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Praise for Enchanted, Inc.

“With its clever premise and utterly engaging heroine, Shanna Swendson has penned a red trest!
Enchanted, Inc. isloads of fun!”

—JULIE KENNER, author of Carpe Demon

“A totdly captivating, hilarious and clever look on the magica kingdom of Manhattan, where kissng
frogs has never been thisfun.”

—MELISSA DE LA CRUZ,
author of The Au Pairs and The Fashionista Files

“Light and breezy, but not without substance. ..a bit of the sense of a screwbal comedy, only updated for
these times that we livein...with ahint of Sex and the City and maybe a dash of Bridget Jones.”

—CHARLESDELINT, Fantasy & Science Fiction

“Livey...apure and innocent fantasy...a cotton candy read.”
—Publishers Weekly

“Thisis awitty, unique approach to the familiar story of a young woman working in modern Manhattan,
and the laughs are plentiful.”

—Romantic Times
“Swendson offers a quirky twist on supernaturd powers, suggesting that not having any can actudly be

an asset. This gppeding nove offers acharming cast of characters and a clever premise, and readers will
hope thet Katie's killswill be needed in New Y ork City again soon.”

—Booklist

“A totdly fresh approach to chick lit that’s meagicd and fun.”
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—fresfiction.com

“From the moment that you pick up Enchanted, Inc., you know tha you will have fun.... A marvelous
world populated with the mogt interesting people.”

—aromancereview.com

“Ms. Swendson does a marvelous job of bridging our world with the world of fantasy, in such a way, as
to be completely plausible.... This book, if you'll pardon the pun, enchanted me from the first page.”

—romancgunkies.com

“Light humor, a bit of magic, a dash of danger and adventure, and an engaging heroine add up to a recipe
for aredly enjoyable novd.”

—BooksForABuck.com

“Lots of likesble characters (and potentia romantic interests) that leave you wanting more.”
—Locus magazine

“[Katieiq like the Harry Potter of adulthood. Author Shanna Swendson pens a ddightful, whimdcd tde
about an unlikdy heroine who saves the day againg dl odds—and oddities. Enchanted, Inc. offers a
wonderful escape from the ordinary.”

—Dark Realms
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One

T he lagt thing | expected to see when | stepped through the door of the coffee shop was a fary

godmother. Not that fary godmothers are normdly high on the lig of things | expect to see, even as
weird as my lifeis. | work for amagicd company, so running into faries, gnomes, eves, wizards, and
taking gargoyles is something that happens every day. But I'd never yet seen an honest-to-goodness
fary godmother, and | redly wasn't expecting to see one that morning because, for the firg time in my
life | redly didn’'t need one.

Asof the night before, 1 had my Prince Charming. At the company Chrismas party, Owen Pamer, the
wonderfully handsome, brilliant, powerful wizard who aso happened to be an incredibly nice guy, had
kissed me like he meant it and told me he/'d dways had an interest in me. Yeah, the guy who was the
megicd world's answer to a movie dar liked plan old nonmegicd Katie Chandler, the ordinary
amdl-town girl from Texas. That Saturday morning was our fird officad date as two people who'd
admitted that we had fedings for each other. We were meeting for brunch at a shug little coffee shop on
Irving Place, possibly the most romantic New Y ork setting | could imegine for a casud firg date.

Which meant, of course, that the fairy godmother had to be wating for someone ese. At leas, |
assumed she was a fary godmother. | know meking assumptions can be dangerous, but | was pretty
good about seaing the truth, and she looked like Centrd Casting's idea of afary godmother. She looked
older than the eterndly youthful fairies | knew, and her wings were a farly good sgn that she wasn't just
another eccentric New Yorker. A star-topped wand lying on the table in front of her was yet another
clue. None of the other magica folk | knew used wands. Anyone ese would surdy have made the same
assumption, if they saw what | saw.

| dmog fdt sorry for whoever her Cinderdla was because she didn't exactly look like the
top-of-the-line fary godmother. Unlike most of the faries | knew, she was squat and round, but |
couldn't tdl if that was flesh or if it was her clothes. She looked like instead of teking off the previous
day’s clothes and putting on something new each morning, she just put on a new outfit on top of the old
one—and she'd been doing that for centuries. In dl the layers of dothing | caught glimpses of cdico,
tulle, patchwork, satin, and velvet. The top layer was old, dusty rose velvet, worn threadbare in places.



A rusty tiaramising afew stones sat haphazardly on top of her gray sausage curls, and one of her fary
wings was bent.

Of course, no onein the coffee shop seemed to notice that there was anyone odd among them, and it
wasn't amply because they were dl distracted by their newspapers and conversations or because the
cafeine hadn’t yet made it to their brains. I'm immune to magic, so the spdl she used to hide her magicd
appearance didn't work on me. | saw what was redly there, while | was sure the rest of the patrons
probably saw only an ederly woman weearing a tweed suit and sensible shoes.

But as| sad, it wasn't any of my business. | was about five minutes early because | knew Owen was
rdentlesdy punctud and | was sadly overeager, but | figured | could use the time to stake out a table.
Unfortunately, the shop was crowded, and there weren't that many tables to begin with. | lingered near
the doorway, waiting either for Owen to show up or for someone to vacate a table.

“Yoo hoo! Katie!” | turned when | heard my name and saw the fairy godmother waving a me. |
waved back hdfheartedly, and she pointed her wand at the empty seat across from her. With a shrug, |
went over and took the seat. There was dways a chance | could tak her into leaving, and then | would
have managed to snag a table before Owen got there. “Oh good, you're right on time” she said as | sat
down.

“Ontimefor what?’' | asked.

“Our meeting, of course.” She gave atinkling little laugh. “But slly me, 1 haven't introduced mysdif.
I’'m Ethdinda, your fairy godmother. I'll be managing your case, hdping you find true love.”

“There mugt have been some kind of mix-up then. | don’'t need any help right now. You would have
redly come in handy for the past ten years, but now things are findly working out for me.”

She waved her star-topped wand over the table and an daborately decorated china tea set appeared.
As she poured two cups and dropped in lumps of sugar, she said, “We don’'t make mistakes. You
probably need more help than you think, and that’swhy | was sent your way. Milk or lemon?’

“Milk, please. But I'm actudly meeting someone for a date here in a minute or two. So, you see, |
don’'t need hdp right now, for probably the firg time in my life. I’'ve found Prince Charming, he's found
me, and dl’s right with the world.”

Frowning, she waved her wand again, and a battered, dog-eared book appeared on the table. She
took the pair of spectacles that hung on a cord around her neck and brought them up to rest on her nose.
One of the earpieces was misang, so they hung lopsided on her face. “Hmmm,” she murmured as she
flipped through the book. “Oh, yes, | see what you mean. | haven't seen such a sad case in a very long
time. You redly could have used a hdping hand or two, couldn’t you?’

| cringed at her description of what | assumed was my dating history. A lot of other people's dating
higtories would dso have had to be in that book, though, for it to be that fat. My relaionship hisory
wouldn’'t have required much more than an index card. “That's putting it mildly. So you can see why I'm
confused. If you weren't around dl those years when dmogt every man | met acted like | was his little
gger or thought | was too boring and nice, then | don't see why you're here now.”

“We don’'t waste time with the little things. We only step in when destiny isat stake, when it matters in
the grand scheme of the universe whether or not you find your fated true love”

“Fated true love’ sounded like something out of the worst kind of romance novels. It dso sounded like
something out of my wildest fantasies. Fate sure would make finding Mr. Right and knowing he was Mr.



Right a lot easier. If Owen and | redly were meant to be together, then | could relax about whether or
not a super-powerful wizard could stay interested in someone like me. Then a doubt struck me. “Um, we
are taking about Owen Pdmer here, aren't we?’ It would have been just my luck if she'd shown up a
this particular time to hook me up with someone entirdly different.

She consulted her book again, flipping through pages and making little humming noises to hersdf as
she did so. At last she sad, “Mogt definitdy. And, my, he seems to have needed even more help than
you did with his past romances. He's anfully shy, isn't he? But then, we only work for women. The men
are on their own.” She gave a tittering laugh. “After dl, you don’'t hear much about Prince Charming
getting any help from afairy godmother, only Cinderdla”

“Yeah, but isn't Cinderdla a—" | dmog sad “a fary tde” but then wondered if that might be
considered offengve. “—fiction?’

She raised one eyebrow above the frame of her glasses, gving her face an even more lopsided
appearance as the glasses dangled precarioudy off one sde of her nose. “Then how would you explain
the fact that dmogt every human culture has some variation of the classc Cinderella story?” She sniffed
digdanfully. “That was one of my biggest triumphs. | even won an award.” She fished around her
neckline until she hooked a finger on a golden chain, then pulled on the chain to raise a star-shaped medd
from somewhere deep within the layers of clothes. “See? My dam to fame”

“Vey nice” | said, even though the medd was so tarnished it may have been an award for best apple
pie a the county far, for dl |1 could tdl. | tried to remember dl the fary tdes I'd read and
heard—beyond the Disney verdons. “But aren't there dso a lot of stories about faries hdping out
good-hearted younger sons on quests?’

“Those are fairies, not fary godmothers,” she said with an exasperated sgh, like she got that question
alot. “Thereis aggnificant difference, you know. We have our own kind of magic, very specific powers
and dl that. Now, about your case.”

| heard the door open and turned to look, hoping it wouldn’'t be Owen, not yet. Fortunatdly, it wasn't.
He' d picked avery good time to break his punctudity habit. The last thing | wanted was for him to catch
me conaulting a fary godmother. It would give him the totaly wrong impresson. | turned back to
Ethdinda “Not that | don't appreciate the offer, but | redly don’t think | need help right now. I’d like to
try to work things out on my own.”

Her glasses fdl off her face, bouncing once on ther cord agang her ample chest. She looked
postively heartbroken. “Whatever you think is best,” she said, her tone chilly, but with enough breaks in
her voice to makeiit clear that she'd put on theice as away of covering her hurt.

| couldn’t stand to make an old woman—fairy godmother or otherwise—cry. “I suppose if it starts to
be atotd disaster, then maybe | could giveyou acdl.”

She brightened immediatdly. Her book disappeared, and a golden heart-shaped locket appeared in
her left hand. “You can contact me through this” she said, handing it to me across the table. “Open it
when you need me. You'll know what to do from there.” And then before | could ask any questions, she
was gone, vanished into thin air, dong with her tea set.

As| dropped the locket into my jacket pocket, | fdt agust of cold ar and thought for a second that it
was an aftereffect of her vanishing spell, but then | redized the door had opened. | looked up and saw
Owen entering the coffee shop. | wasn't the only one gazing & him. He looked like a celebrity
heartthrob, he was o0 ridiculoudy handsome. | could precticdly hear the other patrons trying to
remember what movie they’d seen him in as he spotted me and hurried across the room to fdl into the



seat Ethdlinda hed just vacated.

On this particular morning, he looked like something out of a paparazzi photo of a cdebrity in his
off-hours. His nearly black hair was il dightly damp, asiif from a shower, and it curled up a little around
his ears and a the back of his neck. There was afant shadow on his strong jaw, and his dark blue eyes
were hidden behind wire-rimmed glasses.

| might have been put out that he hadn’'t made a least some effort on our firg offidd date if he hadn’t
appeared so flustered. “Sorry I'm late,” he said, dightly out of bregth. “There' s been a bit of acriss”

“What isit?’ | asked, immediately concerned.

A paper cup bearing the shop’s logo appeared between his hands, and he picked it up and took a
long sip. | noticed then that a amilar cup had appeared in front of me, so | got a little caffeine into my
sysem while | waited for him to answer. Cups appearing out of nowhere were practicdly normd in my
life, especidly around Owen, so I’d long since gotten used to it.

“Ari got away last night,” he said a last, sounding like he'd findly caught his bresth and settled down
some. Ari was the wicked fary—and my ex-friend—who'd been hdping our company’s enemy by
goying and sabotaging from within Magic, Spells, and Illusons, Inc., the company where both Owen and
| worked. We' d exposed her a the company party the night before, and she’' d been taken into custody
by the company security forces.

“How'd she escape?’ | asked.

“l don’t know. But I'm going to have to go to the office and see if | can detect any remnant traces of
spdls that might have been used. I’'m sorry to have to bal on you like this”

“Don’'t worry about it,” | indsted. I'd never been the type to slamp my feet and demand that a man
make me his number-one priority in life, so | certainly was't going to start now when my date’'s other
priority happened to be saving the world from bad magic.

“I'll make it up to you,” he promised. Then he tilted his head and gave me a gamile that would have
made me agreesble even if | had been throwing a hissy fit about his priorities. “Care to wak me to the
ubway?’

“Sure” | picked up my paper coffee cup. “Good thing we got these to-go, huh?’

His cheeks went pink. “I usudly wouldn't do thet, but | didn’t have time to wait in line” We took our
cups and headed to the exit, then went up the steps to the Street levd.

Away from the crowded coffee shop, we could talk more fredy about Ari and Phelan Idris, the guy
who had to be behind dl this “l guess IdrisS's cdm exit lagt night should have been a sgn he had
something up hisdeeve” | said. “He usudly wouldn't give up that eedily.”

“Maybe. But he's never struck me as the type to care dl that much about a damsd in distress. He'd
be more likdly to forget about her and move on to the next person he thinks he can use”

“Unless she knows too much about what he's up to, and if she was willing to betray us to him, it
stands to reason she could be persuaded to tdl us about him.”

“Oh, I'm pretty sure that was the case. And I'm not sure *persuasion’ is the right word.” He sounded
S0 cool about it, practicaly icy, that it sent shivers down my spine.



“You weren't going to torture her, were you?’ | asked.

He choked on the Sp of coffee he'd jugt taken, and | had to pat him on the back until he caught his
breath. “Torture? No! You didn't think we'd do that, did you? But there are other methods for getting
information out of people.”

“Good. I'm med at her, but | wouldn't want to go that far. If she got away, does that mean someone
esein the company isworking for Idris?’

“That'swhat I'll have to find out. Did he pull this from the outside, or was it an indgde job?’
“Our work is never done, isit?’

