was in full swing. She had missed two panel discussions she wanted to take notes
on.

     Gradually, the horror that had made her flee her dream crept up on her. In the daylight
that penetrated the curtains, the terror and loathing she felt didn't seem so bad.

     In fact, it was a pretty ridiculous thing.

     Dark chocolate gave her a clear-headed buzz. It was her social drug of choice. Sophie
rationed it, saving the gourmet dark chocolate bars for celebrations of the highest magnitude, and
using the generic, grocery store variety dark chocolate for medicinal purposes. And she never
shared it with anyone.

     The thought of breaking into her stash or even running out to a grocery store to buy dark
chocolate and watch it go down Kevyn's throat in the name of scientific research was
blasphemy.

     Diet cherry cola made her loopy. She thought it was just an adverse reaction to
aspartame and the so-called natural and artificial flavorings, and avoided all diet sodas.

     She used diet cherry cola when she wanted to stop thinking or just relax. She allowed
herself one can, rationed out over an evening curled up in bed with a new book, when she wanted
to celebrate some milestone in her academic career.

     Just imagining how two or three cans of diet cherry cola would affect Kevyn made her
giddy. Would he get amorous, like some guys when they had one too many glasses of wine?
Would he be sloppy and fall asleep on the table? Or be nasty?

     The Book told her to intoxicate him, so she could capture him, so that had to mean he
got sloppy and sleepy.

     "Down girl," she whispered, as she imagined Kevyn sleeping with his head in her lap.
Sophie fanned her face and made a dash for the bathroom for some cold water.




Chapter Four

     When the pale pink crystal beads in Kevyn's charm bracelet chimed softly, he nearly
teleported to his favorite spot on the moon. Those beads hadn't gone off in twenty-eight years,
since the last time someone had set their sights on him, physically, intellectually and magically,
to hunt him down.

     Enclave Hunters, here at the convention? How had they found him?

     It didn't really matter how, he supposed. What mattered was escaping them. Figuring out
how they caught up with him could wait until later. When he figured out how to prevent it
happening again. There was no way in any of the twenty dimensions of reality that he was going
to let his family drag him home and make him study to be an Advocate.

     The troupe did four acts every day. The third act was right after the dinner break, in the
main ballroom, on stage instead of out in a hallway, wherever they could find room. Kevyn felt
the thick flow of energy that came from someone concentrating on him. This wasn't like the buzz
that tickled and itched, when bimbettes mentally undressed him. This had a touch of magic in it.
Kevyn fumbled his lines three times before he could grasp that stream of energy with his mental
hand and follow it back to the source.

     Sophie?

     Kevyn did forget his lines then, and Dougie whacked him across the back of his head
with the barrel of his pseudo-lazer rifle, earning laughter from the audience. Kevyn had a hard
time not laughing along with them.

     Of course he felt Sophie concentrating on him. It proved his theory that she had Fae
blood. She also had a frighteningly disciplined mind, good enough to be an Advocate who could
scare the fewmets out of a lot of his relatives.

     He went through the remainder of the scene on autopilot while he played with the
delightful possibilities of revenge on his relatives with Sophie's help. First, he had to convince
her that Fae were real, then convince her she had enough Fae blood to become a Changeling, and
then convince her that while he loathed the thought of being an Advocate, she could enjoy the
job.

     He had such a good time imagining the family's dismay and astonishment when Sophie
graduated from Advocate training and took the position that had been set aside for him on the
day he was born, he almost missed the two Enclave Hunters standing by the back doors of the
ballroom.

     Panic and decades of survival training fought. Kevyn wanted to run, but Enclave
Hunters were like dinosaurs--they wouldn't see him as long as he stood still. Or in this case,
acted like he didn't sense them. He dubbed them Larry and Curly and was thankful there was no
Moe or Shemp to have to deal with. Sophie's presence had partially masked the presence of the
Hunters. Could he use her as a shield, in reverse?

     Only one way to find out.

     When Sophie appeared in the back hallway among all the other groupies, Kevyn nearly
crowed with delight.

     "Hey, Sophie, I was hoping to see you again," he said, and sidled past four bimbettes to
get to her. Kevyn almost felt sorry for the girls, probably just middle-schoolers, with their
woebegone little faces. Almost felt sorry for them. His continued freedom had first
place.

     To be honest, getting to know Sophie had a pretty high ranking, too.

     Sophie said nothing about the way Kevyn had freaked out last night. That worried him,
but not enough to stop him from linking his arm through hers and suggesting they escape the
hotel.

     She suggested the steakhouse two doors down. That was crowded and noisy, with
lighting dim enough to hide him and the Enclave Hunters. Much as Kevyn liked the
idea of vanishing with her, lost and yet intimate among the throngs, it didn't suit. He pointed out
the upscale seafood restaurant four doors farther down, and laughed aloud when she reacted in
surprise.

     "What's wrong?" he had to ask as they walked down the sidewalk to the restaurant.
"Don't you like seafood?"

     "Love it. But that's kind of a romantic style of restaurant. Quiet and elegant." She
shrugged.

     "Expense doesn't mean anything to me, if that's what you're worried about." He thought
about the few things he had learned about her. She was probably one of those penniless
academics.

     Kevyn decided he admired Sophie. He had never really pursued anything in his life,
except his freedom. Being the baby of his family, he never had a chance to fight for anything he
really wanted. Everything was always decided for him, or his older brothers had already fought
the battles before he was born. And what was the sport in that?

     "No, not the expense." She actually blushed, and that charmed him. "Private. I mean, it's
not like we're on a real date."

     "Who says?" He laughed again when she blushed darker. "Sophie, what do your
boyfriends do on dates?"

     "I don't date."

     "Religious abhorrence?" He tightened his grip at a sudden vision of Sophie bolting. Just
when he needed her most.

     "Nobody ever asked me out. No boyfriends." She shrugged, which was a little difficult
when they were linked together. He liked the warmth of her soft arm rubbing against his.

     "Well, that's a mistake on a cosmic scale." Kevyn quickened their pace as they
approached the door of the restaurant.

     "Don't feel sorry for me, please." She started to tug her arm free, so he held on tighter.
"I'd much rather we just stay friends, okay?"

     "Whatever Madame wishes, Madame gets." He let her free her arm, but caught hold of
her hand to press a kiss against her palm. While she stood there, stunned and wide-eyed, he
bowed and swept the door open before them.

     The restaurant was a mistake. It was definitely upscale and romantic--and run by snobs.
The hostess wore a long, sweeping black dress and the waiters all wore black pants, shoes and
vests and white shirts with lace at the collar. The hostess started towards them, horror starting to
cross her face. Kevyn snapped his fingers, casting a glamour over their jeans, sneakers and
sweatshirts.

     The illusion of their upscale outfits earned them a shadowed, circular booth lit with
scented candles, within sight and sound of a trickling fountain. Sophie didn't protest when Kevyn
ordered a carafe of expensive wine for them. He choked on his ice water when, the second time
the water came back to their table, Sophie asked for diet cherry cola. It surprised him more when
the waiter didn't even blink, and hurried to bring it to them. Somehow, Kevyn thought a ritzy
place like this wouldn't deign to stock something so plebian.

     And intoxicating.

     What was she up to?

     "Oh, this is the best," Sophie murmured, when she sipped at the tall wine goblet full of
the gently fizzing liquid. "You have to try this. It tastes better when it comes out of a dispenser
instead of a bottle."

     "Thanks, but it's your treat."

     "There's plenty." She waved at the tall carafe of cola, almost the same color as the wine,
then slid the goblet over in front of him. Before Kevyn could again refuse, she picked up his
goblet and put it in front of her. "Share?"

     She's trying to get me drunk.

     How could Sophie know he was susceptible to diet cherry cola, unless she was working
with the Enclave Hunters? Maybe his parents had hired her to trap him, catch his interest, even
seduce him?

     Kevyn knew his limits, and how to spell himself to sober up before the dangerous,
     out-of-control point. He would just play along with her and see where she led.

     Through the appetizers and the salad, he pretended to sip at the cola and plied her with
questions about her doctoral program. They switched glasses back and forth, and several times
Sophie accidentally poured more cola into his wine. Or was it an accident? It tasted
strange, but intriguing, so he let it pass. Mixing wine and cola actually helped him fight off the
woozies.

     Maybe that was why he saw her drinking rum-and-Coke that first night?

     Kevyn realized Sophie had drunk far more wine than cola, and she wasn't tipsy.

     Interesting.

     When their entrees came, he ordered coffee and joked about the double dose of caffeine
making him more tipsy than the wine. Sophie laughed, but that speculative light in her eyes grew
brighter.

     If she was an Enclave Hunter, she would know that coffee combined with the caffeine in
the cola to counteract the artificial sweeteners and flavors, much like dark chocolate acted as a
health and energy booster. So what game, exactly, was she playing?

     He was on his way to the bathroom when he felt the buzz of energy from the Enclave
Hunters entering the restaurant. The snap of magic they flung around themselves was like a
thunderclap. Kevyn whisked a cloak of invisibility around himself while the reverberation still
echoed through the ether and silently laughed at their obliviousness.

     Intriguingly, Sophie reacted to all that magic buzzing through the atmosphere. She
looked around the restaurant, frowned, and hunched her shoulders. Kevyn almost lost his grip on
the invisibility spell when she reached up and rubbed at the lovely pointed tips of her ears.

     Down boy, he scolded himself.

     Firmly shoving his mind into stealth mode, he crept through the shadowy restaurant to
sneak up on the Enclave Hunters.

     They, in turn, crept up on Sophie and slapped an invisibility spell around themselves.
Kevyn was close enough that it overlapped with his and let him see through the shield. He could
hear and see everything they said and did.

     "Another wild goose chase," Larry said with a sigh, and glared at Sophie as if it was her
fault they couldn't find their quarry.

     "Halfling," Curly said with a sigh.

     "More like an eighthling. She has power, but there's no training. Not even consciousness
that she has power." He snorted. "Waste of time."

     "Maybe not. She's kind of cute. In a mixed-blood kind of way."

     Cute? Kevyn felt something stir to life and try to roar. Sophie was more than
cute. And who did they think they were, critiquing her, maybe trying to decide if she was worth
slobbering over?

     He saw her first! If anybody was going to seduce a Halfling, it was going to be him.
They'd just have to wait their turn.

     If he ever gave them a turn.

     Kevyn took two steps back, almost losing contact with their magic, almost losing his
grip on his own magic so he became visible.

     What was he doing, feeling possessive over Sophie? She was trying to get him drunk,
after all. That meant something was going on in her devious, highly intelligent mind.

     Kevyn scolded himself to get back on track and moved closer, so he could see Sophie
while he listened to the two Hunters.

     "She has pretty strong potential. If it drew us off track, imagine what she could do as a
Changeling?" Larry mused. He cocked his head to one side and frowned as he studied Sophie,
who sat totally unaware of her Fae watchers, sipping wine and making notes in her notepad.
Kevyn made a mental note to check that notepad the first chance he got.

     "We could get a reward from the Council, if we do," the Hunter continued after a few
more seconds of study.

     "And they could also chew us out for wasting their time. Training Changelings is too
much work. It's more fun to see what diluted Fae blood does in the Human world when people
don't know they can work magic." Curly snickered.

     Kevyn seriously considered breaking his cover to pop him a good one, right in the
chops.

     But that would mean having to run, and he wanted--no, needed--to spend more time
with Sophie. Whatever she did, he knew he could extricate himself before he got into
trouble.

     Besides, as long as he stuck with Sophie, the Hunters would stay away. They would feel
power emanations and assume, wrongly, that they only sensed another powerful Halfling. They
wouldn't dream that a Fae on the run might use her as a shield.

* * * *

     When Kevyn's coffee came to the table, Sophie poured some diet cherry cola into the
cup, and most of the carafe into the sealed coffee pitcher. That had to have some effect on him,
right?

     Too bad The Book hadn't told her how much it would take.

     Kevyn returned in a cheerful mood. A little too cheerful, Sophie thought. Then again,
her conscience prickled, and that might have affected how she viewed everything.

     It definitely caused her to hallucinate. She heard two men talking right in front of the
table, but couldn't see them. And though their voices were muffled and they spoke in another
language, she had the strangest feeling they were talking about her.

     For all she knew, they were ghosts. If Fae were real, just like Great-aunt Serena had
always proclaimed, then ghosts could be, too.

     That wasn't a very nice thought. She had seen The Sixth Sense and for three
months, every time a chill breeze touched her, she looked around for evidence of ghostly
activity.