“My work is never done. | don't think you'll have to worry much about this one—at least, not yet.
WEe ve got some immunes doing verification work on the security force, and they’ll be hdping with this
intid sweep.”

| probably should have been sung by the implication that | wasn't needed, but what | actudly fdt was
agreat sense of rdief. | had my own job to do, and | liked my little corner of the company. | was looking
forward to returning to what passed for normd during the holidays. Chrismas was bardy a week away,
and the last thing | wanted to do was take on a big new project with only a few days l€ft in the office
before the holiday.

We reached the Union Square subway entrance, and Owen paused before heading down. “I'll cdl
you later, and | will make it up to you.”

“I'll hold you toit,” | replied, giving him a little wave. Only when he was out of sght did | redlize that
our fird red date hadn’'t gone any differently from amost any other time we' d spent together up to that
point. We' d waked to the subway station and talked about work, like we did every weekday morning.
Nothing had changed. He hadn't kissed me good-bye, and there had been no affectionate physca
contact while we' d walked—no hand-holding, no arm around me.

| couldn’t hold back a disappointed 9gh as | turned and headed toward home, away from the
red-and-white-striped gdls of the holiday market that seemed made for browsing hand in hand with
someone specid. This certainly wasn't the way 1'd imagined this day going not much more than twelve
hours ago. | amiled to mysdf as | remembered the night before.

I’d dill been floating on ar as we Ift the office party, giddy not only with my success in exposng Ari as
the company spy and saboteur, but aso with the fact that Owen Pamer had kissed me and told me how
he fdt about me.

We took a cab back to my place, and | invited him up for some hot cocoa and a chance to rehash the
events of the party. Although the shabby little apartment | shared with two roommeates was a far cry from
his comfortable town house, he hadn’t looked like he fdt at dl out of place there. | had to restrain mysdf
from doing a happy dance in my kitchen while | made the cocoa. All | could think was, “Owen Pdmer is
gting a my kitchen table, and he kissed me” A lot of drange and wonderfu—and some
not-so-wonderful—things had happened to me in the last couple of months, but this was the one | had
the most trouble believing.

| was dmogt afraid to leave the kitchen and return to the dining acove, for fear he wouldn't be there,



thet | had imegined the whole thing. But there he was, looking so very handsome in a tuxedo. After dl the
kissng and other displays of afection not too long before, a kind of goofy awkwardness had devel oped
between us. We didn't quite meet each other’s eyes as we sat at the kitchen table, drank cocoa, and ate
Chrigmas cookies. | wondered if inviting him up had been a bad ideg, after dl.

“Thet was anice party,” | said at last, when | couldn’t take the slence anymore.
“Wel, aside from afew disruptions,” he replied with a crooked amile.
“Yeah, | guess. Are our office parties dways that interesting?’

“It depends on how you define ‘interesting.’” They're probably not anything specia to us, but most
people would find them alittle odd.”

“Ohyeah. | can see that if you worked for a brokerage firm you might find this party kind of different.”
Argh! | was done with Owen Pdmer, and dl | could do was make smdl tak about the office party.

Then to make the dtuaion even more awkward, a key turned in the front door. At leest one of my
roommates was home. 1I’d hoped I'd be able to solidify things with Owen a little bit more before
subjecting him to my roommeates, but | guessed | should have thought of that before inviting im up. Why,
of dl nights, did they have to come home early on a Friday night?

And, just my luck, both Gemma and Marcia stepped through the door. Then they both froze, ther
mouths hanging open, when they saw who was stting a the table. They didn't have to say a word; |
could read their faces quite dearly: “So, thisis the guy you' ve been talking about? What took you so long
to make a move?’

| glanced a Owen, and the beet-red color of his face was a good sgn that he'd read ther faces as
eedly as| had. He stood, like a good gentleman, and | hurried to make introductions. “Gemma, Marcia,
this is Owen. We work together.” | Ieft out the “And he kissed mel He likes mel” part for decorum’s
sake. Besides, | was sure we' d get to that the moment he left. “ Owen, these are my roommates, Gemma
and Marcia”

He came around the table and approached them where they dill stood frozen not too far indde the
doorway. “It's nice to meet you,” he said, sheking ther hands. They managed to respond, but they
looked like something out of a zombie movie. | thought | detected a hint of drool on Gemma s chin. Then
he turned to me and said, “1’d better get home.”

As| helped him collect his overcoat from where we' d draped it over one am of the sofa, | said, “I'll
wak you out.” | went with him as far down the gairs as the firgt landing, then he paused.

“Thanks again for anice night,” he said.
“And thank you.”

“Do you want to get together tomorrow? Maybe for brunch, and then we can spend the day
together?”’

It sounded like heaven to me. “ Sure. That would be great.”

“Okay. How about we meet a ten at that coffee shop on Irving Place near my house? 1I'd pick you
up, but I'm not sure your roommeates could deal with that right now.” Although his tone was teasing, a
flush shot up from his collar to his hairling, and | suspected that he was the one who was't sure he could
handle my roommates.



“Sounds good to me” | said.

“Gredt. I'll see you then.” And then he placed his hand on my cheek and bent forward to kiss me, a
soft, warm, firm, gentle kiss that somehow fdt like ahug a the same time.

Even the next day, the memory of that kiss made me dmost warm enough to have to unbutton my coat,
dthough it was a raw December day. If | thought about it, | could 4ill fed the touch of his hand on my
face.

| doubted much had changed in those few hours. He was just being Owen, utterly dedicated to his
lifeswork. That was one of the things | liked about him. If he’'d blown off the crisis at work because he
wanted to spend the day with me, he wouldn't be Owen and | wouldn't have liked him nearly as much.

| got to my apartment building, unlocked the front door, and went up the stairs, pausing only briefly on
that landing where the lagt kiss had taken place. Then | went the rest of the way to my agpartment, which
was more crowded than | expected it to be. Not only were Gemma and Marcia there, but Connie, the
former roommate who'd married and moved out soon before | came to New Y ork, was there, as well.
They were gathered around the kitchen table, looking like they were having a summit mesting.

“Katiel You're back early,” Gemma said when she noticed me. “What happened?’

“He had an emergency at work, so we just had coffee” | said as | took off my coat. | left out the part
where we had coffee while we walked to the subway station. Gemma and Marcia, in good girlfriend
form, weren’t indined to be forgiving toward what they perceived as my dates’ missteps.

“Wha did you say he did?” Marcia asked.

| hadn't said anything about what he did. It was kind of hard to explain without bringing up the
concept of wizards, and if |1 said he worked in research and development, it didn't sound important
enough to warrant the kind of emergency absences | could expect from him. “He's an executive with the
company | work for,” | said. That was probably vague enough and sounded important enough to cover a
lot of bases.

Marcia nodded. “Y egh, that's the downside of dating powerful men.” As driven and career-oriented
as she was, she was the mogt likdy to understand someone ese who made work a priority. | was
surprised, though, a how wigful her voice sounded.

“When you' ve got one who looks like he does, you can make the occasiona alowance, but don't let
him get away with it too often,” Gemma said. She turned to Connie and added, “You should have seen
this guy. He seemed pretty nice, too, what little we saw of him. Our little Katie snagged hersdlf a good
one”

“What brings you down to this end of theidand?’ | asked Connie.

“Minor rdationship criss,” Gemma answered before Connie could speak. “And you're just intime.”
“For what?’

“lce sketing at Rockefdler Center.”

While | was 4ill trying to figure out what ice skating had to do with a rdaionship criss, Gemma
handed me a piece of paper. “What do you make of this?’ she asked.



The paper was diff and heavy, the kind used for formd correspondence. | unfolded it to see a
handwritten note in a flowing script. The note invited Gemma and her friends to go ice-skating this
moming a Rockefdler Center, and specified a time that Philip would cdl for us. “It looks like an
invitation to me” | said with a shrug.

“You don't think it's odd?’

| had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. Saying there was something odd about Philip, Gemma's
boyfriend, was putting it mildy. Although she didn’t know it, he was a magicd person who'd been living
under a frog enchantment for decades before he was freed a month or so earlier. You couldn’t expect a
gy who'd been living near a pond in Central Park and exiding on flies to be anything approaching
normdl. | thought he was coping pretty well with adapting to modern times and readapting to life as a
human, but it wasn't as though | could tdl Gemma dl that. She didn't know anything about magic, and
there' s no way to explain the frog thing without getting into magic.

“A handwritten noteisunusud,” | admitted. “It iskind of charming, though. It's sweet.”

“It was hand-ddlivered, by someone ese. It'slike he's avoiding me, or something. Has't he heard of
text messaging? Or maybe this nifty new invention called the telephone? | dways have my cdl with me,
30 he has no excuse for not being able to reach me directly. And what' s with inviting dl my friends? What
kind of date isthat?’

“It's a date where you're getting no action,” Marcia sad drily. “And let's face it, that's the red
problem. He has't dept with you yet.”

Gemmaactudly blushed, which may have been afird. “Well, there is that. But it's not the only issue.
He' s started to be *busy.”” She made ar quotes with her fingers

In adherence to the universal law that the person you' re talking about will show up while you're taking
about him, the buzzer from downgtairs sounded. Gemmagot up and ran to the intercom. | fdt that Philip
was lucky the intercom only worked from our end when someone pushed the button. He'd have
probably kedled over if hed heard this conversation. Gemma pushed the intercom button and said,
“WeIl be right down.”

“I'll come up to meet you,” Philip's voice replied, scratchy over the speaker.

“You don't have to do that,” Gemmainssted, then released the button and turned to us. “Well, come
on. If | have to have chaperones for my date, you may as wel be the ones. Then you can tdl meif I'm
imegining things”

Wedl collected purses and coats and trooped downgtairs. | had to admit that this arrangement was a

little odd. Even Owen, as shy as he was, hadn’t come up with anything like this for a date. Though, come
to think of it, we hadn’t yet had ared date, so | couldn't compare.

When we got downgtairs, Philip presented a red rose to Gemma with a bow. Then he bowed to the
rest of us. “Ladies, thank you for joining us today. Now, | bdieve public trangportation will be the most
effective way of reaching our destination.” He offered his arm gdlantly to Gemma, and the rest of us fdl
in behind them as we walked to the subway Station.

We hung back just enough to be able to tak about them. “Okay, I’ ve gotta admit, this is kind of on
the weird sde,” Marcia said. “The note was one thing, but bringing us dong?’

“Maybe you were onto something when you said she wasn't going to get any action on this date,”



Connie mused. “It’s like we' re chaperoning them.”

| dmogt shouted, “That'sit!” before | turned it into a cough. Depending on how long he' d been a frog,
he may have come from a time when men and women were seldom dlowed to be done together before
they were married. | couldn’t recdl if he'd ever let himsdf be done with Gemma when they weren't out
in public. But that would have been hard to explain without getting into the magic thing. Instead, | said,
“Wel, heiskind of old-fashioned. If he’'s not ready to get that involved, then he might be coming up with
ways to put the brakes on while sill seeing her.”

“That makes sense,” Marcia said, but then we had to stop taking about Gemma and Philip because
we were dmog at the subway station and too close to them to take the risk of them overhearing us.

| tried to watch Philip and Gemma for clues, but | didn’t notice anything particularly odd, other than
the fact that Philip probably would have looked more & home wearing an Ascot tie and spats. Gap
khakis were just wrong on him. He definitdly acted interested in Gemma. He never took his eyes off her,
he appeared to ligen to everything she said, and he was incredibly attentive in every little gesture toward
her. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to notice that and acted more and more put out toward him. It
looked like she wasin danger of logng a great guy Smply because they were from different eras and had
different ideas of what made a good courtship. If anyone needed the help of a fary godmother, it was
them.

Butif | protested the interference of a fairy godmother, | knew Gemma would reject it outright, if she
even let hersdf beievein such athing. Meanwhile, | didn’t exactly have alot of time to be meddling in my
friends relationships, not when my enemies were a large and, come to think of it, | had the diginct
impression that | was being watched.

Two

I fit had been summertime, I'd have suspected that a bumblebee was hovering nearby. There was
Oefinitdly a buzzing sound, like tiny wings flgpping at high speed. Since it was below freezing, | could be
farly certain that it was't any kind of insect that was saking me. | immediatdy went through my mentd
catdog of magicd creatures. The problem was tha my exposure to magicd creatures was dill pretty
limited, and besides, Idris seemed to have a fondness for creating new ones.

| lagged behind the others at the entrance to the subway dation, pretending to have to search for my
MetroCard, so | could get a better look at something | was sure they couldn’'t see without being too
obvious about it. It took me amoment or two to spot the tiny thing hovering over my shoulder, and when
| did, | relaxed congderably. It was a mde fary—or sorite, as they preferred to be caled, as they had
issues with being cdled “faries” Go figure. | hadn’t redized they could dhrink that smdl, but then |
remembered Tinkerbell. Yeah, that's fiction, but | was learning that a lot of things | thought were just
gtories were red, so why not that, too? The sprite saluted me, and | figured he mugt have been my
current magica bodyguard. With the threat from Idris and his people, | was dmog dways taled by
someoneinthe MSl security force.

That made me hesitate about going out with my friends. With my enemies on the loose, did | redly
want to put mysdf out therein public around my friends? | didn’t think Idris or Ari would hestate to try



to at least embarrass me, if not outright harm me or them. In the middle of Rockefdller Center, there were
dl sorts of magicd disasters that could happen. “I just remembered something | need to do,” | said.
“Y’dl go on and have a good time. | probably wouldn't have skated anyway. I’'ve never been on skates
beforeinmy life, snce we don't have a lot of ice in Texas that’s not in drinks, and 1'd rather not spend
Chrigmeasin traction.”

“I bet | know what you have to do,” Connie said. “You have to find a gift for the new boyfriend.
That's the problem with darting to date someone so close to a mgor holiday. You suddenly have to
come up with a gift that’s meaningful as wel as appropriate for where you are in the relationship.”

| was perfectly willing to use the excuse to get away from them, but thinking about what Connie said
St off apanic attack. I'd aready given Owen agift, but that was only because | was his secret Santa at
work. | hadn’t considered that I’d now need to come up with a gift for him on a persond levd. “What is
appropriate thisearly in ardationship?’ | asked.

“Wel, it needs to be persond enough to show your fedings, but not so persond that it presumes
something that may not be there yet. Nothing too expensive, but possibly something that will go on to be
meaningful if the rdaionship lagts”

“No pressure there,” | said with a snort. “I guess thisis where you'd give agirl a cute suffed animd or
apretty candle set. But what do you give aguy?’ | thought | heard a high-pitched, faint burst of laughter
and turned to shoot my sprite bodyguard a glare. He immediatdy moved out of range, hovering
somewhere | couldn’'t see him anymore.

“That's one of the great myderies of life” Marcia sad. “Everything they like is expensve and,
therefore, ingppropriate this early in a rdationship. Maybe you should have waited until after Chrismas to
hook up.”

“What kind of music does he like?” Connie asked. “You could get hma CD.”

| hadn’t noticed any CDs or even a CD player in the one time I'd been in Owen’s house. All | could
remember seeing was books everywhere. If he had a stereo, it was probably buried under piles of
books. And when someone had that many books, it was hard to find a book you could be sure he'd like
that he didn't dready have. Besides, that's what I’d given him as a secret Santa gift. With a groan | said,
“I"d better get going. | have my work cut out for me.”

| did a litle window-shopping in the generd area around Union Sguare, but no modest yet
meaningful—but not too meaningful—gifts perfect for aman | was just getting to know jumped out & me.
No enemies popped by to make veled threats or cause magicd havoc, and | wasn't sure if that was
good or bad. It would have been redly niceif | could have tackled Ari, turned her in, and ended this
whole thing. After a while, | gave up on ather finding the perfect gift or having the bad guys show
themsdves. Instead of doing more intense shopping, | went home, hoping I'd have word from Owen
about how things were going. Alas, the “message waiting” light on the answering machine remained
unblinking and unlit.

I’d underestimated Owen'’ s ahilities, for 1'd barely hung up my coat when the phone rang. The timing
was too perfect for it to be a coincidence. “Katie?’” a voice on the other end said when | answered. “It's
Owen.”

Like | didn't recognize his voice dmogt ingantly, even though we'd only ever spoken on the phone at
work. “How are things going?’ | asked, grateful that he'd cdled when | was a home done, so | could
tak fredy.



“It's tedious” he said, but | could tdl from his tone that it was the kind of methodical, painstaking,
andytica work he enjoyed. “ She ddfinitdy had help, but I’'m not recognizing the fingerprints. Something's
odd about it dl. We ve got the security team searching the aity, and I'll probably be here dl day. How's
your Saturday going?’

“Not bad. One of my friends dropped by, and | did some shopping, so it dl worked out.”
“I'm glad to hear that,” he said. “Do you have dinner plans tomorrow night?’

“Not at dl.”

“How does sx sound?’

“Works for me”

“Good, then I’'ll come by and get you. | told you I’d make it up to you.”

“l believed you,” | hurried to assure him.

“l just hate to start on the wrong foot.”

“You didn't”

“Wel, I'd better get back to work,” he said, and | could practicaly hear him blushing over the phone.
“I'll see you tomorrow night. Don’t work too hard today.”

“I won't.” Butif | knew him, he would. I’d have bet money that he'd have dark circles under his eyes
when he came to pick me up for our date.

By the middle of the next afternoon, | wasin serious danger of having some dark circles, mysdf. | hadn't
dept much as I'd continued to worry about what to give Owen for Chrismas—if | should give hm
anything at dl so soon after garting to date him—and, of course, what | should wear to go to dinner with
him.

After church and a quick lunch, I'd headed out shopping, presumably to consider gifts, but in large

part to look for ideas of something to wear. I'd lectured Owen on not worrying about making a good
fird impresson on me, but | was doing the same thing as | fretted about thisfirs red date.

As| waked up Broadway in SoHo, looking more at the shop windows than a where | was going, |
bumped into something soft. | yelped and jumped backward. | hadn’t exactly been paying attention, but |
aurely would have seen another person that close to me. When | got my bearings and redized who the
person was, | knew | hadn't lo my periphera vison. It's easy to bump into someone who's just
materidized right in front of you.

“Didn’'t mean to sartle you, dear,” Ethdinda said. “ Just popping in where and when I’'m needed.”
“l don't redly need you right now.”

“Don’'t you? Y ou' re having quite the dilemma at the moment.” Shetilted her head to one side. “1 know
you don’'t want my assistance with your affairs, but could | offer you one gift?’

Suspicious, | asked, “Like what?’



“A little wardrobe advice. For your dinner tonight. Wardrobe is part of my job.”

Looking at her and her weird, mismatched layers of clothes—today with an outer layer of dark green
washed dlk trimmed in ydlowed lace, yesterday’s rose velvet peeking from undernesth—I wasn't so
sure she was qudified, but what could it hurt? | could dways ignore what she said, and | did desperately
need wardrobe advice. “Okay, sure. What should | wear tonight?’

She tapped her wand againg her lips and pondered. “Based on his profile, | believe you'd do best in
something classic, not showy. He appreciates function over form. Good materia, good workmanship,
that’s what impresses him, athough he won't be conscioudy aware of it.” | had to admit, she had Owen
pegged. Not that | owned anything like that or could afford to buy it. | supposed | could borrow
something from Gemma or Marcia

“Thanks, that's good advice” | said, but then before | could react, she'd waved her wand at me. | fdt
atingle dl over, then | looked down and saw mysdf wearing a red satin dress with a hoop skirt. |
couldn’'t say anything in protest because the corset was so tight | couldn’t breathe.

“Oh, no, that won't do at dl,” Ethdinda said, sheking her head. “Wrong century, and possbly the
wrong season.” She waved her wand again, and | gasped to catch my breath once the redtriction around
my chest was gone. Whatever she'd put me in this time, at least it was more comfortable, dthough it
scratched my neck. | looked at my reflection in a nearby shop window and saw that | was wearing a
high-necked, starchy Victorian blouse and long skirt. “Now, that is fetching on you,” Ethdinda said, “but
| don’t think it's quite right for the occasion.” This time when she waved the wand, | went back to the
outfit | had been wearing. | glanced around worriedly, even though | was pretty sure nobody could see
me changing outfits while sanding on the sdewak. Then again, in that neighborhood, it might not even
rase an eyebrow. They'd think it was a photo shoot for a fashion megazine.

“Oh, | know judt the thing,” Ethdlinda said, her eyes lighting up with ddlight. She waved her wand, and
suddenly my coat was alot nicer. It fit me perfectly, it was made of fine materid, and it didn’t have that
dain on the lgpd that came from trying to drink coffee while waking to work. Intrigued, | unbuttoned the
coat and saw a beautiful Slk jersey dress underneath.

“Wow, thanks, this is gorgeous,” | said, dill reding dightly from the rapid changes of wardrobe. |
probably would have gone through just as many outfits & home as | tried to decide what to wear, but |
wouldn’'t have gone through such extremes or ultimatdy found anything so nice. Then | remembered the
way these things tended to go in the stories. “Does this outfit have an expiration date? Am | going to turn
into a pumpkin a midnight or suddenly be nude, or anything like that?”

“It's supposed to last urtil the next day, though to be honest, I'm not sure if that's defined as midnight
or sunup. You'd probably best be home by midnight, to play it safe. Not that you should be out later than
midnight on afird date,” she added with a “tsk-tsk” gesture from her wand.

“l waan't planning on it. | have to work tomorrow.”

She studied me criticdly. “I wish | could do something about your har and face, but your megicdl
immunity makes that problematic. 1 can change your dothing, but | can’t change any part of you. Make
sure you powder your nose and brush your har before you go out.”

| gave my hair a sdf-conscious pat as | wondered what was wrong with my face. She sounded like
she was channdiing my mother, who never stopped tdling me to put on brighter lipstick. “My roommates
will help me get ready,” | assured her. “Thanks again for your hdp.”

| turned to go, but before | got very far, she cdled out, *Y our shoes!”



| looked down and saw that | was ill wearing the comfortable flats I’ d worn shopping. She raised her
wand, but | held up a hand to stop her. “I've had a bad experience with magicd shoes. | have some
shoes at home that will go with this, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh yes, | remember seeing something about that. Quite understandable, though | do recdl thet it
worked out rather wel for you.”

“In the long run, yeah, | guess” You'd think that a pair of shoes that made you utterly irresistible
would be a good thing, but in rediity it's a totdly different story. They had sent me running into Owen's
arms, which turned out to be good eventudly, but dong the way the enchanted shoes had caused me
plenty of woe before | got the happy ending.

“Have a good time tonight, dearie, and you know you can cdl on me if you need hdp.” She vanished
in a puff of sparkly dust, and | headed up Broadway toward home, aready trying to think of a way to
explan to my roommates how | came home from a shopping trip in obvioudy expensive designer clothes,
with no 9gn of my old clothes. They’'d know | was too practical to just throw away what I'd been
wearing.

I’d barly made it a block before | nearly bumped into someone else. This time it wasn't because the
person had just popped into existence, but because he'd suddenly come to a dead stop in the middle of
the sdewalk. It was none other than Phelan Idris, the rogue wizard who was the reason Owen was
having to work so hard. | bardy sidestepped him and kept moving so that no one behind me would
bump into me, and he hurried to turn around and fal into step beside me. | couldn’t quite sifle a groan.

It would have been easy to underestimate Idris. He looked like a geek with inflated ideas as to his own
power and intdligence, and | knew | was immune to any magic he wanted to use on me. | would have
bet | could dso take himin a physicd fight because he didn’t 1ook like the type who had ever learned to
fight with anything other than magic, while I'd grown up with three older brothers, so | knew athing or
two about scuffling. But I'd adso been through some redly frightening attacks by dl kinds of creatures
controlled by Idris, so | didn't take his presence lightly. He was ether up to something or passng on a
message. If | handled thiswel, | might come away with some useful informeation.

“You look nice today,” he remarked. He sounded admogst normd, which immediady made me
suspicious.

“Thanks,” | replied automaticdly. | couldn’t seem to turn off my old-fashioned Southern manners.

“| guess you've got a hot date tonight with the boyfriend.”

“That’s none of your business. What do you want?” When | didn’t get an answer, | turned to see that
he was no longer beside me. He was ganding in front of a shop window, staring openmouthed a a
mannequin in a dinky dress. Idris was notorioudy short in the attention span department. It didn't take
much to sidetrack him. | debated with mysdf for a moment: Did | want to take advantage of this
opportunity to get away from him, or would | get anything ussful out of him?

While he was captivated by the shiny object, | tried to glance around without looking like | was
glancing around. | was farly certain | had a magicd bodyguard or two. The problem was that they
wouldn't know | was chatting with the enemy. They’d see whatever illuson he was usng for disguise.
We needed to work out a set of ggnas so | could let them know that there was something magicd and
freaky going on. It would have been niceif I'd had a way to know that magic was in use so I’d know if
others were seeing what | saw. | could usudly sense a bit of atingle when alot of magic was being used,
but even with Idrisright next to me, | didn’t fed anything obvious.



| thought | saw Rod Gwadltney across the street, looking in a shop window that reflected the street
behind him in its plate glass, and | let mysdf rdax. Rod was director of Personnd @& MSI and Owen's
best friend. Although he was gylish enough to be out shopping in SoHo, it was more likdy that he was
my designated magica guard. With Rod there, | fdt like | ought to take advantage of the opportunity to
subtly interrogate our chief suspect.

| had to suppress a dgh as | retraced my steps to go back to where Idris had stopped. “That's not
your color,” | said.

He blinked at me like he'd totadly forgotten | was there. “Huh?’

“The dress you're looking at? It would look lousy on you.”

“l was looking at the shopgirl. | think | know her from somewhere.”

“Wdl, before you get on with your reunion, would you mind tdling me what you wanted?’
“Wanted?’

| counted to ten before replying so | wouldn't yel at him. “I presume you wanted something. We're
not friends, so you usudly don't pop by just to say hi. Weren't you going to thresten me or intimidate me
or give me a message to pass on to Owen, or something like that?’

He got a vacant 100k, like his brain was rewinding the tape. If Owen hadn’t assured me that this guy
was actudly competent, and if | hadn’t seen him in action mysdf when he was focused on something, 1I'd
have fdt pretty secure that the world was safe. “Oh, yeah,” he said a last. Then he ducked his head and
stared a the toes of his high-top sneakers. “1 wanted to see if you could tdl me how Ari was doing. |
guess | shouldn’t have Ieft her there to take the heat.”

It was my turn to blink and look vacant. If he was asking after Ari, then he didn’'t know she was free,
and it meant he waa't the one to free her.

“Funny you should ask,” | said. Then | trailed off with aggh as| redlized I'd logt Idris again. A trio of
modd types, looking like they’d just emerged from ther coffins after anight of partying, walked past. His
head practicdly snapped as he turned to watch them. He moved as though to follow them, but | caught
the belt on his black trench coat and tugged him back to me. “You did want to hear about Ari, didn't
you?’ | reminded him.

“Oh yeah, what about her?’

“As| was saying, it's funny you should ask because she's no longer in our custody.”
“You let her go?’

“She got away. Someone got her out.”

He grinned widdy. “Excdlent. | knew she was a sharp one.”

“You redly didn't know? I’d have thought you' d be the one to rescue her.”

“If | could get in there and get into secured areas, do you think I’d have been rdying on flighty faries
to do my spying? But you're saying Ari’s free? Wow.” Before | could respond, he vanished.

As | turned around to head back toward my apartment, Rod ran up to me. “Are you okay?’ he
asked. “Was that guy bothering you?’



“Thet guy was ldris.”

“Redly? Isn't that rather bold of him to walk right up to you on Broadway in the middle of the
afternoon?’

“That’'swhat was weird. He didn’t see any reason he shouldn’'t be taking to me. He didn’'t know Ari

“Vey drange. But you're okay?’

“Yeah, I'm okay. He just wanted to know how Ari was doing. He didn’t even make hisusud threats.”
Then | noticed something different about Rod. It took me a moment to figure out, but then | grinned. “I
likeyour hair,” | said.