     Which made no sense, because at the time she didn't believe.

     Sophie wasn't quite sure what she believed anymore.

     "You are so pretty," Kevyn muttered. He tipped back his cup of coffee, put the cup
down so it clanked against the saucer, and rested his chin in his hand while he studied her with
bleary eyes. "You are the prettiest girl at the entire convention."

     Which proved what she had just been thinking. She couldn't believe in anything.
Nothing she depended on was reliable anymore.

     "Who ever said skinny was pretty? I like soft girls. Curvy girls." He stroked one
fingertip down her arm, giving her shivers that made her warm and gooey inside. "Like
you."

     Well, if she was looking for a sign that he was drunk, this was probably it.

     "So, you like fat girls?"

     "Nope." His elbow slid a few inches forward, and Kevyn leaned closer to her. "You're
special, Sophie. You have no idea how special you are."

     "I know exactly how special I am." Her eyes stung and she looked into Kevyn's eyes and
cursed herself for being so clever she was stupid. The first guy who spent time with her without
some ulterior motive or to win some moronic, testosterone-induced bet, and she had to ruin
things by getting him drunk.

     Drunk on diet cherry cola? Who ever heard such a thing?

     Maybe the Fae weren't really magic--they were just mutants. Aliens, maybe. Sophie
wondered what would happen if she went to the doctoral board and said she had proof that Earth
had been visited by aliens, and they left their rejects and merged them with the Human genome
to cause problems hundreds of generations later.

     "You don't wanna know how special you are," Kevyn whispered, leaning closer so his
breath brushed against her cheek.

     Sophie stifled a whimper. It was the story of her life. She had to get a guy silly drunk for
him to show some interest in her. Too bad he made her feel so good just by staring into her eyes.
Of course, he looked sort of cross-eyed right now.

     "It's a bunch of trouble, being special. Different."

     "In grade school, they called people like us freaks," Sophie muttered.

     "Not freaks. Magic." Kevyn smiled crookedly and nodded. "Real magic. And being
magic is a pain in the keister. You don't know how lucky you are, being a real girl. Wish I could
be." He frowned, shook his head, and sat up a little straighter. "I mean, real and not magic. Not a
girl. Wouldn't have any fun with you if I was girl. Because I'm glad you're a girl. Want you to be
my girl. Bet you'd be warm and soft and cuddly and I bet you'd taste like everything I like
best."

     "Taste?"

     Who the heck cared if he was drunk and didn't know what he was saying? She liked the
way his words made her feel. Now, if she could just manage to keep him in this fuzzy,
semi-conscious state all the time, they would be perfectly happy together. And anyway, it wasn't like
she'd go broke keeping him sloshed on diet cherry cola. Two six-packs a day wasn't going to
drain her bank account.

     "Taste," Kevyn whispered, and leaned so close she could feel his breath on her parted
lips. "Like, kissing. Really good kissing. Magic kissing." He sighed and sank back against his
side of the booth.

     Sophie muffled a whimper.

     "Is magic real, Kevyn?" she whispered, in a desperate bid to steer the conversation
elsewhere before she melted into an embarrassing puddle right there in public.

     "Really real. And a pain in the keister." A sound that could have been a giggle bubbled
out of him. How could something so deep and melodious be a giggle? "But you're the kind of
magic a guy could get addicted to."

     "Yeah, right," she muttered, voicing the sour ache from years of being chosen last in
gym class, and never even considered for date night at college.

     "Right. Really." Kevyn nodded, his head wobbling up and down like a bobble-head toy.
"You're so magic, you make my ears tingle."

     "That's original." She laughed.

     "No, honest." He tugged his thick, glossy black curls behind his ears and grabbed hold
of her hand. "Feel. You can feel the magic buzzing in my skin. Honest."

     He guided her fingertips over the elegant curve and up to the point and then down the
front of his ear. Sophie forgot how to breathe.

     He was right. Something vibrated, a warm tingling like carbonation under the skin of his
ear. It transferred into her fingertips and into her bloodstream and sent a giddy, breathless
sensation through her body.

     She felt suddenly exposed, as if they had been caught petting in the front seat by the
campus police, with their underwear strung on the rearview mirror for the whole world to see.
Not that she had ever been in that sort of position, and she loathed girls who were so horny they
didn't have the sense to find some place private. Who wanted to make out in a goldfish bowl,
anyway?

     That was beside the point.

     What was the point? She couldn't quite be sure. Because Kevyn held her hand against
his ear and looked into her eyes and she felt as if something deep and warm and intimate linked
them together. Sophie was afraid to move, afraid almost to breathe, that she might destroy this
fragile thing she couldn't fully comprehend, but sensed she needed as desperately as air and
light.

     "Nice, huh?" Kevyn whispered. He grinned when she could only nod. It took all her
concentration just to blink. "Let me?"

     "Huh?" Her face burned. That fragile connection between them gave her a feeling that
he had asked for something intimate and maybe even naughty. If only she could break through
the hormonal overdose that flooded her mind, she might understand.

     "I showed you mine." He waggled his eyebrows, like an old-style movie villain. "Now
you show me yours."

     Sophie laughed, her face red, startled and delighted and flattered--and yes, a little
afraid.

     "Sir, I'll have you know I'm not that kind of girl." She waved her hand in front of her
face, like a fan.

     "You could be." He let her tug her hand free, away from his ear.

     The moment didn't shatter so much as it faded. Before Sophie could even consider
taking up the dare or answering the hungry light in his eyes, the waiter came to take away their
dishes and inquire if they wanted dessert.

     "Chocolate," Kevyn answered. "What do you have that's chocolate? Preferably dark
chocolate?"

     Something deep inside Sophie wailed that she had lost her chance. She should have
gotten him out of the restaurant while he was still wobbly and woozy and willing to do whatever
she suggested. Just like chocolate made her feel better, more alert, healthier, she feared the triple
chocolate mousse cake would do the same for Kevyn.

     Well, at least she knew how to get to him. She would just have to spike whatever he was
drinking with diet cherry cola until he passed out. Next time, she would be better prepared.




Chapter Five

     Kevyn wandered down the hallway toward the dressing room, still slightly buzzed from
all the chocolate he had eaten. Still giddy from the euphoria that came from the feel of Sophie's
soft little fingers touching his ear. More intimate, yet more innocent than a kiss, her touch had
the power to tear his soul loose from his body.

     He craved her touch. He wanted more. He would do whatever it took to keep in contact
with Sophie. He would offer her the chance to be a Changeling and take her home to the
Enclaves for training. He would willingly risk being trapped as an Advocate, as long as Sophie
filled his life with the wholeness and energy that he felt when her fingertips just stroked his
ear.

     Kevyn suspected he had just discovered the male version of Need.

     And women complained when they went into Need? What was their problem? He liked
feeling this way, itchy and hungry, deliriously craving more of Sophie.

     "Hey, man, I was starting to get worried," Dougie said as he stepped out into the
hallway. "One more performance."

     "Oh. Yeah." Kevyn shook his head to get his mind back on track.

     "Yeah, then we're free to party for the rest of the convention. Hey, do you mind finding
some other place to crash tonight? There's this goblin chick--"

     "No problem." He shuddered at the mental image of Dougie making out with a real
goblin, rather than a girl in goblin makeup and costume.

     Real goblins were pretty much as fable painted them, with one detail missing. The
goblins encountered by Humans were usually immature males out on an adventure or running
away from home, which put them in a bad mood. That was because female goblins were like
preying mantises. When they were done mating, the females ate the males.

     Which actually made the world a safer place. But Kevyn knew better than to tell his
friend that particular detail.

     "No problem. In fact, I might head home with Sophie once this gig is done."

     "Sophie?" Dougie gave him a blank look. "What's she dressed as?"

     "Herself." Kevyn took pity on his friend as they headed backstage to get into their
costumes for their final performance. "She's the one you met in the bar, doing her doctoral
research."

     "Oh, yeah. Her." Dougie's eyes lit up. "Good for you, man. She seems really nice. Kind
of quiet. But I bet she'll be a lot of fun once you get her to loosen up."

     "Yeah, probably." Kevyn wondered what kind of "fun" Sophie had in mind when she
attempted to get him drunk just an hour ago. What did she want from him?

     Whatever it was, he hoped it included hooking up with her long-term. Or at least until
the Enclave Hunters gave up. Kevyn had to find a way to get her to invite him home with her,
even if it meant affecting her mind. Kevyn didn't like mind control. It was like messing with the
delicate mechanisms of an antique clock. They were never the same again once their smooth
operation was interfered with. He didn't want to hurt Sophie.

     He suspected the magic in her blood would resist any influence on her mind. The normal
level to suborn a Human, say on the order of a firecracker, would bounce right off her. The
equivalent of a stick of dynamite would be hard to hide from the Enclave Hunters.

     Kevyn wanted to avoid such extreme tactics at all costs.

     He liked Sophie, but was something wrong with him to care this much, after such a short
time?

     Sitting down to put on his makeup, Kevyn shrugged the question aside. He had a job to
do. He could deal with his conscience and libido later.

* * * *

     Sophie remembered Great-aunt Serena saying that before cherry cola came back onto
the market, she and her friends had settled for Dr. Pepper as the next best thing. Sophie thought
there was a vast difference between the two. Not so much the taste, but the effect it had on her
physically and emotionally. Kind of like the difference between sparkling grape juice and a nice
chardonnay.

     But suddenly that crazy old woman seemed far wiser than Sophie had ever guessed.
When Kevyn came to the con suite after the play, she was prepared. She sat on a sofa with a
bottle of Dr. Pepper between her feet, and a bottle of diet cherry cola hidden around the side of
the sofa. She had spiked the Dr. Pepper by replacing approximately one-third of it with the diet
cherry cola.

     When Kevyn joined her, she poured him a glass, he drank it and didn't even blink. Every
time Kevyn stepped away to talk to someone, Sophie poured a little more diet cherry into the Dr.
Pepper bottle, and poured Kevyn another glass of the mixture. He never reacted when the taste
changed.

     Just after 1:00 a.m., Sophie wrapped Kevyn's arm around her shoulder and led him,
singing under his breath in a language she didn't understand, out of the hotel, to the van she had
rented when she cashed in her plane ticket. Once she had Kevyn safely in the van, she persuaded
him to guzzle two more cans of diet cherry, until he burped loudly and passed out. Then she
pulled out lengths of sterling silver chain purchased at a local jewelry supply store, and bound
his wrists and ankles. Great-aunt Serena never said silver would negate Fae magic, but Sophie
had read it in enough fantasy novels, she thought it worth a try.

     Just to be on the safe side, she also put an iron chain on Kevyn's ankle.

     Then she left him snoring softly, covered with a thick blanket, and went in search of
Dougie. She found him in the hotel room the two shared and told him Kevyn was coming home
with her.

     "Hey, sure, no problem." Dougie waggled his eyebrows at Sophie. "Thanks for coming
by before I got too busy, y'know? Just a second." He closed the door of the room, leaving Sophie
standing in the hallway.

     What the heck was going on? How could Dougie just accept her word that Kevyn was
busy and sent her to get his gear? Why didn't Dougie at least ask how to get hold of Kevyn?

     All right, the possibility of a man of Kevyn's strength and size being kidnapped was
remote, but what kind of friend was Dougie that he acted like it was the greatest thing in the
world, unconcerned that Kevyn didn't even say good-bye?

     "Here you go. Hope the two of you have a great time. Tell Kev, the boss just called and
we have a new gig in about two weeks, okay?" Dougie opened the door just wide enough to hand
out a soft-side case and duffle bag.

     "A new gig in two weeks," Sophie repeated back to him. "Sure. No problem." She
thanked him and got out of there.

     Halfway to the elevator, she considered going back and telling him Kevyn might not get
back in time for the next job. She had the feeling Dougie was busy entertaining, which explained
his inability to think right now. The last thing she wanted was to make him think and question
the oddness of the situation. The cleaner her getaway, the better for them all.

     Except Kevyn.

     She was going to have to find some way to make this up to him. But how?

* * * *

     Kevyn woke up with that tickling tingle in his wrists that came from high quality silver
on his bare skin. He had a slight allergy to silver. Nothing debilitating, no rashes or those
ridiculous sneezing fits that cancelled all magical powers for an hour after each attack. Just
enough allergy to be irritating, because for everyone else, silver was a cure-all, a blood and
magic purifier. Another case of the cure being as bad as the illness. Thank goodness Humans had
invented dark chocolate.