Rod wore an illuson that made him appear incredibly handsome. As a magicd immune, | saw the red
thing, which wasn't quite as attractive. It wasn't that he was redly ugly, though he did have some
unfortunate features. But when you can make amog everyone see you as a dashing heartthrob, you
aren't going to waste much time in front of a mirror in the morning, especidly when you can dso use
megic to make hearts throb.

Today, though, Rod had done something with his hair. Normdly he just dicked it back, but now it
looked more natura. Without dl the pomade, his hair turned out to be thick and wavy, and arich, dark
chestnut color. The wave in his har as it framed his face softened his angular features, and the lack of
greasein his har aso made his face ook less shiny. When he amiled, he was actudly cute.

“It looks good?” he asked, sounding a little unsure.
“Yeah, it looks great. You should do it like that more often.”

He looked pleased. | couldn’t hep but wonder what had brought thison. I'd been planning to attempt
amakeover on him, if | could figure out away to do it without hurting his fedings, but if he was going to
do it himsdf, | could provide positive reinforcement. “You look good, too,” he said. “Is that for your
dinner with Owen tonight?’

| didn’'t need to ask how he knew about our date. Gossp flew at light speed around MSI, and Rod
and Owen were best friends, so it was a given that Rod dready knew, and | knew he approved of the
two of us. | couldn’'t help but wonder, though, whet the rest of the company would think about our office
romance. “Thanks, and yeah, it'sfor dinner,” | sad. “I just, um, borrowed it from a friend and was going
to look for some accessories. | needed to be sure whatever | got would match.”

“It's a perfect choice. HE I love it. Have fun tonight.”

Fortunatdy, my roommates weren't around when | got back, so | was able to give them an dmogt-true
story about borrowing the dress from a co-worker when they arrived as | was doing my hair.

“You look great,” Gemma assured me. “Your co-worker has fabulous taste. Maybe you should invite
her shopping with us sometime.”

Oh, | could see that happening. “Maybe,” | hedged. The buzzer from the front door downstairs kept
me from having to come up with an excuse. Owen was right on time, in more ways than one. | got to the
intercom before Marcia had a chance to interrogate him. “I’ll be right down,” | said, making it sound as
decisve and find as possble. | wasn't in the mood to have to shelter him from my roommates.



“You're no fun,” Gemma pouted, but she couldn’t stop hersdf from amiling. “Have a good time and
remember it's a school night.”

“Yes, Mom,” | promised as | grabbed my purse and headed for the door. When | stepped out the
front door downdairs, | was immediaidy glad that | hadn’'t invited Owen up. He looked even more
handsome than he normdly did. He was clean-shaven, the glasses were gone, and he wore a slk suit
with an open-collared shirt that made him look like a photo spread from GQ. My roommates might have
fought me for him. | was glad Ethelinda had worked her magic on me. Otherwise, | would have fdt
anfuly frumpy next to him.

A dow gmile spread across his face when he saw me. “Wow. You look amazing. Not that you don't
aways look nice, but you look redly nice tonight” That was my Owen, absolutdly adorable and
adightfully awkward.

“You're not so bad, yoursdf,” | said, feding my face grow warm. Giving compliments like that wasn't
as easy asit looked.

He stepped toward me and gave me a gentle kiss that more than made up for the lack of a kiss
Saturday morning. Up close to him, | could see | was right about the dark circles under his eyes. “Did
you get any deep at dl thisweekend?’ | asked.

“Some.” He didn't meet my eyes and instead turned toward the street. “I'll get a cab.” That was an
area where magicd powers redly camein handy inthis city. He barely waved one hand, and suddenly a
taxi practicaly jumped the curb to get to him.

He took me to a Village restaurant that was upscale in a classy, unobtrusve way. It was different
enough from the kinds of places we' d gone together when we were going out as friends to make this very
dearly a gpecid date, but not so fancy that it looked like he was trying too hard. The prices on the menu
were dmogt high enough to make my eyebdls bleed, but the food was described in plain, unpretentious

English.

We spent severd minutes discussing the menu and deciding what to order, then after we'd given our
orders and the waiter had brought our drinks, an awkward slence descended over the table. We' d never
hed trouble taking to each other before. What had we talked about before we were offiddly dating? Oh
yeeh, work. Wdl, whatever it took to get the bdl ralling.

“How did things go this weekend? Did you find anything interesting?’ | asked.

He looked so rdieved and graeful to have a topic of conversation that it was dmog funny.
“Interesting, yes, but I'm not sure how vauable it was. I'm now certain that someone | don't know
broke her out magicdly. I'm not sure yet how they got past our defenses.”

“You don't think Idris was involved?’
He shook his head. “No.”

“He doesn’'t seem to know anything about it.” | told him briefly about my earlier encounter with Idris.
“So now in addition to having a rogue wizard with a short atention span to dea with, we dso now have
his girlfriend, who has more than enough reason to have a vendetta againgt both of us, and who's capable
of saying focused on one thing for more than five minutes & a stretch. Plus, maybe another player
entirdy who's capable of getting past dl our security. Fun.”

He made a rueful face. “You sad it. We're trying to track them down, but I'm aso curious to see



whet they do next. | imaginewe Il know soon enough.”
“l guessit's too much to hope that their big plan is running away to Hiji and leaving us done.”
He laughed at that. “It would be nice, but | doubt it.”

| had something incredibly witty and clever to say in response, but before | could say it, there was a
scream from the back of the restaurant, followed by a whooping darm and a burst of cold water as the
sporinkler system came on.

“Hrel” someone yeled, and | somehow doubted they were tegting their First Amendment right to yel
“fird’ in a crowded restaurant.

Three

A stampede to the exit began immediatdy, with people knocking over chars and tables in ther haste

to escape from the restaurant. Fortunately, our table was againg the wall, so we weren't in the traffic
pattern to be trampled. As usud, Owen remained cam in the crigs. “Get your coat,” he reminded me.
“It's cold outsde.” Meanwhile, he put on his own coat. | threw my coat over my am and grabbed my
purse, then we plunged into the melee. Owen kept a protective arm around me as we moved through the
crowd. The red holdup seemed to be the front door, which was so narrow only two people could get
through a a time It created a bottleneck as people pushed forward in a panic. All the while, the
sprinklers drenched us.

“Thisign't good,” Owen muttered. He waved his right hand and whispered something in a mysticd
language under his breath, and the glass in the front floor-to-ceiling windows vanished. Another wave of
his hand and the tables and chairs in front of those windows relocated to another part of the restaurant.
“This way!” Owen cdled out as he guided me toward one of those open windows, but he was s0
soft-spoken by nature that his voice didn't carry over the noise of the crowd, the fire darm, and the
approaching srens.

| put my fingers to my lips the way one of my brothers had taught me and gave a piercing whistle.
“This way!” | belowed. The crowd sdlit off and followed us as we stepped onto the sdewak. The
police and fire engines had arived by then, and the police officers directed everyone to the sdewak
across the dreet from the restaurant. Nobody questioned the glasdess windows without any shards on
the ground below. “Are you going to put those back?’ | asked Owen, my teeth chaitering as the cold
outsde ar hit my thoroughly soaked hair and clothes.

“Oh, sorry, | can't believe | forgot,” he said, but when he waved his hand, the window glass didn’t
come back. Instead my clothes suddenly became dry. Then he helped me with my coat, which was drier
because it had been folded over my arm, but he worked his magic on that, too. His clothes were
suddenly drier, as well. “I'd do something about drying your hair, but that's more difficult with your
meagicd immunity, and besides, it might be suspicious if we both suddenly looked blow-dried in this
crowd,” he sad with a rueful grin. | looked around and noticed that dl the other escapees from the
restaurant looked wet and miserable. “And the glass should come back in an hour or s0.”

He pulled me againg him, holding me indde his coat with his arms tight around me. That made me a lot



warmer, in pite of my damp hair. He was't abig guy, but he had a far amount of muscle packed onto
hisdim frame, so being hed by him made me fed safe. “My dating luck strikes again,” | said with a Sigh.
“Normédly it only affects me, but now | can ruin the evening for everyone, just by being there.”

He chuckled and hugged me a little tighter. “1 don't think you can take the blame for this. It just
happened.” Then he paused and said, “Or maybe...”

“Maybe what?’

“Take alook a the building and tdl me what you see.” | turned my head to look at the building where
the restaurant was, and while | saw flames, those flames didn’t appear to be actudly doing anything. The
gructure of the building wasn't changing at dl. | dso didn’t amdl smoke. Nobody who'd been in the
supposedly burning restaurant was coughing or wheezing.

“Itsnot ared firg” | sad. “Magic?

“More than likey. Come on.” He released me from his ams and took my hand, then led me to the
sde of the restaurant building. He put his pdm againgt the building, closed his eyes for a second, then
sad, “Yep, it samagicd fire. Do you think it would raise too many questionsif | killed the spell now?’

“Could you make it fade away, so the firemen'll think they put it out? It's not hurting anyone, isit?’

“It shouldn’t be. | think | even know which spell they're usng. If it swhat | think it is, countering it will
be easy. | can't actudly undo it, but there are plenty of spellsto stop it.”

“l don’t suppose they Ift atral we could follow.”

“I'm dready on it,” arough voice said. | looked up and saw a andl stone gargoyle perched on the
bottom rung of a nearby fire escape ladder.

“Hi, Sam,” | said to the gargoyle. Sam was MSI’ s chief of security.

“You didn’'t see anything, did you?’ Owen asked.

“Nope, but my people are on the case. We re fanning out in a search pattern.”
Owen nodded his gpproval. “Good.”

“We're sure to catch 'em before long,” Sam assured us. “Now, you two kids probably ought to find
someplace warm and dry to finish your dinners. We ve got the Situation under control.”

“You heard what the gargoyle said,” Owen said, holding his am out to me. | took it, and then we
made our way down the street with the rest of the restaurant crowd that was milling away from the scene.
About a block away from the restaurant, | fet a warm breeze ruffle my hair and turned to look a Owen.
He shrugged and said, “We shouldn’t be walking around with wet har.” | couldn’t help but wonder what
my hair looked like after it had been wet and then dried like that, but | fdt much warmer.

We found a bakery a few blocks away that was about to close and bought the last two chocolate
cookies in the display case, dong with a couple of hot coffees, then we wandered through the West
Village, spping coffee and edting the cookies. The amdl of Itdian food walting through the cold ar made
me glad we'd found that bakery. | hadn't quite been done with my dinner. “This wasn't the way |
planned things to go,” Owen sad after awhile.

“l should hope not, or I'd worry about you.” Then | sSghed. “If it was who we think it was, then it was



about me, or us, after dl. See, my dating luck holds true” | finished my cookie so I'd have a hand free,
then ticked my recent deting disasters off on my fingers “Let’s see, on my lagt date we were affected by
the enchanted shoes that made us do crazy things. And before that | was attacked by a bunch of magicd
cregtures on the way to a party. The date before that, we got caught in a magica scheme to swindle
people. Then there was the guy who thought he used to be a frog who showed up during the date to
serenade me. Are you sure you want to go out with me? Thiskind of thing is normd for me.”

“And you think my lifeis what anyone would consider normd?’

“Good point.”

“Look on the bright sde: We can only go up from here. We can't have a worse date than this one.”
| cringed. “Don’t say that. Whenever you say that, it's like asking the universe to prove you wrong.”

The dry dothes and har and the hot coffee had warmed me consderably, and | got even warmer
when Owen finished his coffee, threw his cup in a nearby trash can, then put his am around my
shoulders. This was tumning out to be a pretty good date, after al. We were together, we'd had
chocolate, and we were waking through something that fet like a fairyland, with dl the Christmas lights
twinkling from windows above us.

The Christmas decorations jolted my memory. The holiday was dmost upon us, and I"d been too busy
to notice it other than as a gift-giving occasion to worry about. “I can't believe Chrigmas is right around
the corner,” | said. “Why isit that when you're akid, it seems to take forever to come, but when you're
an adult, it's on you before you redize it?’

“We have been pretty busy,” he pointed out.

“Yeeh, and | sort of dready had Chrigmas when my parents were here for Thanksgiving, so the day
itsdf is something of an antidimax for me this year.”

“Do you have anything planned?’

“Not redly. I'll probably do something with my roommates. You're dill going to vist your foster
parents?’ He was an orphan who' d been brought up by foster parents who'd never adopted him legdly,
and he/'d dways had a somewhat distant reaionship with them. That explained a lot of his persondity
quirks.

“Yes, they even invited me. I'm looking forward to it, but I’'m trying not to get my hopes up. We're
never going to be the Watons”

“Nobody is the Waltons, not even my family, which may be as close as you get.”

We reached the Avenue of the Americas, where cabs came by often enough that it didn’'t even require
any of Owen’s magic to hal one. Once we were in the cab, the taxi whed's weren’t the only ones turning,
as | could tdl Owen was aready furioudy pondering the current puzzle with every cdl of his powerful
brain. He paid off the driver in front of my building and walked me to the front door, his attention clearly
esawhere. “Thanks for the evening,” | said. “It was certainly memorable”

“It was, wasn't it? And thank you for meking it pleasant in spite of everything.” He bent forward to
gveme a quick kiss, then said, “I'll see you in the morning.” He was gone down the sdewak before |
even had a chance to kiss him back or to turn it into a proper kiss good night, and | was left ganding
there with my lips dightly puckered.



“I'll see you in the morning, too,” | muttered under my breath to the thin air where Owen had just been
before suppressing a sgh of disgppointment. | reminded mysdf that this sort of thing came with the
territory when we had so many other digtracting priorities. And, after dl, it was only the fird date. We'd
have plenty of opportunities to intengfy things.

When | went down the stairs Monday morning, | fdt a familiar flutter in my stomach. Owen had been
commuting with me dmogt every moring since not long after I'd gone to work a MSI, and every
morning I’ d found mysdf dl atingle with the anticipation of seeing him again. This morning, the first snce
we' d gone beyond being just friends and co-workers, the tingle was even worse. I’d dways known that
the main reason he escorted me to work in the morning was that we made a good team for keeping each
other safe from our enemies. My magicd immunity meant | could spot the bad guys even when they tried
to disguise themsdaves or make themsdves invisble Owen, as a magicad person, could be affected by
megic and might not notice the danger, but once | aerted him, he could do something about it. He lived a
few blocks away from me, so he didn’t have to go too far out of his way to meet up with me, but I'd
aways hoped that he might have redly wanted to spend that time with me in the morning. That had
turned out to be the case.

| opened the front door, and the flutter in my stomach became a full-scde hurricane. Y ou'd think that
going out with him the night before would have made the anticipation a little less intense, but | was
learning that | couldn’t predict my reactions when it came to Owen. He redly put me off-Kkilter.

| couldn’'t hold back a huge amile as | emerged onto the front steps, knowing he'd be waiting on the
sdewak. Then the amile did right off my face, for he was't there. | checked my watch to make sure |
waan't early—I had been a wee bit eager to see him—but it was the same time we usudly met, and even
when | was off-schedule one way or another, he dways managed to adjust and ill be there to meet me.
| was beginning to wonder if | should wait for him and for how long when | heard a rough voice say,
“You're the Chandler gd, aren’t you?’

| looked up and down the street, seeing plenty of people on the sdewalk, but nobody who seemed to
be taking to me. “Pst, up here” the voice said. | stepped forward, turned around and craned my neck
to see a gargoyle perched on the fire escape above me. It wasn't Sam or any other gargoyle I'd run into
before, but he was probably on the MSI security force.

“I'm Katie Chandler,” | sad.

He spread his wings and glided down to St on top of a nearby parking meter. “Mr. Pdmer said to
meet you here. He had something come up and had to be at the office early. I'm supposed to make sure
you get to work safely.” He spread his wings once more and took off in the direction of the subway
dation.

| hurried to fallow him. “Did something happen?’ | asked, out of breath from having to keep up with a
flying gargoyle.

“Hey, I'm just a messenger. All | know iswhat he told me”

| was worried and disappointed, dl a the same time. It had to be something big for him to abandon
our daily routine, but it was the second timein just a few days that duty had cdled him away from time
with me. | knew | could expect more of that in the future because of wha he was up againg, but that
didn't entirdy erase the disgppointment. At least he'd sent word instead of standing me up, and he'd
made sure | d be protected.



Owen wasn't chatty, but he was a far better conversationdist than this gargoyle, who didn't seem to
be making much of an effort. He was drictly doing his job. Fortunately, there were no threats. The
morming commute was as uneventful as you can get when you're being escorted to work by a taciturn

gargoyle.

Once | reached the office, | faced my next orded: deding with dl the office gossp about Owen and
me. If I'd had my choice, | would have preferred to date secretly until our relaionship was more secure.
But we' d aready been pretending to date to help flush out the bad guys, and then we hadn’t dropped the
act once the criss was over. | was pretty sure that, as shy as Owen was, if he'd thought about it, he
wouldn't have kissed me in public the way he had, but parties and excitement have a way of
short-circuiting the brain. Plus, it was a very nice kiss and | wouldn't trade it for anything.

Trix, the fairy who served as receptionist in the executive suite, greeted me with a flutter of her wings
and awink. “Hey, you! How was your weekend?’

“It was good.”

“Good? Isthat dl? 1 did notice what was going on at the office party, and you didn’'t seem to need any
midletoe”

“We didn’t run off to Vegas over the weekend, if that's what you were wondering. We just got
together a couple of times You know Owen, this thing isn't going to move & light speed.” Then it was
my turn to tease. “And anyway, | wasn't the one who spent a good portion of the party in a broom closet
with someone.”

She immediady looked down at her desk and gave her wings alittle flick. “That was't our idea. Ari
and that Idris guy put usthere”

“But you did take advantage of the opportunity.”

“Hey, I'm no dummy.” My turning the tables seemed to have worked, for she quickly became
busnesdike. “The boss wants you for a meeting at ten. His office”

“Thanks. I'll be there,” | said before heading to my office.
“Thisign't over!” she cdled after me. “Y ou're going to have to give me the full scoop sometime.”

I ignored her and settled in a my desk to catch up on messages and email before the mesting. | was
the assgant to the boss, who was otherwise known as Ambrose Mervyn, CEO of Magic, Spdlls, and
lllusons, Inc. If you did dl the trandation into and out of Welsh, Latin, and probably a few other
languages in between, that came out as Melin. Yes, the Cameot wizard. Hed founded MSl, in a
noncorporate form, as a way of fine-tuning and regulating magic way back then, then had gone into a
sef-imposed magica hibernation until he was needed again. Our current problems with a rogue wizard
trying to undercut our efforts to keep magic safe and on the good side of things had brought him back to
lead the company.

Jugt before ten, | gathered my supplies and headed for Merlin's office. As | went through the
doorway, | dmog missed a step even though | was waking on an even surface. Owen was aready in
there, Stting at the conference table and twirling a pen between his fingers. | wondered if there would
ever come atime when seeing him didn't take my bresth away. | should have known he'd be a any
executive medting snce he usudly represented the research and development department, but | ill
wasn't prepared to see him again. He looked very nice dressed for work, as he dways did, but he
appeared even more tired than he had been the night before.



“Oh, good, Katie, you're here,” Merin said, waving a hand to shut the door behind me. Owen |looked
up, saw me, gave a hdf amile, then turned bright red and looked down at the notebook that lay in front of
him on the table. It seemed | was't the only one feding alittle taken aback by seeing each other here.

| took my usud seat & Melin's right hand, ready to take notes on the meeting so | could write up a
report and note the items for follow-up. A moment later, the office door flew open and Sam the gargoyle
soared indde to land on the back of the chair across from Owen. Merlin waved the door shut again. |
wrote the date and time of the meeting on the top of my notepad while | waited for the rest of the
department heads to arrive, but before | could start listing names of the attendees, Merlin spoke.

“Kdtie, I'm sure by now you're aware that the prisoner we apprehended Friday night has escaped.”

“Yes, dr,” | sad, wondering if this meant the meeting had dready begun. Apparently, this wasn't the
mesting of department heads I’ d expected.

“And I’'m sure you redize how important it isto find her again.”

“She might make Idris even more dangerous. HE' s not necessaily evil, and even if he was, he's not
focused enough to redly do anything about it. But she's vindictive, and though | used to think she was
flighty, she does seem to be capable of fallowing through on something.”

“Exactly. And that’swhy | want you and Mr. PAmer to work together to ether find her or learn what
Ari and Mr. Idris are doing. You'll be working closdly with Sam on this, snce a security breach was
involved.”

There went my idea of being rdatively stress-free for the holidays. “You want me invedigating?’ |
asked.

“Y ou were the one who figured out she was the spy,” Owen said. | wondered if he'd been the one to
suggest working together. If he had, we' d have words about thet later.

“You're dso the perfect investigaive combination, with your magica immunity and Mr. Padmer's
abilities. | believe you aso have an excelent persond rapport.” | detected a definite twinkle in Merlin's
eyes. Great, now even the boss was getting involved in our relationship. “Of course, | don’t expect you
to work during the holidays, but 1 would like you to be thinking about it. Sam, you'll have security
personnd at their disposal.”

“But what about my other work? | got pretty far behind when | was working on the last investigation.”
Not that | was trying to weasdl out of this assgnment, but it redly wasn't in my job description, and |
waan't getting most of the Suff that wasin my job description done.

“I'll have someone ese take on your more adminidrative and dericd duties. Anyone can take notes in
amedting, but you' ve proved you have the specid skillsfor thistask.” There was an edge of findity to his
voice, like what he'd said had been carved into stone tablets on top of a mountain.

“Thet'll be abig help, gr,” | said.

The medting adjourned, and Owen caught my elbow as we left Merlin's office. “Maybe we should
drategize for awhile. Are you free now?’ He said it with a totaly straight face and no hint of ablush, so |
got the impression that he wasn't finding a convenient cover for other kinds of activities. | suspected that
while we were in the office, it would be drictly business between us, and that was fine with me, even
though my ebow was adready tingling from his touch. I'd never dated someone | worked that closdly
with, and had never worked this dlosdly with someone | was dating. It seemed that the boss didn’'t mind



our persona relationship, but | wished there was a handy rule book for how to make this sort of thing
work.

“Your office or mine?’ | asked.
“Would you mind going to mine? | have more whiteboard space for thinking.”

“No problem,” | replied. As we passed Trix's desk, | said, “I'm going to be down in R and D for a
while”

She gave us a sddong look that said she thought she knew what we'd be doing down in R&D.
“Okay. Want me to forward cdls or send them to voice mail?’

“You can forward them, if | even get any cals Thanks” | didn't bother correcting her assumption
about us because | had a feding that would only fluser Owen, and the more | protested, the more
convinced she'd be.

Owen ran the theoretical magic labin R&D. His job was finding old magic texts, trandating the spdlls,
figuring out what they did, testing them to see if they actudly worked, and then finding a way to apply
those spdls to modern sStuations. His lab was full of old books, mogt of them shdved around the
perimeters of the room, but a good number of them scattered around on tables, chars, and even the
floor. A couple of whiteboards on wheds were covered in textbook-perfect handwriting that was dill
unreadable because dmost none of it was in English. Owen'’s office, which opened off the lab, looked
like it belonged in an English manor house. Beng in his office dways gave me an overwhdming craving
for hot tea

When we reached the lab, he erased one of the whiteboards and picked up a marker. | boosted
mysdf up to St on the big wooden table thet filled the center of the room. 1 guess we should start with
what we aready know,” he said. “I know Idris wdl enough to know some of his habits and patterns.
You know something of Ari, and you know her friends. Let’s each see wha we can come up with to
andyze places where they might go or be found.” He wrote “Ari” on the top of one sde of the board and
turned to me.

“Wel, let’ssee” | said, thinking out loud. “She's kind of boy crazy and will chase just about anyone,
but | think she'sin it more for the conquest than for any rea romantic leanings. In fact, she seems to lose
interest as soon as she catches one, but she manages to in it so she's the wounded party and she has
an excuse for revenge. She has a lot of gamina when it comes to fun, knows dl the hot spots and stays
out dl night. She never seems to go home aone after an evening out.”

He stared a me, his mouth hanging open. “Wha?’ | asked. “That’s what women talk about. We tend
not to get into our world domination plans on your typicd girls night out or office lunch. Sorry, that's dl
I’ve got.”

“No, | was actudly surprised you knew that much. I've known Rod since | was little, and | don’t think
| know quite that much about him.”

“That's because you're guys. You tak about things, not how you fed about things. | take it, then, you
don't have alot of scoop on Idris”

“Not like you've got on Ari. | usudly tried to avoid taking to him about anything, if | could hep it. |
know he likes testing the limits to see what he can get away with. He never liked taking the accepted
path. If he'd been willing to stay away from darker magic, he could have been a red asset here, but he
got bored easily by the usud things and wanted to try something as different as possible.”



“Sounds like Ari and men,” | quipped. “They’re a maich made in heaven.”

“Why do you think she's with him?’ From the expression on his face, | couldn’t tdl if he was baffled
by Ari being with Idris, or by Idris being with Ari.

“It shard to say. | can't be sure how much of what she told me was red and how much was part of
her act dl dong. | suspect he gives her an outlet for her less admirable qudities. She can take revenge
and use people, and he considersit a good thing. | doubt she set out to find him and join the side of evil.
He probably recruited her gradudly, and then she got in too deep.”

“Which might mean we could recruit her back. She's sure to have a fdling-out with him, if what you've
observed about her dating patternsis accurate.”

“If we could find her. Which brings us back to the initid problem. Idris was worried about her and
didn’'t know she was free. | think he might actudly like her, when he isn't being distracted by something
else. He took off pretty quickly when he found out she was free, so he might have had an idea where
she'd be. Meanwhile, who's that other person who may or may not be working with 1dris? Think about
who he was close to when he worked here. | know he and Gregor were tight. Anyone ese?’

He looked intensdy uncomfortable, and when he spoke, he dropped his voice to litile above a
whisper. “He got dong redly wdl with my boss.”

“You mean the frog guy?’ | asked, bardly remembering to keep my own voice low. The head of R&D
hed been turned into a frog in an “indudtrid accident” years ago and seldom left his office. “You know,
there are a lot of indudrid accidents in this department, what with the frog thing and Gregor's ogre
problem.” Gregor, now head of Veification, wasn't dways an ogre, but he tended to turn green and
gprout horns and fangs when he was angry. That actudly made him easier to ded with than my boss a
my old job, who didn’t have such obvious physicd clues when she was in evil mode.

“They used to take alat of risksin experimentation under the former management.”

“Do you mean former asin before Melin?’

He nodded. “But | never got the sense of anything dark from it, just pushing the envelope.”
“What happened to the former boss?’

“Heretired. | don't recal any hint of scandal associated with him.” | took that statement with a large
grain of sdt. Owen was 0 dudess about the company rumor mill, they could have tarred and feathered
the former CEO and chased him out of the building with the saff brandishing pitchforks and torches, and
he might not have noticed. Until he found himsdf the point man in the fight againg Idris, he' d apparently
stayed hidden away in his lab, heppily trandating ancient spells and oblivious to anything happening
elsawhere in the company.

On the other hand, I'd been picking up a lot of the corporate grapevine, thanks to my lagt task of
finding amole, so | was sure I'd have heard about it if there had been any breath of scandal associated
with the former boss. It was yet another dead end.

“You didn't recognize the magicd fingerprints, did you?”

He shook his head wearily. “Unfortunatdly, that doesn’t dways work. Y ou can only figure out who did
agpdl if you have a bads for comparison. | guessit works like red fingerprints—just finding one doesn’'t
0lve the crime unless you have a copy of the crimind’s prints and can put the two together. All | can say
isit wasn't someone whose magic syle I’ ve worked with before.”



“Can people change ther style, kind of like wearing gloves hides fingerprints?’

“It would take some effort, dmogt like learning magic dl over again, and even <o, there would 4ill be
hintsif you knew where to look.”

“| guessif you didn’t recognize the style, it can’'t be someone who works here.”