     Experimenting, he rotated his ankles and wrists, still keeping his eyes closed, trying to
test the limits of the bonds. He heard a soft clank and a heavy weight shifted, sliding off his
rolled-down sock to land on his bare skin.

     The fire that wrapped a piercing hand around his ankle negated the slight irritation of the
silver. Swearing, he sat up and yanked at the burning touch of cold iron, and swore more when
he burned his fingers.

     Then he realized he lay on a thick mattress, chained inside a windowless van that
smelled almost new, with rain beating down on the roof and sides. Someone had chained him to
the reinforcement bars down the sides of the van with an iron chain and silver chains.

     This was a direct result of the misinformation spread by the Ministry of Propaganda.
After all, if Fae were ever discovered in the Human world, it was better to be chained with flimsy
silver that only caused a slight allergic reaction in a rare few. Silver could be torn, even while
suffering sneezing fits strong enough to blind.

     Other Human inventions that negated magic energy had to be avoided at all costs.

     Iron was strangely impervious to most magic, and it took a debilitating amount of magic
strength to blast open iron links, but it could be done. Until he did it, the weight and the burning
touch of iron would make him sick.

     Sighing, Kevyn shifted his ankle around until the iron chain slid back onto his sock,
which provided insulation. Gingerly, he reached down and yanked his sock up higher on his
ankle. Then he scooted up to the full length of the chain, until he could look out the front
window of the van.

     It sat at a highway rest stop, parked far away from the service building. From the watery
gray light, Kevyn guessed it was early morning, just before dawn on a stormy day.

     Enclave Hunters wouldn't resort to Human forms of transportation to get him back to the
Enclave. They certainly wouldn't waste time on silver chains, and they would avoid iron chains
except as a last resort.

     The only explanation for his current situation was Sophie. By balancing on one knee and
stretching his chained leg out behind himself, he could see over the front seats. He saw Sophie's
purse sitting on two small pieces of matching luggage, so it was a good bet it was indeed Sophie
driving the van, and presumably inside the service center right now.

     So that answered that question. But what did Sophie want from him?

     Judging from the silver chains and getting him drunk on cola, Sophie knew he was Fae.
She wanted something. Probably it had to do with the research that drove her to the convention
in the first place. It might be fun to answer her questions. He might even tell her the truth.

     Kevyn suspected Sophie could understand and accept that magic still existed in a world
that pretty much didn't believe in it, even when people needed desperately to believe in it.

     One thing he wasn't going to tell her was how silver cured his hangover from diet cherry
cola, and purified the blood. The better the quality of silver, the faster and more efficiently
healed. Kevyn felt great, clear-headed and refreshed. Even with the nauseating aroma of iron
lingering in the ether.

     Until he understood what she wanted from him, he wasn't going to tell her.

     Any more than he would tell her she could become a Fae if she wanted to.

     The time had come for Sophie to earn her answers. Even though he was grateful she
rescued him from the Enclave Hunters, the fact remained that she'd got him drunk and had taken
him prisoner. There were debts to be paid and scores to be settled.

     He just hoped he had the moral fortitude to not cave in, begging for the feel of her soft
fingertips on his ears, and wanting to nibble on the delicate points of her ears.

     He had to figure out what she knew and didn't know and what sort of misinformation
she believed. He needed to stay one step ahead of her. Preferably two. And make sure those steps
led her on a merry dance.

* * * *

     "You are in such trouble," Sophie muttered, after watching Kevyn sleep in the back of
the van for nearly ten minutes.

     She had never let herself get totally loopy, and didn't socialize with people who
regularly drank until they passed out, so she had no standard to gauge his condition. How long
would he stay asleep? What exactly did diet cherry cola do to him? She had thought he reacted to
it like ordinary people--non-Fae, if Great-aunt Serena was right--reacted to lots of booze. What if
she had overdosed him, put him in a coma, or worse?

     What if she damaged his brain, permanently?

     The thought of Kevyn stuck with her for the rest of her life sounded like a good idea for
about three minutes, tops. Okay, it would be great to look at him, and if he still thought she was
pretty and made her tingle, then there was a plus side to this. But she couldn't spend her life
feeding him and cleaning up after him and keeping him out of trouble. Men were harder to
housebreak than most pets, after all. And she acknowledged that while it might be fun to spend
her evenings necking with him, there honestly was more to life than spending long hours
horizontal and indulging in lip-lock.

     Yeah, right, her cynical, romantically deprived inner self snarled.
There are a couple dozen girls back at school who would kill for a chance to have a real,
live, warm, breathing, self-propelled teddy bear to keep them warm at night. And not have to
keep buying batteries.

     Still, she liked talking with Kevyn, as well as just looking at him. The thought of
silencing that clever mind and dulling that sharp sense of humor made her feel slightly nauseous.
And guilty. And even though she had never tried it, Sophie suspected she would much rather
have someone who touched her because he wanted to, rather than someone who
operated on remote control.

     And besides, Dougie knew her name. Eventually, he would get worried about Kevyn
and try to track her down. The convention committee had her phone number and address. If they
tracked her down and found a brain-damaged Kevyn chained up in her basement, she could just
kiss her doctoral thesis and her entire life good-bye.

     Get him home and deal with the rest of it later, she told herself, and turned
around to jam the key in the ignition and start the van.

* * * *

     Kevyn had to hand it to Sophie. When she planned a kidnapping, she didn't ignore her
victim's comfort. He kind of liked the vibrations of the van through the mattress. Thick mattress,
a comfy warm blanket, and good shock absorbers, so he didn't bounce all over as the van sped
down the highway. He took advantage of the opportunity and indulged in a long nap. As an
added benefit, Sophie liked the same soft jazz music he did. That and her clean, sweet scent
soothed him and made him feel safer than he had felt since Nanny Esmee kicked him out of the
nursery.

     He drifted in and out of sleep, lulled by the muffled music and the humming of the tires,
only waking fully when Sophie dictated notes to herself. At first he had jolted awake, thinking
she talked to him. Then he feared she was talking to herself; that the stress of her academic
pursuits had damaged her mind. When he scooted around enough to watch her, saw the little
machine she held close to her mouth when she spoke, and realized she was working through her
doctoral thesis. And he was part of it.

     He knew Sophie was smart, but he was impressed that she had gotten past the hurdle of
accepting the existence of Fae and believing he was one. She had kidnapped him as a study
object, to learn about the Fae in a scientific manner. He thought it rather sweet that she spent a
large amount of the six-hour drive to her apartment considering his comfort, feeding and
entertaining him, how to make sure he had enough exercise, and what she would do if he got
sick.

     At least I'm not an overgrown lab rat. She sees me as a person. Which is amazing,
considering how some of my relatives were treated when they were caught in the Human
world.

     Kevyn stretched out on his back and did some analyzing of his own. Maybe revealing
Sophie's Fae blood wouldn't be such a great shock to her, after all. If she could believe he was
Fae and still see him as a person, then she wouldn't be upset to learn she wasn't fully
Human.

     And maybe she wouldn't be revolted at the thought of becoming a Changeling and
embracing her magical heritage.

     The thought of spending the next fifty or hundred years teaching Sophie to embrace her
Fae self would be interesting. A challenge. A delight. A task he wouldn't want to share with
anyone else.

     He just hoped she wouldn't be one of those Changelings who held onto the false image
of Fae spread by the Misinformation Ministry, and demanded antennae or wings or a wand. Fae
could fly without wings. He looked forward to teaching her all the ways to fly that they could
share. Human speculation about making love in zero gravity had nothing on Fae making love in
mid-flight.

     And if things didn't work out... Well, he could always erase her notes, her videotapes,
her computer and her memory.




Chapter Six

     "I don't suppose you want my help unpacking?"

     Sophie shrieked when Kevyn's clear, richly amused voice came out of the darkness of
the van behind her. She stumbled, nearly falling out of the van. The last thing she needed was to
roll across the floor. Her neighbor, Tony, had borrowed her garage to work on his car while he
was watching her house and there was grease and other unidentifiable junk all over the
floor.

     "Um, no. Thanks." She swallowed hard and turned to look back into the van.

     Kevyn sat upright on the mattress, looking deliciously tousled and alert. The overhead
dome light showed him clear-eyed, and his color was good. Relief made her feel hollow. She
wanted to laugh and burst into tears at the same time.

     Honesty compelled her to admit she couldn't have cared less about the damage to her
research. Damage to Kevyn mattered most.

     For half a second, she considered apologizing and unlocking the chains to let him go.
And then begging him to stay, promising him anything he wanted, if he would just help her with
her research. And maybe snuggle with her at the end of a really long, exhausting day?

     The concrete existence of the van, the chains, all the receipts for her purchases spread
out on the passenger seat and Kevyn himself squashed that impulse. She had invested too much
in this project already. She couldn't abandon it just because Kevyn looked at her with those
gorgeous, puppydog warm eyes full of laughter sparks. As if he knew exactly what she was
thinking. Especially the daydreams she had indulged for the last half hour, wondering how it
would be to kiss him.

     Back to business, she scolded herself.

     "You probably won't believe me, but I really don't want to hurt you," she said.

     "Aw, shucks, I was hoping you were into bondage. Haven't been whipped good in a long
time. I've been such a bad boy and I really need to be punished." Kevyn waggled his eyebrows at
her and grinned, baring his teeth. For just a few seconds, his teeth looked very sharp.

     Sophie stared, her heart thudding so fast and hard she thought it would leap out of her
chest. An image of Kevyn begging her to hurt him filled her mind. Just long enough to startle a
shriek out of her. She stepped back, stomach churning, revolted. And, infuriatingly,
fascinated.

     No. It was sick. She didn't want to go there. She wanted laughter and a little wrestling
and lots of warm kisses, and curling up next to someone and knowing he would never hurt her.
Pain had no place in the kind of euphoria she wanted with a man. Teasing, yes. Playing at being
the boss, sure, no problem. Hot and heavy, great.

     Not that she had even gotten to lukewarm. She had known a grand total of two kisses on
the lips in her entire dating life.

     What's wrong with me, that guys won't even try to get to first base, let alone a home
run?

     "Hey, Sophie?" Kevyn scooted forward and rested a hand on the back of the driver's
seat. She jumped back two steps, startled to realize he could have touched her during the long
drive from the convention hotel. "Want to tell me why I'm here? Somehow, I don't see you as the
type to go in for white slavery. I mean, usually they sell pretty blondes as sex slaves."

     "No!" She swallowed a nervous laugh. "It's all purely scientific. I swear. Just
research."

     "Heck, you could have asked."

     "And you would have vanished before I finished asking." She shook her head. "I know
you're a Fae, Kevyn. My Great-aunt Serena was crazy. Everybody thought she should have been
locked up. But I'm starting to realize she knew the truth. I'm doing my doctoral dissertation on
magic as a psychological phenomenon."

     "I've always wanted to be a phenomenon." He waggled his eyebrows again, this time all
in mischief. And something else that made her heart suddenly pick up pace and sent a warm rush
flooding through her entire body. "Some people think I'm slightly psycho... But what does that
have to do with you?"

     "That's what I intend to find out." She swallowed hard and bolstered herself with a
mental image of Jennifer Montcrief shriveling up in fury, when she presented all her scientific,
documented and verifiable proof. "You're going to help me prove magic is real."

     "And when you're done with your research?" He lifted his wrists, making the chains
chime. "Take me out somewhere and bury the evidence?"

     "No!" She caught herself just before she shrieked. "I'll let you go."

     And I hope you don't want to go, that hungry, lonely part of herself added.
Sophie nearly burst into tears.

     Because she knew she had already ruined all chances of that the moment she poured that
first cupful of diet cherry cola in Kevyn's glass.

* * * *

     Kevyn wavered between laughing aloud and feeling sorry for Sophie. For the first time
in his life, he was truly grateful for the Ministry of Misinformation. Sophie actually believed
silver chains would keep him prisoner. Her hands shook as she unlocked the iron and silver
chains and led him out of the van. Her belief in the power of silver to negate his magic was
strong, but obviously not strong enough. Or maybe she had enough common sense to realize that
even if silver took away his magic, he still could physically fight her and break free.

     He amused himself with imagining her reaction when he told her all the things she did
wrong. He hoped she would laugh, rather than be embarrassed and never wanted to see him
again. He couldn't take it if she broke into a fury and blamed him. It really wasn't his fault, was
it?

     Besides, he was using her just as much as she thought she was using him. It was all for a
good cause. He needed a place to hide. She needed to pursue her doctoral research. Kevyn
simply had to persuade her not to include him in her final product. He would tell her anything
she wanted to know. Except, of course, the things she did wrong right now.

     Kevyn bit his lip to keep a straight face as Sophie anointed the walls of the basement
room with holy water, placed silver crosses and rune stones around the room, and burned
incense. The silver and incense combined made him sneeze.

     She flinched and gave him a worried look. Kevyn decided to play the stoic instead of
pretending the incense hurt him. He could live with the scent. Just how many different cultures
and mythologies had she referenced to negate his magic? The Ministry of Misinformation had
outdone itself.

     Didn't it ever occur to Humans that there should have been some consistency? Magic
didn't change to follow different rules when the geographic boundaries changed. Yes, some rules
were different, depending on whether a magical creature was created by magic--like werewolves
and vampires--and whether they were innately magical, like the Fae.

     He was going to enjoy teaching Sophie all the things she believed that were wrong.
Heck, she could do an entire doctoral dissertation on that alone.

     At the end of two hours, she finally had the room magic-proofed to her satisfaction.

     "Nice digs," Kevyn said, when Sophie sat down on the daybed, which he assumed
would be his for the duration. She looked good sitting there, a little pale, with dark smears of
weariness and strain under her eyes. He almost suggested she take a nap.

     He stifled laughter as he realized he had been unconsciously planning to seduce her
while she made her preparations. He would study her and train her, while she thought she was
studying him.

     Maybe he could even convince her to trash her research and set him free.

     "I don't want you to be uncomfortable." Sophie flinched and looked around the room.
"At least, as much as I can manage."

     "Sweetheart, there's no turning back now. If you're waiting for me to beg..." Again, she
flinched. Kevyn felt sorry for her. Mostly because he enjoyed this a little too much.

     "If I thought I could get you to cooperate--forget it. Like you said, there's no turning
back." She jumped up off the bed and stomped to the door. "Don't bother trying to make me
hallucinate or give me bad dreams or do anything to influence my mind." Sophie tugged on the
collar of her shirt and revealed an ornate silver beaded choker with onyx, alabaster and amethyst
beads in between. She laughed when Kevyn flinched at the recognizable pattern. "I'm prepared
for you. Guess Great-aunt Serena wasn't as crazy as everyone thought."

     She slammed the door as she left. Kevyn was amused to note that she didn't lock it.
Because she didn't think he could break through the wall of magic she had woven, or because
there was no lock? What had she used this room for, anyway? A pantry? A guest room that never
materialized?

     Great-aunt Serena had believed in her Fae blood and gathered information to pass to the
next generation. Somehow, the old lady learned the sequence of those beads. They were real
magic. Protective. Dispelling strong illusions that could influence the mind. Kevyn wondered if
Sophie wore that necklace all the time, and that was how she had seen through his invisibility
magic at the convention.

     That arrangement of beads and the inherent magical power of those particular
     semi-precious stones also did more to put a damper on magic than anything else Sophie had done to
this room. Kevyn sat down on the bed, propped his chin in his bound hands and settled down for
some serious thinking. What if he got her to take that necklace off? Would Sophie's inborn
magical potential break free and fly?

     The door creaked open before he could get any further than that thought. Blushing,
Sophie stepped into the room, holding out the key for the chains that bound his hands. Kevyn
grinned, and she blushed more. He wisely said nothing as she unlocked his wrists and neck.

     "You have to believe, I wouldn't do this if I wasn't so desperate," she whispered, and
brushed her fingertips over his neck.

     He flinched when her fingertips brushed the rash on his skin where the silver chain had
touched. Then a tingle of soothing magic seeped from her gentle touch. Involuntary magic. On
Sophie's part.

     What could she do if she didn't wear that necklace, effectively blinding and binding
herself? Kevyn knew there was far more to Sophie Hunter the Halfling than she could ever
guess.

     "You have no idea what desperation really means, sweetheart," he murmured.

     "I won't hurt you. I promise. I know we'll never be friends now, but--" She shrugged and
stepped backwards for the door.

     "We can be friends. Just ask me to stay, instead of making me." He stayed seated on the
bed.

     Sophie said nothing, just reached behind herself for the doorknob.

     "No? Well, maybe next time."

     "Is there anything you're allergic to?" she asked, when she should have stepped out the
door and closed it. "I mean...when I make dinner."

     "You're not going to starve me? How nice." He settled back on the bed and crossed his
arms under his head.

     "Kevyn." She sighed and visibly fought down a flash of anger. He was glad to see that
anger. She wasn't going to let guilt and fear and whatever other problems she had keep her
prisoner. "What did you mean, about desperation?"

     "This little room is no prison at all, compared to the life my family wants me to lead."
He crossed his ankles. "You probably won't believe me, but you're doing me a favor, keeping me
here."

     "No, I don't believe you. Why would you try to make me feel better?" She stomped out
of the room and slammed the door.

     "Maybe because you're in a nastier prison than I am," Kevyn whispered. "And because I
like you."

* * * *

     Dinner burned, because Sophie was so busy catching up on her email and a week's
worth of voicemail messages. Jennifer Montcrief first offered help with her research, then
suggested they combine their projects.

     Sophie didn't store the emails on her computer. Jennifer was just nasty enough, and had
enough computer whiz connections at the university, she probably attached a computer virus or
spy programs to her emails. Sophie logged off and sat back, wondering what her number one
nemesis could be plotting now, until the smoke detector went off.

     "I could really use some magic," she muttered, as she tried to salvage something from
the sticky black mess that used to be lasagna.

     She considered bringing Kevyn up to the kitchen and asking him if he could turn back
time or do something with the burned mess. It wasn't like she kept a lot of groceries in her house.
She didn't want to think about running out to the store tonight to stock up.

     "Yeah, you're a really good planner. And what happens when he needs to use the
bathroom or the shower? Keep him in chains all the time?"

     Sophie's face burned as she imagined standing in the bathroom, holding onto a length of
silver chain attached to Kevyn's neck, with the shower curtain separating them.

     Problem: her shower curtain was sheer blue plastic with lots of fish and seahorses
scattered across it, but not nearly enough to preserve Kevyn's modesty. Problem number two: not
enough silver chain to let her stand outside the bathroom.

     Sophie sighed as she realized she was effectively making herself a prisoner in her own
house. Or... Maybe the solution was to make the whole house a prison?

     "I hope you like junk food," she said an hour later, as she carried a loaded tray into
Kevyn's room.

     "So, when are you going to bring it in?" He sat up and tossed aside the novel he had
been reading.

     Sophie was strangely glad to see he had chosen a thick book instead of the entertainment
magazines she had bought during a gas stop. She caught the coffee table leg with her right foot,
tugged it out into the center of the room and set down the tray.

     Barbecue chips. Four kinds of olives--all right, those didn't count as junk food, they
were probably very healthy. Dark chocolate mints. Chocolate ice cream with peanuts, chocolate
sauce and whipped cream. Chocolate donuts. Cheese-in-a-can. Wheat crackers--also not junk
food, per se, but high in sodium and fat. Deviled ham in a can. Beans and franks.

     In effect, she had cleaned out her cupboard. She doubted Kevyn would appreciate the
fact she had sacrificed her stash of favorite foods, comfort foods, to feed him.

     "This is going to be the start of a beautiful friendship." Kevyn settled down crosslegged
on the other side of the table. He rubbed his hands together. "Where to begin, where to
begin?"

     "You're kidding me." Sophie looked down at the tray. "Don't tell me this is healthy for
you."

     "All right. I won't." He tipped his head sideways and looked up at her. "I hope you're
going to join me, Doc."

     "I'm not a doctor." Not yet, anyway, she silently added. She went down to her
knees and barely kept herself from reaching for the chocolate, first.

     Life is too dang short, Great-aunt Serena always said. Start with dessert.
Especially if it's chocolate.

     Great-aunt Serena was smarter and saner than anyone had ever given her credit for.

* * * *

     Sophie's Fae blood gave her more than pointed ears. Kevyn watched her as she plowed
through the feast she had brought down to his prison and noted how much chocolate she ate. She
was getting wired, pumped up and energized by it. Just like an average Fae woman. He
wondered if maybe several Halfling ancestors had intermarried without realizing it, increasing
the percentage of Fae in her bloodline instead of diluting it. Studying her ancestry would be an
interesting diversion. Maybe he should just tell her the truth. It was an even bet that she would
help him do the genealogy to prove she wasn't Fae, as much as to find out if she was.

     Great-aunt Serena was a safe topic. Once he got Sophie talking about the old gal, he
basically sat back and let her go. Of course she wanted to verify the things the old woman had
taught her when she was a little girl, and to fill all those gaps in information. Kevyn had to think
fast, to avoid destroying the misinformation that let him be a guest while she assumed he was a
prisoner.

     "What did people use to-- Strike that." Sophie settled back against the opposite wall,
slouched against the floor pillows that provided most of the furniture in the room. "How did Fae
get drunk before diet cherry cola came along?"

     "What?" Kevyn burst out laughing.

     "Wine doesn't do it. Brandy, whiskey, all that other stuff--"

     "That you know of. Maybe Human alcohol just tastes bad, so we don't drink it. If we
don't drink it, you can't knock us off our pins."

     "So, what does taste good?" Sophie had long ago given up taking notes on her steno
pad.

     It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her about the healing, energizing, euphoric qualities
of chocolate. He didn't want her even suspecting she was Fae until the timing was right for
him.

     "Everything. Especially pretty, young girls." He waggled his eyebrows
suggestively.

     Sophie turned red--he loved to see her blush--then she giggled. "Are you trying to scare
me?"

     "Me?" He fluttered his eyelashes in an exaggerated pose of innocence.

     "Making me think Fae eat children."

     "Not children, sweetheart. And not eating. Seducing. There's magic in youth and purity.
Human children and young women seeking romance are full of magic. It's hard to resist. Give
them a little magic, feed their belief, power just flows out of them. It's like an addiction." He
noted how her breathing slowed. Any moment now, her incredibly deft mind would start to make
a connection. Kevyn flashed her a cocky grin. "That's why we love Hollywood so much. Even
though so much of the trash out there destroys innocence, it feeds belief and magic, too. As long
as that belief remains, it evens out. And Fae need magic."

     "So you're an actor to feed your need for Human magic?" Sophie's eyes narrowed.
"Basically, you're a psychic vampire."

     "Look who's talking, sweetheart."

     That made her sit up straight and she went pale, then flushed bright red. Not
embarrassment but anger. That was exactly what he wanted. Distraction.

     If he wasn't careful, Sophie was going to learn everything there was to know about the
Fae, about the foundational truths of magic, everything false that had been taught her, and maybe
everything in his heart and soul.

     He wasn't ready for that deep revelation. Not yet. Mostly because Kevyn suspected he
had no depth at all.

     You're a pathetic sap, he scolded himself. You want her to like you. Admire
you. Heck, you want her to fall in love with you. Ain't gonna happen.




Chapter Seven

     The next week fell into a pattern that almost grew comfortable. Sophie went to the
university early in the morning to work on her reports, update Dr. Hermann and catch up on her
teaching assistant work. It was a relief to know she wouldn't have to go to any more conventions
for the next few months. Teaching during the week, researching at night and hitting the
convention circuit on the weekends had grown exhausting. She actually liked coming home to
Kevyn every night.

     She always left him sleeping, with the mini fridge in his room stocked with chocolate
milk, diet cherry cola and other beverages, whatever he revealed he liked, and boxes of donuts
and cereal and fresh fruit to feed him when he woke up. It had taken her hours, and buying her
supplies had earned her quite a few odd looks, but by the second night she had treated her entire
house, magic-proofing it as she had the basement room. That gave Kevyn free run of the house,
except for her bedroom.

     She hid the phone and computer in her room and triple-warded the door to keep him
from even trying to look inside. Visions of returning home to find the police waiting for her, to
haul her away on kidnapping charges, haunted her despite her precautions. After all, it wasn't
like Kevyn was a visitor from another planet. He was a Fae who was perfectly comfortable in the
modern, Human world. If he could call for help, he would.

     She usually finished up her academic chores around noon, then went shopping. It was
amazing the quantities of food Kevyn could go through. And it amazed her more that he liked to
cook. She certainly ate better these last few days than she had in months.

     It was nice coming home to someone, and she looked forward to long evenings of talk.
Sometimes they worked on a huge picture puzzle and chatted about anything and everything.
Sometimes she turned on the video camera and interviewed him, taking him through the
questions she had thought of during the day. Sometimes they watched one of the fantasy movies
she had in her expansive library and Kevyn pointed out all the false assumptions about magic
that Hollywood and novelists made, and which amused him to no end.