“l don't work dosdaly enough with everyone in the company to recognize each person on sght. But |
amworking on a process to compare the yle agang what we have on record. It |l just take time”

“It sounds like we ve got the mekings of aplan,” | said with a mock sdute. “Now 1'd better get back
to my office and get things as settled as possible before the boss sends someone tofill in.”

But | redlized as soon as | got upstairs that my temporary replacement was dready there. Kim, the
overly ambitious verifier I'd met when | fird joined the company, the one who had made no effort to hide
the fact that she wanted the job I’ d been given, was stting a my desk like she owned it.

It looked like I’ d better solve this case quickly or | might find mysdf backstabbed out of a job.

Four

K im gave me a amug smile. 1 thought it would be easier for me to pick up your tasks if 1 worked

from your office. You don’'t mind, do you? | assumed you'd be offiang with your little task force, or
whatever it isthat you'll be doing.”

“We hadn't redly talked about moving my office” | said, trying to catch up with the Stuation. There
was some sense to her working in this generd office suite, Snce she would be handing my derica tasks
and would need easy access to Merlin and Trix. But did she have to st at my desk to do it?

“Wel, it wouldn't be moved permanently, but | have to work somewhere, don’t 1?7 This was more
chipper than I'd ever seen Kim in the short time we' d worked together. She didn’t redly do chearful.
She was aggressive, focused, and determined, but never chipper. That made me nervous and suspicious,
but there wasn't much | could say, given that dl of her arguments made total sense, in away.

“l guess | could take my computer and some of my thingsdown to R and D,” | said.

“l probably need your computer. | don’'t have one of my own, and don't a lot of the appointment
requests come through your email?’

That was one step too far. My desk | could take or leave, but | didn’t want her having access to my
emall. If she took my computer and email account, she'd be one step away from becoming the office
verson of Sngle White Female and seding my entire life. “I'm sure we can set you up with a computer,
and I'll forward you any e-mails that are pertinent to your duties” | mentaly scored a point for mysdf. |
thought I’ d handled that Stuation rather professonaly.

She glared a me, but it would have been unreasonable for her to ingst on taking my computer, so
there wasn't much she could say. “I put dl of your other things together here, so | wouldn’'t get them
mixed up with my suff,” she said. My desk caendar, planner, and coffee mug had dl been shoved to one



corner of my desk. She dready had a potted plant and a few photos set up on the bookcase. | got the
feding that the paint color would be different the next time | dropped by.

“Oh, thanks” | said hdfheartedly. “Let me get those out of your way.” | disconnected my laptop from
the network and closed it, then put the rest of my thingsin my tote bag, grabbed my coat, and hauled
everything out of the office. “I’ll probably be working out of Owen’s lab for the time being,” | told Trix as
| passed her desk.

“You've got to be kidding,” she said. “She didn't waste much time, did she? | can't bdieve you're
letting her kick you out of your own office”

“Who would you rather share an office with, Kim or Owen?’
“You've got a point there.”

The intercom on Trix's desk buzzed, and Kim's voice said, “I need you to get IT to bring me a
computer right away, and I’ d like some coffee.”

Trix rolled her eyes. “Her mgedy cdls. She's lucky she's immune to magic, or I'd be tempted to put
agood curse on her.”

As| lugged my belongings down to R&D, | reflected that what | redly needed was a fary godmother
for work. True, my love life wasn't dways spectacularly successful, but | didn't necessarily have the
kills, experience, or raw maerid to be a love goddess. When it came to work, though, you'd think I'd
know how to handle mysdf. I'd started more or less running a business when | was dill a teenager, | had
abusiness degree, and I’d survived in the New Y ork City business world for more than a year, but | ill
fdt out of my dement when office politics came into play.

Why was it that you could only get a fary godmother to help you snag Prince Charming with a glass
dipper? Where was the benevolent soul who provided the killer presentation, the perfect thing to say to
the office backstabber, and the fabulous Armani it to wear to the crucid meeting? Of course, you'd
probably have to make sure you got out of the medting before the stroke of five, or dse that Armani it
would turn into polyester separates from JCPenney and your high-end laptop with the killer presentation
would revert to being an Etch-a-Sketch.

If Etheinda redly wanted to hep me, she wouldn't be meddling in my relationship with Owen. She'd
hep me find a way to hang on to my job and my place in the company without making unnecessary
enemieswhile | worked on what | hoped would be a temporary and one-time-only project. | wondered
what she'd say if | told her she needed to update her fary godmother duties for the twenty-first century
now that women had alot more on their minds than finding a good husband to provide for them.

The door to R&D swung open as | approached, which meant Owen was expecting me. | dill had an
access crysd Merlin had given mewhile | worked on my last assgnment, but since my hands were full, |
was glad for the touch of magicd chivdry.

Owen's eyes widened when | entered his lab with dl my worldly office goods. “You're planning to
stay awhile?’ he asked.

| set the lgptop down on one of the lab tables, let my tote bag fdl a my feet, and threw my coat over
the back of the nearest chair. “Apparently Kim's been assgned to handle my adminidrative and dericd
tasks, and she's dready taken over my office. | figure Snce we're supposed to be working together, |
might as wdl work down here. Otherwisg, it could get ugly.”



“Did you tak to Mr. Mervyn about it?”

| hadn't even thought of that. | was the youngest child in my family, so | should have honed the
tattletde ingtinct to perfection. “No,” | admitted. “But it does make sense, even if I'm not crazy about her
appropriating my desk so quickly. She's even got a plant and pictures.”

He gestured around the lab. “Wdl, if you can handle the mess, you're welcome to dam a spot as
yours for the duraion. Just don't rearrange anything” Owen’s one of those people who looks
disorganized but who has everything sorted into piles only he can understand.

“Don’'t worry about that. | can't read hdf of what you've got in here, and I'm not sure | want to know
everything you're working on.”

He looked around the room, as if seeing his own dutter for the firg time and suddenly redizing that
there was no spot | could take a any of the tables without disturbing his piles, then he waved his hand. A
desk appeared in one corner of the lab. “I think there's a network connection near there. And let’s see,
you'll need wals” He pushed a wheded freestanding whiteboard over to shidd the desk from the rest of
the room. “Anything es=?’

It wasn't as nice as my red office, the one Kim had usurped, but | reminded mysdf that my office
meate more than made up for the difference. The only amenity missng was a phone, and | didn’'t mind that
30 much. It meant | was less likely to be disturbed. “It looks grest. Thanks.”

| set up my computer, arranged my few office belongings on the desk, and hung my coat on the top
corner of the whiteboard. I'd just settled in when Owen stuck his head around the whiteboard.
“Telephone cdl for you.”

Surprised, | went to his office and took the phone from him. “Thisis Katie,” | said.

“l thought I'd find you there” Trix's voice sad in my ear. “I've got a cdl for you. I'll put it right
through.”

A second later, Marcia s voice said, “Kétie?’

“Yeah. What's up?’

“Do you have any plans for Chrigmas?’

“Nothing set in stone yet. | was planning to tag aong with whatever y'dl came up with.”

“Wel, | just found thisinsane bargain airfare to Ddlas, in case you want to go home. The catch is you
have to leave tomorrow and come back Chrismas day, but it's less than hdf the usud cost. Gemma and
| decided to surprise our parents, so we thought we'd let you know in case you wanted to get in on it,
too.”

“I'mnot surel could doit,” | said.
“If money’s the problem, | could loan you the cost of the ticket, and you could pay me back.”

“It's more time than money that's the issue. I'm not sure | could leave as early as tomorrow. I'm
working on a project | just got assigned today, and getting to the airport on Chrismas would eat up most
of the day.”

“Uh-huh, 1 know exactly what you need time for: that gorgeous guy you've landed. Go back to Texas



for afew days and you run the risk of him getting away.”

“That'snot it at dl,” | indgsted, looking through the office doorway to the lab, where Owen stood in
front of the whiteboard, thoughtfully chewing on the end of a dry-erase marker. | lowered my voice and
added, “He s going to his parents house for the holiday, anyway.” It occurred to me that if Gemma and
Marcia went home for Chrigmas, 1’d be Ieft dl done in the city. Owen would be gone, and Connie'd
sad her inlaws were coming over. For amoment, | was tempted. How much work would we get done
inthe next couple of days? But for dl | knew, that was when Idris and Ari would wreak havoc.

“Thanks for letting me know,” | said firmly, more to convince mysdf than to convince her, “but | redly
don't think I can make it.”

“You don't mind if we leave you done, do you?’

“Areyou kidding? It'll be the longest I’ ve had the place to mysdf snce | moved in. | may even change
the locks while you're gone.”

She laughed. “ Okay, then. | guess I'll see you tonight.”

In spite of my assurances to Marcia, | couldn't hep but fed a little lost and londly as | waked back
out into the lab. *1s something wrong?’ Owen asked.

“No. It was one of my roommates. They found an arfare sde to go back home for Chrismas and
were letting me know in case | wanted to go, too.”

“Are you going?’

| shook my head. “Nah. It's a weird schedule to get that fare, so I'd have to leave here tomorrow,
then come back on Chrigmeas itsdf. It's severd hours to the arport from my parents house, so |
wouldn’'t even be able to stay for Christmas dinner. My roommates are from around Ddlas, so it's alot
esde for them.”

“You're going to be stuck by yoursdf for Chrigsmas?’
“Yeah, but it won't be so bad. It'll be nice to have some peaceful donetime”

“You could come with me” He sad it casudly as he uncapped his marker and moved toward the
board to write something on it.

“With you? You and your foster parents are just sating to work things out. You don't need an
outsder there”

“I'd love an outsider there,” he said, dill fadng the board, his back to me. “Think of it as a buffer
zone”

“But would they want me there?’
“You've dready been invited.”

“What?" This was anfully fast to be mesting the folks. We'd only just kissed for the firgt time when
meagic wasn't involved a few days ago. Now | was dready invited home for the holidays?

“Not like that,” he said, findly turning around to face me. His cheeks had turned the shade of pink that
meant he was very uncomfortable. He didn’'t quite look mein the eye as he spoke. “I’d aready told them
about you—not as someone I’'m dating but as a friend from work who's rdlaively new to the city. When



they invited me to come for Christmas, they suggested that | could invite you if you didn't have other
plans. Until now, | suspected you had other plans. But if you don’t, you' re welcome to come.”

For Owen, that was along, heartfet speech. It dso demonstrated that dthough he was a genius when
it came to quff like magic, research, and trandation, he could be a little clueless when it came to women.
If he'd talked enough about me for his foster mother to notice and fed as though she should invite me,
then she was dying of curiosity about me and wanted to make sure | was worthy of him. And that made
this a potentidly tricky Stuation.

“You're sureit won't be redly awkward?’ | asked.

“Oh, itll be awkward. But it will be whether or not you're there. It may be less awkward for me with
you there.”

“But what about me? | have afeding it'll be more awkward for me there than it would be if | stayed
here”

He took a step closer to me and gave me the shy amile that had totaly floored me when | first met him.
“I"d redly appreciateit if you came aong with me”

He was impossble to resst when he was like that. | dso couldn’'t deny that | was curious about his
fogter parents, and | didn’t particularly want to spend Christmas donein this city. “Okay, I'll go,” | sad.
“What' s the itinerary, and what should | bring?’

He grinned, and for a second | thought he'd kiss me or a least hug me, but we were a work, and
Owen was nothing if not proper. “1 was planning to take the train up the morning of Chrismas Eve and
come back the morning after Christmas. It's about an hour-long trip. Does that work for you?’

“Owen, we work at the same place, so we're on the same schedule” | reminded him.

He flushed dightly, “I didn’'t know if you might have any other plans. As for what you need to bring,
wall, they tend to be rather forma, so you can expect to dress for dinner, and a church service Chrigmas
Eve night is mandatory. Y ou won't need to bring anything for the dinner. That will have been planned in
detail wdl in advance.”

“| should probably bring gifts Any suggestions?’

“Y ou were the one who helped me buy my giftsfor them,” he reminded me. | refrained from tdling him
that his gifts had been far, far out of my price range. Great, now | not only had to find an appropriate gift
for him, but it had to be appropriate enough to give him in front of the closest thing he had to a family.
And, | had to find something for them that wouldn’t make them hate me on sght. The way he described
them, | pictured his foster parents as being very stern and forbidding. Still, they couldn’'t be dl bad for
him to have turned out so nice. It wasn't like there was a niceness gene. That usudly had something to do

with one's upbringing.

“Then we're s&t,” he said, amiling so brightly that | was glad I'd agreed to go. If it made him that
happy, | was certainly game. “I'll check the train schedule and let you know what time well need to
leave from Grand Centrd. In the meantime, what do you say to spending the day before that together?’

| blinked, trying to catch up. “Huh?’ | said, showing how smooth | was a this mdefemde
communicaion process. He wasn't the only one who had athing or two to learn.

“Wdl, we have noticed that the one thing that seems to bring Ari out of the woodwork is us together.
Wheat could be more tempting than the two of us, spending the day enjoying dl the romance of Chrigmas



inNew York City?
“So you mean we' d be doing this as work?”

He gave me that shy amile again. “We could have fun, too. That's certainly alowed. In fact, it would
work even better if we were having fun.”

“l guessif we have to do it to get our jobs done, then I'm willing,” | said with a wink. “I should warn
you, though, | think I’ ve seen every movie that involves any kind of Chrissmas scenein New Y ork, so my
expectations are pretty high.”

“l can't guarantee a pretty snowfdl—wadl, | probably could, but dtering weather patterns is usudly
frowned upon—but I'll see what else | can come up with.”

| didn't think he was likdy to kiss me at work, but he was anfully close to me. Our heads were
practicdly touching, and nether of us would have had to move much if we wanted to kiss. Then the
sound of athroat dearing made us jump apart. Of course, that made us look guilty, like there had been
something going on. | turned to see Owen's assstant, Jake, who seemed to be trying to look anywhere
but at us. “Uh, boss, just bringing your mal,” he said. From the way he acted, you'd think he'd caught us
undressed and ralling around on the &b floor.

Owen didn't hep matters when he turned severd different shades of red and took the long way
around the lab table to take the mal from Jake instead of waking past me. Looking guilty was a sure
way of giving the impression that something was going on. “Thank you, Jake,” Owen sad firmly, the
implied dismissd clear in histone.