     And sometimes, Kevyn worked magic for her. Small bits of magic. Things like lighting
candles, turning on the oven, setting the table with dishes that flew through the air with no
visible means of support. Small things that didn't impinge on the magical barriers she had set up
and reinforced every morning before she left the house.

     One week grew to two. Then three. Kevyn dominated the conversations more and more,
telling her stories about Fae who lived in the Human world. She got a hungry pain when he told
her stories of Fae adventurers who brought home Human women as their brides, or Fae who
went to live permanently in the Human world so they could stay with their Human lovers. They
went through fairy tale books and he pointed out what were distorted tales of true events and
what were pure conjecture. She told him everything she could remember about Great-aunt
Serena.

     Life would have been perfect, except Jennifer Montcrief kept insisting they would both
be better off if they became research partners.

     Either Jennifer hadn't managed to come up with her own thesis, or she suspected Sophie
had struck gold. Either way, there was nothing in the world that would persuade Sophie to let
Jennifer get one good look at Kevyn.

     Every time a gorgeous, talented or rich man crossed Jennifer's path, she seduced him,
turned him against his friends and/or lovers, and then crushed him. Sophie liked Kevyn, but she
had come to realize there was something rather immature about him. If he really was nearly two
hundred years old, he hadn't grown up much. That disappointed her. She wanted Kevyn to be
someone she could admire and depend on.

     Maybe she should just adopt his life philosophy of enjoying the world as it came to her?
Heaven knew, she hadn't been enjoying herself.

     On night twenty-three, Sophie dreamed that Kevyn slung her over his shoulder and flew
off to Hollywood, where they lived in a crazy, Bohemian-style loft apartment and dined on diet
cherry cola and dark chocolate bars, and he got her starring roles in movies. And they made wild,
passionate, laughter-filled love every night.

* * * *

     "Never thought I'd see you fall for the brainy type," Dougie said, laughing. "Of course,
that Sophie was kind of cute, if you go for chubby."

     Kevyn swallowed a growl. There was nothing chubby about Sophie. That implied she
was immature, childish. If anything, she was far too grown up for her own good. No, he liked
Sophie's soft, generous curves. She was just right. His hands itched and his mouth watered and
he ached in several uncomfortable spots every time he thought about how she would feel in his
arms. How sweet she would taste when he finally kissed her. How warm and silken her skin
would be.

     "So, how much longer is this little love nest going to last, buddy?"

     "I have no idea. She's quite literally got me prisoner." Kevyn laughed, thankful his
friend had pulled him away from another painful, hungry daydream, courtesy of his raging
hormones.

     Funny, but he thought maybe he was learning something important in all this. Putting up
with restraint and restrictions, for the sake of someone he liked more every day, seemed to have
a maturing effect on him. Being forced to sit still, read and think for a change, instead of flitting
from one party and film job to another, definitely had a beneficial effect on him. Waiting for
what he wanted instead of just taking it, enjoying it, and moving on had taught him the value of
patience. And anticipation.

     "Anybody still looking for me?" he asked, breaking in when Dougie repeated his
tiresome joke about Sophie's lack of taste in lovers. Checking in on the Enclave Hunters'
progress in finding him was the only reason to go into Sophie's bedroom to use the phone.

     Heaven knew, it was torment to breathe her sweet, clean scent and look at the bedsheets
that were probably still warm from her body. How soon until he could persuade her to trade up
from her teddy bear to him as a bedmate?

     "Don't know who those jokers are who claim to be your relatives, but they're persistent. I
swear, I think they've followed me home five nights in a row." Dougie chuckled. "Good thing
I'm busy every night, huh?"

     "Yeah, good thing. Thanks." Kevyn could only be grateful Dougie was so enthralled
with the new love of his life, his conscious thoughts were full of her.

     The Enclave Hunters required physical contact, violating several Human-protection
laws, to dig into Dougie's mind to find memories of their phone conversations. He had given
himself a headache the first time he called, using magic long-distance to dismantle Dougie's
caller i.d. system. Still, some faint memory of reading that phone number might remain, buried
deeper and deeper in Dougie's mind as time went on.

     The warning tinglers went off, signaling that someone approached the house. Kevyn
hurried to thank Dougie and get him off the phone. He snapped his fingers and everything went
back to the way it had been when Sophie left her room. He laughed at his increasing urge to
clean her room. Sophie was a slob in the privacy of her bedroom. Maybe she tore her room apart
looking for clean clothes because he kept her up until three this morning talking, and she hadn't
done her laundry in two weeks.

     Any sign of his influence and power in her life was sweet victory. Especially since he
still hadn't worked up to where she would snuggle in his arms and surrender to the deep, potent
kisses he dreamed of.

     Kevyn couldn't even influence her dreams to make her want him, because the dratted
charmed necklace insulated her against his magic twenty-four hours a day. He wondered if she
even knew she wore it. She even showered with it.

     He snickered as he left her room and closed the door. He knew she showered with it,
because some mornings he stole peeks at her as she hurried through her hasty routine. Was it
his fault she ran around her house in her underwear whenever she thought he was safely
asleep in the basement?

     Actually, it was. He had been creating an illusion of himself asleep in bed since he was
four years old, to fool his nanny. He could do it in his sleep. And if Sophie thought he was
asleep, and she was otherwise occupied, she never noticed when he crept through her house,
cloaked in invisibility.

     She's going to kill me, when she finds out the truth.

     He swirled his hand through the air to call up the scrying globe.

     According to the globe, the person now standing at the front door, fiddling with the lock,
was female and Human with just a touch of Fae blood, but not Sophie. Enough Fae blood to give
her unusual good luck, and some influence over unguarded minds. Kevyn called up more
information in the scrying globe and sneered. Influence over male Humans, using the
most basic magic of all. Sophie could do that if she wanted to, and he liked her that she didn't
want to.

     This Human didn't have much magic sensitivity. He could leap through the door and
slap her while invisible. She would be spooked, but she wouldn't sense his magic at work.

     And she was trying to pick Sophie's lock. Should he let her, or zap her? Or amuse
himself by fuddling the lock and frustrating her? He went into the kitchen to bake a triple
chocolate sin layer cake, and spared a fraction of his attention for the unwanted intruder.

     One side benefit of Sophie's attempt at restraining his magic was that she had created a
privacy barrier around the house. He and Sophie could stay up to all hours, singing at the top of
their lungs, with all the lights on and all the curtains wide open, and no one would ever know.
The neighborhood would see a quiet, dark house. Kevyn speculated that once he got Sophie into
his arms, they could shoot off sparks and make love on the ceiling, and no one would notice.

     "Note to self," he said, calling up his personal ether memo file. "Make love to Sophie on
the ceiling." He snickered, snapped his fingers, and the block of dark baking chocolate flew
across the kitchen into his hand.

     The intruder gave up after only ten minutes. Kevyn sighed in frustration, put a holding
spell on the whipping cream and the mixture of honey and cocoa, and stomped into the living
room. He tweaked aside the curtains and watched the blonde slither down the driveway to a
poison green Jaguar sitting at the curb. He conjured up a three-dimensional image of her that he
saved to show Sophie when she came home. This was no ordinary thief. Anybody could tell
that.

* * * *

     Sophie swore viciously, loud and fierce enough to make two light bulbs pop when
Kevyn showed her the image of the would-be housebreaker.

     "Mount Grief," she spat and slammed her fists into the counter.

     The fluffy mounds of cocoa cream and chocolate silk cake with chocolate shavings and
sour cherry filling wobbled. The plate Kevyn's masterpiece sat on took a single jolting step
toward the edge of the counter.

     "Who's that?"

     "The slimy twitch who was trying to break in." Sophie sank down onto the nearest
kitchen stool and rested her head in her hands. "What is she up to? Did she think she could just
waltz in here and steal my notes, since I won't work voluntarily with her?"

     A look of horror crossed her face and she sat up and stared at Kevyn until tears made her
eyes gleam.

     "What? What is it? What's wrong?" He wrapped his arms around her. When that didn't
work, he slid his arm under her knees and carried her out of the kitchen to the living room and
cradled her on his lap on the couch.

     "It hasn't been any good, has it?" she whispered.

     "No, it's okay." He guided her head down to rest on his shoulder. "She didn't get in. She
didn't see anything, didn't get anything. And even if she got in, she never would have seen me,
never would have taken anything. Your place is safe, with me here. I would have taken care of
her like that." He snapped his fingers to demonstrate.

     "That's just it." Sophie twisted out of his embrace and slid halfway to the floor before
she got her feet under herself. "None of the things I did made any difference." She gestured
around the house. "You can do magic."

     "Oh. That." Kevyn felt like his stomach had fallen down to around his knees.

     The misery and shame in Sophie's eyes made him ache for her. He wished she would get
angry, but she just stood there and stared at him. He could almost hear the gears whirring in her
head, could almost see the pieces of the puzzle coming together in her incredibly agile, swift
mind.

     "Tell me about Mount Grief," he said, hoping to distract her until she got used to the
idea.

     "She's been trying to horn in on my project. Everything Jennifer wants, she gets. Guys,
clothes, the best lab, the wimpiest advisor, passing grades she didn't earn. You name it, she gets
it."

     "She didn't get in here."

     "No thanks to me."

     "No, actually, it is. You worked some real magic among all the mumbo jumbo. This
Jennifer twitch could have shown up with a stick of dynamite or a diamond drill, she wouldn't
have gotten in the door."

     "I worked magic. Right." Sophie snorted and stomped across the room. Kevyn feared
she would walk out on him, but she turned sharply in the doorway and stomped back toward
him. Pacing was a good sign. He welcomed her anger, as long as it wasn't directed at him.

     "She's been pestering me since I came back with you." Sophie chewed on her bottom lip
between sharp sentences. "Tried to use a sob story on her advisor that her work was sabotaged. If
I wasn't so busy, she would have framed me.

     "She claims we're following the same lines, and it would benefit the entire academic
world if we worked together, that her thesis works off of mine." She snorted. "The nasty little
twitch actually tried to convince me that since my work is a foundation for
hers, I'll get a whole lot more recognition for my work. Yeah, right. Like the guy who
discovered penicillin gave the limelight to the guy who let the bread get moldy."

     "What does--"

     "And today was the topper." She stopped in front of him, close enough the toes of her
sneakers touched his bare feet. "Her advisor whined until my advisor tried to convince me it'd
benefit both of us to team up. Which makes me wonder why she was out here, trying to break in,
when she had to be so sure of success."

     "Did they convince you?" Kevyn was delighted when Sophie screwed up her face in a
disgusted look and then laughed.

     "They wish! I told them I'd go home and think it over. Yeah, it took me about two
seconds to think it over and the answer is still no. What did she think she could gain by coming
out here and breaking into my house?"

     "Which she didn't do, because of your magic."

     "And yours." Sophie dropped down on the couch next to him.

     Not close enough, Kevyn was sorry to note, for him to put an arm around her. She
vibrated with tension and anger. He could almost see smoke coming out of her ears as she
thought hard and fast.

     "You spend a lot of time on your computer," he offered, and wished he had pushed past
his revulsion for computers to investigate what she had recorded about him. "Maybe she thought
she could copy your notes and get ahead of you. I think she was telling the truth. She needs your
research to launch her own."

     "Jennifer, copying notes? That's too plebeian for her tastes. It's more likely she'd get one
of her computer geek slaves to break into my computer though the university network and steal
all my notes. She's done it before. That's why I change my password every couple of weeks,
change the encryption and shuffle the files. So she can't find anything no matter how long she
has them hunting. In case they break into my system." The defiant light faded from her eyes.
"What if she did, though?"

     "Have you been putting everything you've learned from me into your computer?" Kevyn
whispered, feeling a sick twisting in his stomach that had nothing to do with six chili dogs and a
full gallon of banana split ice cream for lunch.

     "Everything." Sophie's voice cracked. She stared at him, tears filling her eyes again.
"Every video. Every audio file. Every picture. Every transcript of every interview. Every bit of
evidence of the magic that you can do and all the things you told me and all that Fae history."
She burst into tears and flung herself into his arms.

     Right where he wanted her, of course, but not soaking his Galaxy Quest crew
jersey. He wanted her quivering with passion, not with rage and terror mixed.

     "She probably has all my research, down to my notes for the questions I wanted to ask
you this weekend. With a little fiddling," she blurted between muffled sobs, "she'll prove
everything was her work, and I tried to steal it from her."