Jake didn’t move. “What'sthis | hear about Ari getting away?’ he asked.
“Yes, she got away. Thanks for bringing the mail.”
“Wow. | wonder how she pulled that off. That was quite a scene at the party Friday night.”

| was pretty sure Jake was taking about the showdown that had taken place among Idris, Ari, Owen,
and me ingtead of Owen kissng me, but | ill fet my face turning red. | ducked back into my makeshift
cubice and let Owen ded with Jake. | had enough to worry about now that | was megting Owen’'s
family.

That evening was consumed by aflurry of packing as both of my roommates got ready for their trip home
for the holidays. | got assigned Laundromat duty to help them get some last-minute loads done while they
packed.

“| hate to leave you done like this” Gemma said as she folded and packed the last load I'd brought
back.

| continued sorting through the laundry basket for the items of mine I’ d thrown into the load. “Actudly,
I’'m going home with Owen.”

“You are?’ She raised her voice and cdled into the living room, where Marcia was packing. “She's
going to meet the hotti€'s folkgl”

A second later, Marcia was in the bedroom. “Redlly? He' s taking you home for Chrissmas?’



“It's nat like that. They don’t even know we're dating. They just know that I'm a friend from work
who was going to be done for Christmas, and they invited me” They looked a each other and rolled
their eyes. | couldn't help but laugh. “Yeeh, | know. | don't believe it ether, but that's honestly what he
seems to think.”

“They are totdly going to be checking you out and trying to see why he's been taking about you,”
Marcia confirmed.

“Okay, thisisaminor emergency,” Gemma said, hurrying to the closet. “You may not be mesting the
parents in an offidd girlfriend sense, but you are medting the parents, and this is your only chance to
make a good firg impresson.” She disappeared into the closet, then returned with a smdl suitcase. “This
should do. It's good qudlity but not covered with designer labels”

“I've got an overnight bag,” | said.
“You have a glorified gym bag. Take this. Now, what do you know about them?’

“They live in some village on the Hudson. | think they’re rich. And he says they're pretty formd. They
dress for dinner.”

“Okay, got it.” She disappeared into the closet again, then returned with an amful of swesaters. “You
have to have cashmere. I’d suggest going with subdued and dassy—nothing too obvious, but definitdly
not bargain bin or trendy. That's the safest bet for medting any parents for the firg time”

“And then | have to come up with some gifts” | said.
Gemma groaned. “Oh, we don't have time to do thisright. | wish | wasn't leaving town.”

“If you weren't leaving town, thiswouldn’t be an issue. Don't worry, I'll be fine. | can shop for mysdf,
you know.”

She didn’t look convinced, but Marcia said, “Yeah, Gemma, she's a big gil now.” She went back to
her own packing, and | spent the rest of the evening lisgening to Gemmavraitling off ideas for presents.

| was looking forward to some rare private time when | got home from work the next evening, but 1'd
bardy had time to take my coat off before the intercom buzzed. | hit the button, and it was Philip's voice
asking for Gemma that answered me.

“Gemmawent home for Christmas today,” | told him. “Didn’t she tdl you?’
There was a pause, then he said, “No, she didn’'t. May | speak with you?’

Thiswas my firg good chance to have an honest heart-to-heart, magic and al, with Philip, so | said,
“Comeon up,” and buzzed himin.

He knocked on the door a few seconds later. “Would you like some tea?’ | asked as | took his coat.

“Yes, please” he said. He looked exhausted and utterly miserable. “When did she leave?’ he asked
as | put tea and a plate of Christmas cookies in front of him. He reflexively stood as | moved to take my
Sest across from him &t the table, then resumed his seat when | sat.

“Today during the day. She's coming back late Chrismas night. Thiswhole trip was very sudden. She



just found out about the last-minute fare sale yesterday, and last night she was so busy getting ready thet |
guess she forgot to let you know.”

He dghed and bit the head off a gingerbread man. | couldn’t hdp but flinch. “Perhaps,” he said.

“Look, | don't mean to pry or get into your business, but as you may recdl, | do know something
about what you redly are, and | suspect most of your issues with Gemma have to do with that. You're
out of your time, which has to be disconcerting. Things have changed a lot, paticularly the courtship
rituds For example, engraved invitations and chaperones aren't redly necessary these days.”

“Y es, she made that clear to me”

“We have other ways to communicate,” | went on, but before | could start on the wonders of the
cdlular phone, he pulled a tiny flip-phone modd out of his breast pocket. It was even fancier than
Gemma s. “Okay, you' ve figured that part out for yourself.”

“| suspect she' s feding neglected,” he said, sngpping aleg off his gingerbread man. “1 have been busy,
but I can’t explain to her why I’ ve been busy.”

“What's keeping you so busy?’

“I'm trying to regain my family business. An unscrupulous associate of my father’s was the one who
enchanted me, and then when my disappearance was never explained and | never returned, he inherited
the business upon my father’ s death. His descendants are ill running the business, and | mug take back
what isrightfully mine”

“Yeah, that would tend to keep you busy,” | agreed. “And you're right, it would be hard to explain.
But have you told her you're busy at work? She should understand that much.”

He reassembled the headless gingerbread man on his plate, shoving the broken leg back into place
with his index finger. “I’'m not even certain that us being together is a good idea a this time. She came
across me when | was feding very logt, and she was the most beautiful woman 1I'd ever seen. Now,
though, 1 have business | mug attend to, and her association with me could put her a risk from my
enemies. | cannot expect her to wait for me, ather.”

“You know, | work for the big gunsin the magica world, so I'm sure | could get you some help if you
needed it.”

Hope flickered in his eyes. “1 could use your assstance with something. As | understand it, you're a
meagicd immune”

“That’sright.”

“I’ve scheduled a meeting with the new head of what should be my company. He doesn’'t know who |
am, smply that I'm a potentia investor. It might be useful to have a magicad immune present to hdp me
determine if underhanded means are being used.”

“l guess | could do that. When's the mesting, and what’ s your excuse for having me with you?’
“The medting is Thursday afternoon. | thought perhaps you could pose as my wife or lady friend.”

“Undercover work sounds like fun, and | get off early that day. Maybe | could be the daughter of a
Texas oilman with money of my own to invest.”



The blank expression on his face reminded me that he’ d never seen an episode of Dallas. He nodded
palitdy and said, “Whatever you think is best. The meeting is at two in the afternoon. Shdl | cdl for you
here?’

“Yeeh, thet'll befine”

“| appreciate your assstance. And | thank you for the tea” He put on his coat and hat and left, and |
findly had the apartment dl to mysdf. Taking about Gemma's rdaionship issues reminded me of my
own. While | was looking forward to living out dl of my romantic holiday fantasies now that | findly had
someone to share them with, | couldn’t help but fed nervous. | was about to meet Owen's foster
parents, and | knew they’d see thisas abig event. | had to find gifts.

If ever there was one, this sounded like atime to cal on afary godmother. | went to my nightstand to
retrieve Ethdinda s locket from the jewery box | kept in the back of the drawer. | hesitated, though, as |
sat onmy bed and prepared to open the locket to summon the fary godmother. | was dmogt dways a
hit with the parents of men | dated, even if the men weren't so crazy about me. In fact, back home I'd
been the number-one choice of parents for their sons' girlfriend, which was one of the reasons I’d had so
few datesin high school (three overprotective big brothers were among the other reasons). It wasn't as
though | needed a fairy godmother to hep mewith that sort of thing.

| put the locket back into my nightstand drawer and closed it. A firework then went off right outside
the bedroom window. That window faced a narrow air shaft—so narrow | was sure if the people across
the air shaft needed to borrow a cup of sugar, we could easlly pass it over. It was unlikdy that anyone
was shooting off fireworks in that confined space. | went to the window, raised the blinds, opened the
window, and leaned my head out to see what was going on.

Five

I jumped back in surprise when | saw Ethdinda hovering right outside my window. “I can't enter your

home magicaly,” she said. “Your young man does very good wards. | couldn’t find a sngle chink in
them.”

“What are you doing here?’ | asked. “I didn’'t summon you. There's no need for you to come ingde”

“You don't have to summon me. I’ ve been watching your case, and it seemsto methat you're in need
of advice”

“No, naot redly, thanks. I've got it under contral.”

“Have you egten?’

“Huh?’

“TsK, tsk, what kind of response is that, Kathleen? It’s better to say, ‘Pardon,” or ‘Excuse me.””
“What does me edting have to do with anything?’ | darified.

“It's better to discuss these things over food, don't you think?”



No, | didn’t think. Eating meant being in public with a fairy godmother who seemed a bit ditzy. | could
never be sure she' d remember to hide her magic from the rest of the world. Never mind the fact that |
didn’'t need her there. “That’s not necessary,” | inasted.

“Nonsense. You're meting his family. This is important. If this goes wrong, your future together may
be doomed. Put on your coat and meet me outside.” She vanished in a shower of siver sparkles before |
had a chance to argue. There went my plans for a quiet evening & home aone, but | didn't fed | had
much choice. She'd probably set off more fireworks and annoy the neighbors until she got her way. | got
my coat and purse and went downgtairs to find Ethdinda waiting for me on the sdewalk.

Thistime, she was dressed like the Sugar Flum Fairy in aredly old production of The Nutcracker,
from back when they wore ther tutus amaost down to their ankles instead of in a little ruffle around ther
hips. Her previous ouitfits, induding the rose velvet and green sk, hung out from under the hem, and the
blue satin of her bodice was so faded it was dmog white. It was missng a few pearls around the
neckline, the threads that had once held them hanging free.

| hoped she had a good illuson hiding dl that from the rest of the world. If not, | supposed | could
pass myHf off as a good Samaritan taking a bag lady out to dinner. Speaking of which, | wondered if |
was expected to pay for the medl. | wasn't sure how much money | had on me. None of the etiquette
lessons my mother had taught me covered how you were supposed to interact with your fairy godmother,
and | didn't recal Cinderella ever going to a restaurant with hersin the stories. Technicdly, Ethdinda had
invited me, but she didn’t seem like the kind of person who carried cash.

As soon as my feet hit the sdewak, she turned and fluttered off, glandng over her shoulder and
saying, “Wdl, come dong.”

She had a distinct advantage with her wings, so | had to trot to keep up with her. This was garting to
fed like a big mistake. There were a lot of people | could ask about deding with Owen's parents, like
Rod, who actudly knew them. As far ahead of me as she was, dl | had to do was stop running and she'd
more than likely forget about me entirely, but then there was dways the chance she'd pop back into my
life at the most inconvenient time to make up for our missed meting.

| soon redized she was leading me toward Owen's house. She wouldn't, would she? | made up my
mind to refuse to go if that was her plan. | didn't want him thinking | was so insecure about him that I'd
resorted to conaulting a fairy godmother.

Fortunatdly, she came to a stop in front of a neighborhood tavern around the corner from Owen's
house. There was a chance that he' d be there eating dinner, but | suspected if he'd planned to eat out, he
would have invited me to join him on our way home from work.

Ethdinda breezed right in and commandeered a table. The waiters didn't even blink, so | suspected
magic was involved. Soon after we sat down, steak dinners appeared in front of us. | supposed that took
care of the “who pays?’ issue.

“Now, let's talk about this holiday with his family.”

Before | could open my mouth to say anything, | noticed that her attention had strayed. | turned my
head to see wha she was saring at and saw a thirtysomething couple stting at a nearby table. They'd
finished their medls and were drinking coffee, gpparently waiting for dessert. | didn't see anything about
them that might have drawn a fairy godmother’s attention. They weren't fighting, and they certainly didn’t
look awkward. They had an old-married-couple comfort level about them.

“Tk, tsk. What apity,” Ethdinda said.



| turned back to her. “What's a pity?’

“They’ ve been together so long, but something is missing. They need a boost to get them gaing in the
right direction.” She beamed suddenly. “And | know just the thing.”

A waiter walked by us, carrying a tray with two desserts on it. As he passed, Ethelinda waved her
wand. | turned my head to waich the waiter set the desserts on the table. A second or two later, the
woman squedled in surprise—a happy squed.

“Oh Mikéel | loveit! | thought you'd never...Yes, definitdy yed” She took a diamond ring from her
dessert plate and dipped it onto her ring finger, then hed her hand up to admire it as tears of joy
streamed down her face,

A little choked up mysdf, | turned back to Ethelinda. “| take it that was your doing?’

She looked amug. “It's very smple, redly.” For amoment, | hafway expected her to launch into some
“Bibbidi Bobbidi Boo” type song about how fairy godmothers work, but before she could explain how
smple affecting the course of true love was, there was a commotion from the engagement table.

“Where did you get that?’ the man’s voice asked.

| turned just enough to watch without looking like | was staring. The rest of the restaurant was dso
looking, and mogt of them weren't even pretending to mind their own business. So much for New
Y orkers being too jaded to stare. If there was enough potentid juice involved, they were as likdy as
anyone ese to take a gander.

“It was on my dessert plate,” the womean replied, her voice trembling. “You mean—you mean you
didn't set this up to have it put there?’

“Why would 1? | thought | told you how | fdt about marriage. I'm not looking for that kind of
commitment. Are you trying to trap me into something?’

“Mike, we've been living together for ten years. That seems pretty committed to me. What difference
would aring, a ceremony, and a piece of paper make?’

“Exactly my point.”

“It would make me happy. It would make mefed secure. That's the difference it would make for me.
But | guess meking me happy would be too much effort. | wouldn't want to pin you down.” She stood
and pulled the ring off, moved asif she was about to throw it at him, then thought better of it and put it in
her pocket before she grabbed her purse and coat. “I want you out of my gpartment before | get home
from work tomorrow.”

Cringing, | turned back to Ethdinda, who was blissfully eating her dinner. “That went wel,” |
remarked.

“Yes, it did,” she replied, completdy missng my sarcasm. “She can't find the right man if she's stuck
hersdf to the wrong one. Now she's open for new possibilities”

“Y ou mean, you planned for that to happen?’
She looked enigmétic as she took a bite of her steak. “Now, about your problem.”

“It's not redly a problem, but if you've got anything in that book of yours about Owen'’s family, that



might help.”