     "Yeah, but how's she going to prove any of it is real and not a bunch of special effects?"
he offered, trying to bolster her spirits.

     That earned real wails from Sophie. She dug her fingers into his arms, threatening to
poke holes in his sleeves. "Kevyn, she was trying to break in to kidnap you!"

     "Ain't gonna happen, sweetheart." He gave in to temptation, lifted her onto his lap, and
kissed the tears from her eyes.

     "But all she has to do is chain you and drag you through the wards, and you'll be her
prisoner. And stunned by the shock, to boot. I documented everything I did to keep you caged
here in the house. I even wrote down how much I used and where I got my supplies and how
often I updated the wards. She probably has a cage set up at her place, all ready for you." Sophie
sniffed, and fury drove away most of her shakes and evened out her voice. "It's probably a palace
compared to what I could give you. Once she gets a good look at you, she'll work her wiles on
you so you'll never want to leave her and --" Her voice shattered.

     Kevyn was pleased to see anger still dominated. Could he hope for some jealousy?

     She loathed this Jennifer, her rival. Maybe she feared Jennifer would destroy the
friendship they had built up over these past weeks? He put that thought aside to savor, and
tugged down the cuff of his sweatshirt so he could use it to dry her eyes.

     "Ain't gonna happen. I let you keep me here, so technically, I wasn't a
prisoner. Silver doesn't limit magic. In fact, if it wasn't for my stupid allergy, silver would be a
magic booster for me just as effective as it is for most Fae." Kevyn grinned when Sophie went
from narrow-eyed suspicion to something like open-mouthed shock, to a thoughtful look.

     "Jennifer couldn't get in because I wouldn't let her. And even if she did get in, she
wouldn't see me, because I wouldn't let her. And even if she did a striptease right here in the
living room and offered me a thousand bucks an hour, I wouldn't go with her. She's not my
type."

     "She's not Human, that's for sure," Sophie grumbled.

     "Hate to break it to you, sweetheart, but you're even less Human than she is." Kevyn
laughed when her eyes narrowed again. Anger meant she was thinking, not giving in to fear. She
was ready to fight, not sit and wail.

     "She probably has everything. She can use it against us," she said, after thinking in
heavy, throbbing silence while perched on his lap.

     "First things first." He sighed, hating what he was going to have to do. The sacrifices he
was called on to make in the name of friendship. And all right, in the name of seduction. He
stood up and set her on her feet. Letting go of Sophie when she actually held onto him hurt worse
than he could have guessed. Which was a danger sign he would have to investigate later.

     "Show me your computer."




Chapter Eight

     Kevyn knew where Sophie's computer was, knew she spent hours on it when she
thought he was asleep. He had just never considered that his life, his very existence--and a
violation of certain laws to keep the existence of Fae hidden from Humans--had been
documented on that computer.

     More important than any trouble with the Fae ruling council and an entire college of
Advocates more stuffy and duty-bound than his parents, was the thought of Sophie's suffering if
her arch-nemesis succeeded. That meant more than his freedom.

     "Hate computers," he muttered. "If Humans ever realized what kind of magic they work
with technology...well, it'll take another couple decades, so I'm not worried. Anyway, the thing
is, computers give me a rash even worse than iron."

     "Sorry about that," she muttered, and watched him tap-dance his way through the log of
recent activity. "What does all that mean?"

     "I hate to say this, but we're at about the limits of my knowledge. Like I said, I hate
computers." He flashed a teeth-bared grin at her. "What I can tell you is that no one accessed
your files from this terminal."

     "That doesn't mean diddly squat," she growled.

     "I wouldn't put it that way."

     "Yeah? How would you put it?"

     "In words that a nice girl like you should never hear. Trust me, sweetheart," he added,
pressing his forefinger against her lips when she opened her mouth to challenge him again.

     Sophie's eyes went wide and glazed just a little. Kevyn would have laughed in triumph,
but a corresponding jolt of awareness shot through him, pooling like churning lava in his
belly.

     The two of them were in deep doo-doo, and he had the sneaking suspicion, when the
dust settled and they had cleared up her problems, he was going to be euphorically glad to be in
that particular trouble.

     "Wanna see real magic?" He held out his cupped hand and conjured up a
communications globe. It flashed, showing static and sparks and then stylized, old-fashioned
computer circuitry boards. The theme from 2010 moaned through Sophie's office.

     "What is that?" A touch of laughter in her voice encouraged him.

     "Gubur's version of call screening." Kevyn tapped the communication globe with his
other hand. The chime grew dissonant. Gubur's bug eyes and hawk's beak nose filled the globe
just before the sound grew painful.

     "Kevyn, my man! Long time, no see! Hey, what's up? Isn't that fake identity I made up
for you working anymore?" Gubur's skin was green from the default coloring of the
communication globe. "Cosmic," he purred twenty minutes later, after Kevyn and Sophie took
turns explaining the situation and what they feared had happened to her computer. "Just love
playing hound dog. Put the do-bob where I can get at the system."

     Kevyn put the communications globe on the keyboard, so it leaned against the monitor.
He thought it would do more good to touch the tower, rather than the monitor, but he had seen
Gubur do such things before. His friend seemed to be limited in his range of magic, and had to
have the illusion of being able to see what was going on.

     Green sparks flew around Sophie's office and formed a swirling stream that shot into the
monitor. The entire room took on a greenish cast. Data streamed across Sophie's computer screen
at blinding speed. The tower hummed, the sound rising up and down through the alien tones
from Close Encounters.

     "What is he doing?" Sophie whispered.

     "It's just window dressing. He thinks he has to do it to impress the chicks."

     "Are you impressed?" Gubur asked, his voice muffled as if he held a stylus in his teeth.
Or he was eating lunch. As long as they didn't have to see what he was doing, Kevyn was
happy.

     "Very," she stammered.

     That seemed to suit Gubur. He didn't say anything else until the humming faded to
silence, the sparks vanished, and the stream of hieroglyphics in twenty different languages,
including Ancient Fae, stopped spilling actress the screen.

     "What's the diagnosis?" Kevyn asked, as soon as Gubur's face appeared in the globe
again.

     "Just what you thought. Sorry." He nodded to Sophie. "Here's the condensed version.
This chick is thorough, and nasty. Hope you decide to hang her high."

     The communications globe expanded, until it was larger than Sophie's monitor. Without
any sound or narration, it showed Jennifer standing over the shoulder of a mousy-looking boy
who needed to wash his hair and fix his glasses. His fingers danced across the keyboard and
images of Kevyn performing magic and hundreds of pages of text appeared on the monitor.
Jennifer made CD backups of everything. Then she gave copies of the disks to a weasel-faced
older man Sophie identified as Dr. Putney, Jennifer's advisor.

     "Looks like it's on her home computer, plus Dr. P's office, plus Jennifer's office at the
university," Sophie said after Gubur finished his visual report, they thanked him, and the
communications globe vanished. She sounded calm now, but Kevyn suspected it was the calm of
exhaustion, not because she accepted defeat.

     Defeat was a long way away, and it would be all on Jennifer's part, if he had anything to
do with it.

     "At least Dr. Hermann was left out of the loop," she added.

     "That's a good thing?"

     "That means he wasn't on their side in all this. If anything, he just got sick and tired of
Dr. P whining, and all the politicking from other faculty who fell for her I'm so smart and
innocent and I deserve every break in the world because I'm cute routine." Sophie snarled,
sank down onto the end of her bed and rested her head in her hands. "Well, I'm glad you're free
to go."

     "Why?"

     "Because you have to get out of here. Like now. If not sooner. Before Jennifer shows
up."

     "She won't capture me."

     "That's what you think."

     "You have a lot more magic at your disposal than she ever will if she studies for a
thousand years. And I already told you, none of the magic you wove imprisoned me. I stayed
because I wanted to."

     "Because you needed a hideout." Her voice wavered and she turned her head away from
him.

     Following gut instinct, Kevyn cupped her chin in his hand and turned her to face him
again. Sure enough, tears glimmered in her eyes.

     "Guess again." The throaty, hungry growl in his voice startled him.

     "Kevyn, you don't--" Sophie broke off with a squeak as he wrapped his arms tight
around her, crushed her up against him and caught her mouth under his.

     She wriggled and pushed at his chest, trying to break free. He snapped a magic barrier
around them that effectively glued them together but left him room for maneuvering. Sophie
whimpered as he lifted her onto his lap and changed the angle of his mouth against hers.

     Then the whimpers turned to a moan and a sigh and she stopped pushing. Her hands slid
up his chest to curve around his neck and she hung on for dear life. Kevyn muffled a growl of
pure triumph as she slowly went limp and her lips parted under his insistent pressure.

     Sophie tasted like chocolate and wine and cherry cola and she took his breath away.
How long he let himself drown in the softness and taste and warmth of her, he couldn't
remember later.

     It was the breathless feeling that squeezed his lungs and the alarm bells ringing in his
head that prompted him to finally release her, before their mouths melted into one unit,
permanently bonded together.

     Which, come to think of it, wasn't a bad way to go at all.

     Sophie lay limp in his arms, pale but for two spots of bright color in her cheeks and the
bruised, ripe look of her mouth. She sighed, a soft sound, then suddenly inhaled as if she had just
discovered air.

     Kevyn gloated over the fact that he had indeed managed to kiss her senseless. He hoped
she liked it, because he certainly did and that was one experience he would never grow tired
of.

     "Are you ready to listen now?" he murmured, and brushed his lips across her cheek.
Sophie purred and her eyes fluttered open. "I stayed because I wanted to, okay? You get
that?"

     "Wanted to," she sighed. Awareness seeped into her eyes. Kevyn waited until her eyes
went wide open and she sat very still and stared at him. Not that he wanted to break the mood,
but this had to be taken care of. Gut instinct and a healthy dollop of guardian magic told him they
weren't out of the woods yet.

     "Just think for a second. If you can," he added, muffling a snicker.

     Sophie blushed but she grinned instead of getting angry.

     "Think of all the magic I did for you, for your tapes. Do you think I could have done any
of it if all those preparations of yours, the spells and barriers and incense and all that rot actually
worked?"

     "Not as logical as I thought, huh?"

     "Sweetheart, if it worked, you would have killed me with the density of all that magic
you were trying."

     "So when it comes to magic, I'm totally useless." She shrugged.

     "This is the best kind, as far as I'm concerned." He brushed the ball of his thumb gently
over her lips. That silent, triumphant growl rumbled through his chest when her sweet, swollen
lips curved up, meaning she agreed with him.

     "So, tell me again why you played along?"

     Sophie didn't move off his lap while he told her about the Enclave Hunters, which meant
he had to explain about his family, their traditions, why he didn't want to be an Advocate and
even some of the steps he had taken to stay hidden. He told her about the close calls he had with
the Hunters at the convention.

     "I thought I heard something. It wasn't in English, but I could understand some of it."
She shook her head. "Weird."

     "That's just the tip of the iceberg."

     "Whatever. You were invisible during that fight in the lounge, weren't you? So
how come I could see you a lot of the time?" she hurried on, when he nodded.

     "Where'd you get this?" He touched the beaded choker around her neck for the first
time. Just as he had expected, a numbing sensation coated his fingertips for a few seconds.

     "Great-aunt Serena sent it to me for my tenth birthday. Mom was furious that she found
us, but she let me keep it, at least." Sophie's eyes went wide and she sat up a little straighter.
"This affected your magic?"

     "This is real magic, elemental, something the Fae and a lot of Humans learn how to use,
even if we can't really affect it. If that makes sense."

     "Kind of like not really understanding electricity and the principles behind it, but still
being able to use light bulbs and electric stoves?" She grinned and nodded. "Okay, so most of
what I know is trash. I can accept that. If Jennifer tries to do anything with it, she's toast when it
comes to her credibility in the field. Which is a good enough reason to let her get away with
stealing all my work."

     "Hmm. Maybe." Kevyn thought that leaving all that evidence in Jennifer's nasty,
thieving hands might turn around to bite them someday. He'd deal with that later. The fact that
Sophie wasn't angry that he tricked her and used her for camouflage was the most important
thing in his mind. When he told her that, she laughed.

     "How can you be worried about how I feel, when I did so much worse to you?"

     "Did you ever consider that we've been helping each other? I stayed because you
intrigued me. And I really had to know what kind of kisser you are."

     "And?" Her eyes sparkled and she blushed even darker. She laughed when he just
whistled and rolled his eyes.

     Kevyn liked laughing with Sophie. He liked holding Sophie when she laughed. He
intended for that to happen quite often.

     "I like being here with you," he said, and slid his arms around her again. She didn't resist
when he drew her head down on his shoulder. "I want to stay here with you. Or better yet, take
you away with me. Think about it, Sophie. Exploring the whole world. The Human side and the
magical side. Anywhere you want to go, anything you want to see and learn and do, we
can."

     "Sounds great."

     Her too-quiet voice didn't echo the sentiment. Kevyn cradled her closer and stroked her
hair.

     "So, what's wrong with my plan? Too irresponsible? Too vague? I know you like being
organized. We could make a plan for the first ten, twenty years, and then when they're over,
make a plan for the next fifty years, if that'll make you feel better. Anything you want. Just name
it."

     "I can't," she said. That tired tone was back. Kevyn wondered if he had slammed her
with too many revelations and new concepts and stretched her powers of belief too far.

     "Yes, you can. Anything is possible."

     Was she rejecting him before they had even begun? He wouldn't let it happen. He'd do
anything to make sure she stayed with him. He'd stay here and become a college student, if she
wanted. He'd even go home and go to Advocate school, if that would please her.

     Being an Advocate would be a pleasure cruise compared to living without Sophie.

     "It'd be fun for a while. But did you hear yourself? The first ten or twenty years. Then
the next fifty. Do you know how old I am, Kevyn?"

     "Doesn't matter. Or is that the problem? I'm almost seven times your age, but you're a
whole lot more mature than me, if you really think about it."

     "That's because I'll die a whole lot sooner than you, too," she whispered. "I'll get old and
I'll get weak and then I'll get sick. And don't tell me magic will take care of that. I've got the
feeling Great-aunt Serena wasn't repeating a bunch of propaganda sent out to mislead people,
when she said that even magic can't quite conquer death, no matter how strong that magic
is."

     "She's right. But only partly."

     "So, tell me what part I missed."

     "You have Fae blood."

     "So did all my relatives, sane and weird. Everybody, as far as I know, has gotten sick
and died or gotten old and died."

     "Did Great-aunt Serena ever tell you about Changelings?"

     Someday, he was going to have a talk with the geniuses at the Ministry of
Misinformation. They really had to do something about the misery and suffering of the innocent
products of Fae-Human seductions. Starting with making correct information available to them if
they ever guessed the truth.

     He took his life into his hands when he contacted someone at the Central Physicians
College. Kevyn knew the chances of his family having someone watching for any
communications with the Physicians were remote, but they could still track him down if they
learned he had asked for help. He had to do it, for Sophie.

     Actually, if he was going to be perfectly honest--and why break the trend he had started
today, anyway?--he had to take the risk for both of them. Life without Sophie would be worse
than any cramped, restricted existence he had fled before.

     Physician Hypnomates was one of the few who still made house calls to the Human
world. Kevyn suspected the six hundred-plus-year-old chief of the council in charge of tracing
Fae blood in Humans was something of a rebel and needed to get out of the Enclaves from time
to time. That suited him perfectly.

     Today Hypnomates wore purple. Robes, hair, eyes, even his fingernails and freckles. He
opened up a communications globe to listen and stepped through when Kevyn introduced Sophie
and pointed out her magic-damping gemstone necklace.

     "Mercy stroke, and a cleverly designed one," he said, after he persuaded Sophie to
remove the necklace and let him examine it. Hypnomates didn't touch it, but enclosed it in a tiny
scry globe and spun the necklace through a rainbow-streaked version of a spin cycle. "With this,
your Great-aunt Serena effectively prevented you from suffering all the little intrusions that
made everyone think she was so strange."

     "Like my seeing Kevyn go invisible and then semi-visible again?" Sophie guessed. She
chewed on her bottom lip, which made Kevyn hungry to nibble on it. "It damps my sensitivity to
all the magic going on around me. If I don't see or hear or feel it, then I don't react to it, and it
doesn't bother me. Poor Aunt Serena." She grimaced when the scry globe spat out the necklace
into her hand.

     "You don't really want to put it on again, do you?" Kevyn said. He was delighted when
she shook her head without hesitating. "Good. It's pretty, but it'll get in the way when we're
necking."

     Sophie blushed bright red, with a shading of lavender around the edges. Kevyn noted
that and decided not to say anything. He glanced at Hypnomates, and the physician nodded that
he had seen it.

     "Would you mind if I performed a diagnostic on you?" Hypnomates asked.

     "My computer got one, why not me, too?" Sophie gestured at the couch and when
Hypnomates nodded, she sat down. "Why? What's up?"

     "We'll know in a moment," he muttered. "This might sting a little."

     Sophie gasped and leaped to her feet when a scry globe enveloped her. That move made
the globe shoot up toward the ceiling, where she hovered, bobbing gently for a few moments.
She stayed perfectly still, and Kevyn was grateful. He had a vision of her bouncing all over the
house, and being thoroughly peeved with him when Hypnomates let her out. Kevyn braced
himself to catch her when the diagnostic ended, but Hypnomates settled her down on the couch
before dispelling the globe.

     "Fascinating. I theorize that somewhere in your ancestry, both sides of the family had
Fae blood, and married others with Fae blood." Hypnomates shook his head. "I could write
several papers on this. The recombination seems to bring out the Human tendency for magical
talent and weaves it into the Fae heritage."

     "Meaning?" Sophie demanded.

     "Meaning you could be a Changeling, if you wanted." Kevyn took hold of her hand.

     "Okay, that's something else that was left out of the curriculum. Aren't Changelings
Human babies who get switched with Fae babies?"

     "Rubbish." Hypnomates snorted. "You explain it to her, my boy. I assume you'll want to
apply for the procedure, so I'll just head back to the office and file the preliminary paperwork."
Without waiting for a response from either one, he conjured up a portal, stepped through, and
pulled it closed behind him with a soft pop and a splash of iridescence.

     "Procedure?" Sophie didn't tug her hand free, but the look in her eyes told Kevyn that if
he didn't explain and make it good, he might just be in trouble.

     Trouble with Sophie might just turn out to be fun.




Chapter Nine

     "Okay, here it is." Kevyn took a deep breath and caught hold of Sophie's other hand. Just
in case she got angry enough to punch him. "Changelings are Humans with enough Fae blood to
give them some real magic. And there's a procedure that basically turns off the Human genetics
and lets all the Fae recessive genes come out. Kind of like gene therapy, only better."

     "So...you're saying I could become a Fae?" Sophie said slowly.

     "Run away with me, Sophie. Live forever and learn real magic. That's a whole lot better
than any stupid PhD any day, isn't it?"

     Sophie flung herself at him and gave back the kiss he had stunned her with earlier.

     When Kevyn got his breath back, he dragged her into the kitchen and they attacked the
triple chocolate sin cake, washed down with a two-liter of diet cherry cola. In between kissing
and making wild plans for all the things he wanted to teach her to do and all the places he wanted
her to see, they demolished the cake. The woozies hit Sophie before they hit him. One minute
she was giggling about tracking down Great-aunt Serena and fixing her up with Hypnomates and
making her a Changeling too, if that was possible. The next minute, she was face down in a pile
of frosting and whipped cream.

     Kevyn was still steady enough on his feet to pull her out of the cake plate and carry her
to the bathroom. He washed the smears of frosting and whipped cream and crumbs and spilled
cola off her face and shirt. He played with the idea of peeling her out of her clothes and sharing a
shower with her. While that might be fun, he suspected there was a lot that had been left out of
Sophie's education. He wanted to take things slowly with her. The last few weeks had taught him
that anticipation and working his way up to his goals had quite a few benefits.

     Besides, Sophie might wake up from her blitz shocked enough to punch his lights out.
Now that she had removed that interfering necklace, who knew what kind of magic she had at
her disposal? Hypnomates was certainly intrigued by her potential. Unconscious use of magic
could be dangerous, at the very least.

     He put Sophie to bed in her wet shirt, tugged her shoes off, pulled the blanket up to her
chin, and couldn't resist the hungry temptation to lean down and kiss her good-night.

     "Kevyn?" she whispered, responding to the vibration that was part power surge, part
subliminal musical chime.

     "Yeah?" Somehow, he couldn't get up off his knees. He just stayed there, leaning over
her, close enough his short, rapid breaths stirred her drying hair.

     "Wha' happ'n'?" she said on a sigh. She smiled and reached up to curve her arm around
his neck. That brought him down close enough he could taste the sweet cleanness of her skin
without actually touching her cheek.

     Talk about playing with fire...

     "Go to sleep, sweetheart."

     "Only if you sleep with me." Her lips curved up in a smile that sent his pulse
galloping.

     "Believe me, I want--"

     She ambushed him with a warm, wet, open-mouthed kiss that sucked the air out of his
lungs. Kevyn tossed caution to the wind and pulled back the blanket to climb in next to her. Then
she sighed and her arm went limp and her hard, hungry mouth turned soft. Kevyn held still,
afraid to breathe for several seconds. When it was very clear she slept, he tucked her in and left
the room.

     He had a choice of laughing or cursing. He chose to laugh, and neatened up the kitchen
with a few flickers of magic. Then he took a long shower, hot and then cold and then hot again,
until the hungry tension left all his muscles. He tormented himself with one look at Sophie, from
the doorway, with five feet of empty air between them, before he went down to his basement
room. He had a lot of contacts to make, favors to call in and deals to make with his parents, if he
and Sophie had any chance of being together.

* * * *

     As hangovers went, Sophie supposed she got off easy. Kevyn had explained to her the
intoxicating effects of diet cherry cola versus the boosting and magic/health-enhancing
properties of chocolate. They had gone on an all-out blitz on that monster, deadly,
ultra-chocolate cake he had made. Which was reason enough all by itself to keep him. The cake and
cola had worked against each other, she supposed.

     Sophie wandered around her house, feeling a little wobbly, more euphoric than sick.
There was a haze in her head that was rather pleasant, until she decided to take a shower and
rinse off the last vestiges of sticky delight. Her head cleared completely. No ache, no nausea, no
dizzy feeling like the world was trying to twist out from under her.

     Yeah, she could get used to being a Fae.

     "Where's Kevyn?" she whispered, and tried to conjure up that scry globe Guber and the
physician had both used.

     As Kevyn had explained it to her, belief was about nine-tenths of the problem when
performing magic. Either she had access to the magical reserves in the ether, or she didn't. Belief,
and knowing exactly what she wanted to do with that magic, of course.

     She didn't get the scry globe, but she did get a wavery, mostly translucent image of
Kevyn down in his room, talking with someone in a big communications globe done all in
somber burgundy and gray tones. She tried to remember what he had said about his family and
the problems that made him head for the hills. She guessed that was how the Fae version of
big-time, dignified lawyers took care of phone calls.

     It was nice that he was finally talking to his parents again. At least, she guessed that man
in the dark robes with the long, somber face was his father, before the image faded out. Not that
she would ever try to eavesdrop. Not that she could. And it was good he was busy, because that
gave her a chance to get cleaned up.

     Kevyn had cleaned the kitchen. A man who cleaned up after himself and cooked. She
definitely had to keep him. That left her the job of picking up the living room and her bedroom
and trying to do something with her hair and some makeup.

     "Okay, some magic would really come in handy here," she muttered as she stared at her
reflection in the bathroom mirror. She had spent so long pursuing a psychology degree and
fighting the reputation for insanity in her family, Sophie hadn't paid much attention to fashion
and beauty secrets. Which were definitely secrets, as far as she was concerned. Kevyn seemed to
like what he had seen so far, when she wasn't trying at all, but that was no reason to slack
off.

     Thinking about trying some magic on herself reminded her what Kevyn had said about
the protective magic she had inadvertently woven around the house. Now that she had taken off
Great-aunt Serena's necklace, maybe she could actually see the evidence of magic at work.
Would it appear as a sparkle in the air, a tint of color in the right light, a hum that only she could
hear, a vibration only she could feel? Well, obviously not only her, since Kevyn knew what she
had done.

     Sophie sighed and settled down in the living room to concentrate.

     She never expected her protective magic to look like a chain link fence from a school
playground. It even had those protective plastic sleeves on the top where the metal ended in
points. Laughing quietly at herself, Sophie concentrated on the places where the seeming bars of
magic wove together. They were transparent, tinted in shifting rainbow colors, as if the energy
that powered the magic flowed through it in alternating strengths. Or maybe it was waves? She
needed to ask someone for explanations and the proper terminology if she was going to make
any sense out of magic.

     Sophie had the feeling that Changelings who switched over from Human to Fae even
fifty or one hundred years ago had it much easier.

     A knock on the door startled her. She half-leaped up from the couch, stumbled over thin
air and almost fell flat on her face. Laughing at herself, she fingercombed her wet hair out of her
face and went to answer the door.

     "Gee, Sophie, we've just been so worried about you," Jennifer gushed when the door
opened.

     "Liar," Sophie said with a smile and started to shut the door again before she noticed the
football player-sized men standing behind Jennifer, and Dr. Putney next to her.

     The gorilla on the right leaned over Jennifer and stopped the door with one fist the size
of a canned Easter ham. After seeing that face in close quarters, Sophie decided the two bruisers
with Jennifer weren't football players, but the guys who stood in for the tackling dummies. And
beat up on the entire team.

     "We need to talk. Where's the hunk?" Jennifer said as the two bruisers muscled their
way into the house. She looked around and her lip curled up at the book-lined walls and the
comfortably shabby furniture.

     "What hunk?" Sophie said, to hold back an urge to shriek He's mine! Lay one false
nail on Kevyn and you're a dead ex-cheerleader!

     Jennifer didn't even dignify that with a look of disgust. She nodded to Godzilla One,
who grabbed hold of Sophie's arms and lifted her until her toes didn't touch the ground. The
other one found the door to the basement and reached to open it.

     "No you don't!" Sophie snarled, and reached for the chain link fence with her mind. She
didn't know if she could wrap the fence around the four intruders and immobilize them, but it
wouldn't hurt to try. At the very least, she might hurt someone. Hopefully, someone besides
herself.

     "Shut her up," Jennifer said without even glancing at Sophie. Godzilla shook her,
breaking her concentration.

* * * *

     "All this is very nice, dear," Klarinda murmured, "but this sudden urge to grow up
would mean so much more if you had told us before you contacted the Physicians College and
gave away your location."

     Kevyn sighed, but wisely kept his emotions off his face and out of his voice. He looked
at his father, Abernathy, waiting for his input. Dealing with egotistical, spoiled brat stars in
Hollywood had taught him more patience and insight into the nuances of communication than he
had thought possible. His parents were so ultra-civilized and reasonable, he actually felt
homesick for the first time in nearly thirty years.

     He had stated his case from the beginning: He was going to be Sophie's Changeling
Sponsor, and he wanted his parents to leave the two of them alone for the next century while he
taught her what she needed to know. In return, he promised he would come back to the Enclaves
and give his heritage as an Advocate another chance.

     He knew better than to promise he would actually be one, but he figured the
fact that he'd at least try it ought to please his parents.

     However, their lack of enthusiasm, or much of a reaction at all, indicated he had been
wrong yet again.

     "Okay, consider this." He took a deep breath and pulled out his trump card. "If you let us
figure out our own lives, and you let me make my choice, I won't stand in your way if you try to
recruit any of our kids for Advocates."

     "That's assuming this Sophie agrees to stay with you, son, and have children with you,"
Abernathy said.

     "Of course, from what we've seen and heard so far, we have very high hopes," Klarinda
added. And nearly gave her son a heart attack by smiling with a sparkle of mischief in her big,
dark eyes. "She's a lovely girl. Very steady, smart, lots of common sense. At least, that's what
Hypnomates told us. We've been researching her ancestors and so far--"

     "Mother, please." Kevyn choked on something he was afraid to let out. It would either
be laughter or a scream of utter terror and a demand to know who they were and what they had
done with his parents. His mother was actually babbling with excitement.

     "Surprised you, eh?" Abernathy said with a chuckle that Kevyn hadn't heard for nearly a
century. How long had it been since he had felt relaxed around his parents, and they felt relaxed
enough to show humor? Kevyn suddenly ached for something he had told himself he didn't miss.
"I'll tell you something, son. Any girl who can make you grow up and risk yourself for her sake
is a girl we already love. She's a find worth holding onto."

     For once, Kevyn totally agreed with his father.

     Then an explosive reverberation through the ether brought him an image of two bruisers,
Jennifer, and weasel-faced Dr. Putney, all crowded into the living room and threatening
Sophie.

     "Trouble?" Klarinda asked. She reached out to brace herself against the side of the
communication globe.

     "Sorry, Mom, Dad. Gotta go!" Kevyn barely remembered to close down the globe
before dashing upstairs.

* * * *

     "I'm claiming your mutant friend in the name of science," Jennifer sneered, as Sophie
concentrated on finding all that energy she imagined gathered around her house. "Go get him. I
want him in his cage in my house by the end of the day."

     "He's mine!" Sophie yanked hard, trying to free herself from the Godzilla holding onto
her. "I love him and you're not doing anything to him."

     Jennifer laughed, the sound harsh and cruel, not the usual chiming bells she used in
public to trick people into thinking she was innocent and sweet. Dr. Putney blinked and gave her
a sidelong, questioning look.

     "The Stockholm Syndrome is supposed to work the other way, moron. You make him
fall in love with you. But you can't even do that right, can you?" she sneered. "Is he any
good? I don't suppose you took videos of those little performances, too? No, probably not.
You're such a loser, Hunter, because that's all you'll have left of the freak."

     "Kevyn is not a freak!" Sophie went perfectly still when she felt the house vibrate, and a
rumbling in the foundations.

     "He's not even Human."

     Sophie remembered what Kevyn had said about her, the chance to become a Changeling
and have magic in her life. The hints Hypnomates had given about her intertwined ancestry.

     "Neither am I," Sophie said with a grin, quietly, as she summoned all her dreams,
everything Great-aunt Serena had told her, and everything Kevyn had re-taught her about magic.
She reached in her mind for the magic she had woven around the house and yanked, hard,
mentally pulling the proverbial rug out from under the intruders, wrapping them up in it, and
then shaking the trash out where it would no longer do her any harm.

     The lights dimmed and dust filtered down through the ceiling as the very fabric of
reality shifted sideways, making interesting little holes where alternate dimensions tried to peek
through. Jennifer ignored it. The two bruisers looked around, mouths dropping open as they
visibly stretched their steroid-numbed intellects to understand. Dr. Putney went down on his
knees and covered his head. Sophie wriggled, trying to get free of those bruising hands. Maybe
Dr. Putney was the most sensible one of them all. Something had started, and she wasn't sure
how she did it or how to stop it.

     "You're wasting your time, if you're depending on that magic you saw me work, to hold
Kevyn prisoner," she said, hoping if she distracted herself, maybe things would settle down.

     "Yeah, right, and the hunk stuck around just because he likes you?" Jennifer sneered and
gestured for Godzilla One to open the basement door.

     "No," Kevyn growled, coming through the basement door without opening it. Little
black and blue and gold flames flickered in a corona around him. "I stayed here because
I love her."

     Something inside Sophie shrieked for joy. The shriek shoved aside a hitherto unknown
blank wall in her head and soul. A sleeping part of her leaped out from behind the wall and
shook itself like a dog coming out of the water.

     Magic spattered all around the house, enfolding Sophie and Kevyn in blue and silver
globes while poisonous green and yellow magic wrapped around the four intruders and flung
them hard against the walls behind them. Sophie stared, all sound muffled by the magic
enfolding her, but she felt the loud, hard splats that left marks on her walls and knocked pictures
off and in Dr. Putney's case, actually cracked the drywall underneath the paint.

     Smoke wreathed through the room and all was silence as Kevyn and Sophie bobbed in
their protective bubbles.

     Thanks, she said to the now-silent creature she had released.

     Any time, the new ally purred, and sounded sleepy and satisfied like a satiated
wolf.

     Uh, no, not really. Sophie laughed, and even that sound was muffled inside her
bubble.

     Across the way, Kevyn just grinned and shook his head, and she knew as if she could
read his mind that he was astounded and amused and even more important, proud of
her.

     But it's fun, the creature-friend grumbled.

     We'll find other things for you to do. Even more fun.

     Promise?

     Promise. Now, could you turn things off so we can get out of here?

     Before she quite finished the thought, the bubbles popped. She and Kevyn dropped
about two feet to the ground. Kevyn crowed laughter and swept her up, spinning her around her
devastated living room in a victory dance that ended with a long, deep, hot kiss.

* * * *

     Gubur came over in person to go to the university and invade Jennifer and Dr. Putney's
offices and computer files. It was a snap of the fingers to disintegrate all the printouts, disks and
tapes Jennifer had made of everything she stole from Sophie's computer, and another snap to
erase all the computer files. The hard part was finding everything, and erasing only what had to
do with Sophie's work.

     "The thing is, it'd be easy to erase everything in their computers and destroy everything
in their offices. Just wipe them clean," Kevyn explained. "But when they register a complaint
against you--and they will, I've run into creeps like this before--when they register their
complaint, the total wiping of everything would back up their claim. If you touch nothing but
what's yours, no matter how well they hid it, that might just scare them enough to shut up."

     "And if they don't have the sense to shut up, it's my word against theirs." Sophie nodded,
and the creature inside purred in delight at the mental image of Jennifer frustrated and infuriated
because she couldn't punish Sophie.

     Then she sighed and Kevyn turned her away from the computer where Guber did a last,
fine-tooth-comb search for anything they had missed.

     "What's wrong, sweetheart?"

     "My place is a mess and it just irks me that Jennifer and her goons and wimpy Dr.
Putney are still there. It's like my place has been violated."

     "Yeah, it has." He grinned. "And you did a pretty good job of finishing the job."

     "Don't remind me." Sophie groaned, but she mirrored his grin, thinking about the magic
she had performed. That little explosion had proven once and for all that he was right about her
magic potential. "Think magic will fix everything, put it back like new, once the trash wakes up
and leaves?"

     "Definitely. But why do you want to go back there? Why waste your energy fixing it up
again?"

     "Because it's my place, just like... Well, my academic career is a shambles now too,
isn't it?" Somehow, knowing months of research and effort had been wasted and she would have
to repay her research grant didn't really bother her.

     "Sorry, sweetheart." He drew her close against him. They fit together perfectly, so her
head rested just right on his shoulder. "I wish I knew what to do to help with that one."

     "You could help me start up a new course of study."

     "Yeah?" He grinned. She felt the shift in his mouth where it pressed against the top of
her head. "Like what?"

     "A long, in-depth study of life from the Changeling point of view. But you have to be
my teacher."

     "Sweetheart, have I got a lot to teach you."

     Kevyn twined his fingers through her hair, tilting her head back so their mouths met, hot
and melting and clinging. Fireworks spun around the room, starbursts and whistlers and
screamers and golden dragons and fizzing spinners. Gubur batted several away from the monitor
as he stood up and declared his job finished. He watched them for several seconds, blinking as
his eyes refocused. Then he grinned, summoned a globe portal and stepped through to
vanish.

     Kevyn and Sophie didn't notice as their feet slowly left the floor and they floated up to
the ceiling. Then through it. Then through the next five floors of the university building. No one
noticed them because it was late and even the cleaning people were gone. But Sophie wouldn't
have cared if the National Enquirer saw them and snapped pictures. All she cared about
was Kevyn's mouth, hot and sweet and hard on hers and his hands stroking down her back and
caressing every curve, making her feel for the first time in her life that she wasn't a fat, clumsy
freak.

     He made her feel beautiful and enticing. He made her feel like a hot fudge sundae with
chocolate ice cream and chocolate sprinkles and a jumbo-sized diet cherry cola, just waiting to
be devoured. She laughed and devoured Kevyn with kisses. Her hands learned the straight lines
and hard muscles of his body, until he groaned and laughed and gasped for breath as he finally
lifted his mouth off hers.

     "Talk about flying me to the moon," he said, and they laughed together as he gestured
around. The university spread out all around them, silver and black and surreal in the moonlight.
And they continued to rise, floating ever higher above the rooftops of the university. "Hey, that's
a great idea."

     "What is?" She snuggled up close against him again, her head tucked under his
chin.

     "We can go there. To the moon. Lots of privacy. I know this great little place, right on
the dividing line between day and night. What do you think?"

     Sophie thought for a moment. Then thought a little longer.

     "Sophie?" Kevyn waited for her to lift her head and look at him. "Sweetheart? What do
you think?"

     "It sounds like fun." She curved her hand around the back of his head and slowly pulled
herself up--easy to do, since they were both floating--until they were eye-to-eye. "But later.
Much later," she mumbled as she gently, softly as a rose, slid her mouth over his.

     Kevyn groaned complete agreement and held tight to her as they floated higher, and
added a couple gentle spins to the mix. And no one saw them, not even the dating couples on
Lookout Point, who had better things to do than stargaze.

END
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