“Of course | have something about his family. | have access to dl records pertinent to your
rlaionship. That's how | knew you'd been invited to spend Christmas with them.” Her book appeared
in her hand, and she retrieved her lopsided glasses from within the layers of her bodice. “Hmm, now,
that’s odd. There aren’'t supposed to be blank pagesin here,” she muttered. Before | could ask what she
meant about blank pages, she said, “Oh, there we are. The Eatons, Gloria and James. Married latein life,
no naturd children. Goodness, but it took some effort to get those two together.” She looked up a me
across the top of her glasses. “They're very stubborn.” Turning her atention back to the book, she
continued, “Took in an orphaned child &fter their retirement from the university a the request of an old
friend. Hmm, that part’s strangdy blank, too. Very odd.”

She snapped the book shut, it vanished, then she took off her glasses and looked a me. “I'm sorry,
but there’ s nothing here that would be of much use to you.”

“That's okay. It was worth a shot.” | turned my attention to my dinner. It wasn't often that | got stesk,
0 | didn't intend to waste this chance.

Ethdindd s attention strayed again. There was another couple seated near us. This couple did seem to
have a cool emotiond distance between them. They were cordid but didn't show any Sgns of affection.
Both of them wore business suits, and that gave me the impression that maybe this wasn't a date. When
the woman bent and pulled a folder from the briefcase at her fet, it confirmed my impression.

Before | could say anything to stop Ethdinda, she had waved her wand at another passng waiter’s
tray. When the waiter placed the woman's plate in front of her, there was a long-gdemmed red rose
dongsdeit. “From the gentleman,” the waiter said.

The woman went very pale, then abruptly turned red as she leaned across the table, dearly trying to
keep her voice low but unable to succeed, as angry as she was. “What is this?” she hissed. “You know
I'm married. | never had you pegged as such a deaze” All the poor guy at the table with her could do
was Sammer incoherently.

Someone had to ded with this, and since | was the only person around who had the dightest clue what
was going on, it looked like it would have to be me. | dipped out of my seet, hurried over to the bar, and
fluttered my eyelashes at the bartender. “Can | borrow your apron for a second? | just noticed a friend of
mireis edting here and she hasn't seen me yet. | thought it would be funny to pretend to be a waitress
and surprise her.”

I musgt have improved my eydagh-fluttering technique, or seit redly is true that you suddenly become
alot more attractive to dl men as soon as you get a boyfriend, for he grinned a me and untied the apron.
| put it on and approached the table where the woman was dill teaching a sexud harassment seminar to
her shell-shocked colleague.

“Excuseme” | said, hoping neither of them had noticed me stting at a nearby table. “There's been a
mistake. I'm very sorry, but the order numbers and table numbers got mixed up back in the kitchen. You
weren't supposed to get this” | grabbed the rose off the table. “I'm sorry if theré's been any
misunderganding about this. | hope I’'m not too late to get this rose to the proposa that’s supposed to
happen in the other room!”

The man and woman stared a each other for a moment, then the woman hid her face behind her
folder and burgt into nervous giggles. “I'm so sorry! | guess | shouldn't have jumped to conclusons” she
sad.



As| waked away, untying the apron, | heard him say, “Beieve me, I'll never make a pass at you. Not
that | don't think you're attractive, but...Okay, can we just forget dl this? There s nothing | can say right
now that wouldn't sound like an insult or get mein trouble.”

| handed the bartender his apron, then presented him the rose with a flourish. “Thankd I'll never forget
the look on her face” | told him, then | hurried back to Ethdinda before he could say anything. | hoped
she hadn’t done anything else while | was gone.

“For what it's worth,” | said as | took my seet, “there are reasons other than romance for men and
women to have dinner together, and you might want to be sure of the reasons before you interfere. You
could have ruined that man's career.”

She gave a haughty sniff, then summoned dessert. | thought she might have forgotten about my own
issues in dl the excitement, but just as | dug into the chocolate cake, she asked, “And things are going
wel for you otherwise? How was your dinner Sunday night?’

| had to blink mysdf back to my own rdationship concerns. After what I'd seen from her this evening,
| knew the lagt thing | wanted was to have her involved. “Things are going great,” | said, keeping my
voice neutrd. “I doubt he'd have invited me home for Chrisgmas with him if they weren't. And we're
going out later this week.”

“Your dinner, though? It went wel? Y our outfit was good?’

“The outfit was a big hit, and the dinner was good, too. It started a litle awkwardly, but the
friends-to-dating trangition can be a chalenge. We seem to have worked it out, though.”

“Nothing happened, did it?’

| ingantly grew suspicious. “What do you mean?’
“Oh, nothing unusud?’

“Y ou meen like the restaurant catching on fire?”

“Heavend |s that what happened?’ She seemed so stunned that ether she was innocent or she was
Dame Judi Dench in costume and makeup, turning in another Oscar-caliber performance.

“Yeah, but it was aminor fire and nobody was hurt.”

She fanned hersdf and looked like she was having heart papitations. “A brush with disaster! That
doesn’'t happen to my dientd”

| grew suspicious again. She was pouring it on awfully thick. “It's okay, redly. Everything worked
(]Jt_”

“It did?’
“Yes it did, so rdax.”

“That's good to hear.” She finished her dessert, the empty plates vanished from the table, and she
sad, “Do you need anything ese from me?’

| hadn’t actudly needed that much from her, but | said, “That’sit. | hope | didn’t waste your time”
She waved a dismissve hand. “Pish tosh. Time spent with my dientsis never wasted, and | needed to



egt. Are you sure you don't need anything ese?’

“Nothing. My roommeate's dready loaned me her cashmere swesater collection, so | don't need any
wardrobe help. | don’t need you to turn a pumpkin into a glass BMW. WEe ve got our next date planned,
and | think I'll be okay. Yeah, I'm a little nervous, but that’s part of the fun of a new reaionship. The
butterflies only intensfy everything.”

“Wdl then, you know how to reach meif you change your mind.” She got up, and | followed her out
of the tavern, where she abruptly vanished in her usud burst of glitter. | was hdfway tempted to sneak
around to Owen's dtreet and see if his lights were on. Both his sudy and his bedroom overlooked the
street. But, knowing my luck, his Katie radar would be working and he'd look out the window jud in
time to catch me, and then I'd fed like an idiot. Instead, | hurried home, wondering what was missng
from those blank pages Ethdinda mentioned.

Owen was a a meeting and | was gtting a my desk in the makeshift office in Owen's lab the next
morning when Rod stuck his head around the whiteboard. “Hi!” he said. He was 4ill wearing his hair the
way I'd seen it on Sunday, and his skin looked better than I'd ever seen it before.

“Areyou exfoliaing?’ | asked without thinking about what | was saying.
Before | could gpologize, he grinned and said, “Yeah. You can tdl the difference?’

“You look fresh and wdl rested.” | thought that was a diplomeatic way to avoid saying his skin usudly
hed pores you could drive a truck through.

“Then | guess getting sucked in by that sdeswoman at Bloomingdde s was worth it. | thought maybe
she' d give me her phone number if | bought enough suff. Is Owen around?’

“Departmenta mesting,” | replied. “It could be an hour or more. Did you need something?”

He patted the fat envelope he carried. “I've got those results on employee magic use for his
comparison project.”

“Oh yeah, that. | can take them and give them to him when he gets back, unless there' s something else
you needed to talk to him about.”

“No, that’sfine. | can leave them with you.”
Heturned to go, but | said, “Can | tak to you a second?’
“Sure. What isit?’

“I don't know if you know this dready, but I'm going home with Owen for Chrismas. | was hoping
you could give me the scoop on his foster family.”

He gave alow, long whistle. “Oh boy. That's atopic for a dissertation.”

“That bad?’

“l wouldn't say bad, but yeah, there are some things | should warn you about.”

That sounded even more ominous than Ethdinda s blank pages. “Pull up a chair,” | told him.



He grabbed a chair from the lab outside, then turned around and waved his hand & the lab doorway
while muttering some words under his breath. “An darm, so he can't sneak up on us” he explained
before gtting down. “I don't know the whole story because | was a kid when James and Gloria took
Owen in. They were good to him. There was never any sgn of physcd or emotiond abuse. But they
never redly warmed to him. I’'m not sure why they agreed to bring up a child when they seemed to have
no interest in children whatsoever. | don't even think he was related to them in any way.”

“He sounds like he' s a hit in awe of them.”

“They're the kind of people you tend to be in awe of. They wouldn't look out of place wearing
crowns. They're not redly dl that warm to anyone, to be honest, so | don't think it's dl directed a
Owen.”

“He aso makes it sound like they’re very clear on the fact that they're his foster parents, not red
pa.e,]tsl”

“They never adopted him, | know that much, but | don’'t know why, and they aways had hm cdl
them by ther names, never anything like ‘Mom’ or ‘Dad.” But as foster parents they should have been
free of their obligations to him when he turned eighteen. He was even prepared for them to cut him loose
then. That’s when he went into the custom-spell business a school, so he could say a Yde even if they
quit paying the bills. But nothing at dl changed when he turned eighteen. They kept paying his school bills
and sending him an dlowance even on into graduate school, and they kept expecting him home for
holidays until he finished his studies and moved to New York.”

“What are they like, other than being very regd?’

“They’'re proper. They're demanding. They don't use megic a home—they don't beieve in
shortcuts.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to say. If they suggested that Owen invite you—and he wouldn't have
dared unless they suggested it—I think it's a good sign. They probably think you're good for Owen, and
I’d have to agree with them. They might not act like normd parents toward him, but he's been the center
of their lives ance they took himin.”

“So, bottom line, what should | do?’
He shrugged. “Be yoursdf. Follow ther lead. And dress before you go to breskfast.”
“What?’

“Serioudy. Owen says he's never seen them in their pgjamas. They get fully dressed before they leave
their bedroom, every sngle day.”

“Wow. Now, that's formd. Hey, do you think they’re redly something nonhumean, only it's hidden by
illuson, and the clothes are somehow part of covering it dl up?’

“l have no idea. But if you notice anything unusud, you'll have to let me know.”

Asheleft my office, | redlized that | might bein for a very interesting Christmas. | faced either magicd
royaty or some other kind of mysterious being that had fostered my boyfriend.

My crazy family Christmases from childhood were starting to fed very tamein comparison.

We only had to work a hdf day Thursday, so when it was time to shut down for the holiday, | stuck my



head in Owen’s office door and asked, “Are you ready to leave?’
He looked up a me, frowning. “Isit that time aready?’
“Hve minutes past.”
“| dill have a few things to wrap up. Y ou don’'t mind heading out by yoursdf, do you?’

Not only did | not mind, | was rdlieved. | needed to do some shopping, and | had that meeting with
Philip. “That's okay. I’ ve got Suff to take care of. I'll see you in the morning.”

“Okay. See you then.” He'd aready returned to his work by the time | turned to leave his office, and
he didn’t seem to notice when | |€ft for the day, judging by the fact that he didn’t respond to my farewdl
as | passed his open office door. He was logt in his project and probably would be for the rest of the
day, if not dl night.

Shopping for Owen's fogter parents looked like it was going to be quite the chdlenge. Owen himsdf
had to ask me for advice to get them anything more persond than a gift basket or a charity donation in
their name. Their apparent wedth and grandeur made them even more difficult to shop for on my budget.

After looking at and regjecting any number of items as | browsed the gdls of the Union Square holiday
market, | came to the concluson that when it came to finding giftsfor people like that, it took either a lot
of money or alot of persond effort. Persond effort | could do. | had a nearly finished cross-stitch
sampler somewhere in the closet, S0 if | got a nice frame and buckled down to work, | figured that |
could have it done and offer atruly persond gift. There was an ornate metd frame a one of the sdls that
seemed ided. | bought Owen a nice wool muffler that would go well with his coat and that had blue
flecksinit that matched his eyes. It seemed a safe enough gift, persond without being too persona and
demondrating that | had some concern for him.

Then | had to hurry to transform mysdf into an ol baron’s daughter before Philip came over. | wore a
dim skirt, one of Gemma s sk blouses, and my own red giletto shoes, now unenchanted. | made libera
use of dl those Mary Kay makeup samples my mom kept sending me and teased and sprayed my hair to
within an inch of its life All | needed was a fur coat to complete the effect, but that I'd have to do
without. Philip’s reaction when he came over told me dl | needed to know about how effective my
trandformation was.

“Hi, hon,” | drawled. | hooked my arm through his and added, “Now, let's go find us a place where |
caninves dl of Daddy’ s money.”

“Isthis redly what an oilman’s daughter would be like?’ he asked, his eyes popping enough to remind
methat he once was a frog.

“No, not based on the few I've met, but it's what people around here will expect from TV shows and
movies.”

“Very wel, then. | propose we take the subway, asit's faster than surface transport.”

| didn't think your typicd ail baron’s daughter would set foot on the subway, but he was right about
the speed issue. The company that should have been his was located on the far tip of Manhattan, below
Wl Street. Its building looked like it might have gone dl the way back to Colonid days. Philip stood on
the sdewdk in front of it for a moment or two, gazing up &t it. | tried to imagine what this mugt be like for
him, to see hisfamily business about a century later in a very different world. Then he took a deep bregth
and opened the front door.



Theinterior was full of heavy antiques that had probably been new when the building was built. Philip
approached the receptionist’ s desk and said, “1 have atwo o' clock appointment with Mr. Meredith.”

She checked her computer. “Ah, you must be Mr. Smith.”

| remembered mysdf jugt intime to keep from giggling. | could see why he might want to use an dias
when checking out hisfamily business, but he could have found one that sounded a little less like an dias.
Come to think of it, | needed an dias of my own.

The receptionist gave me a 9delong glance. “And is Miss...”

“Sue-Ellen Hunt, of the Texas Hunts” | drawled, gicking my hand out a her. My dias wasn't much
better than Philip's, as Sue-Ellen had been a character on Dallas and Hunt was the only family name
associated with al | could think of off the top of my head. If someone Googled the name, they’d certainly
get the Texas ol associations.

She eyed my hand for a second before sheking it, then she said to Philip, “Miss Meredith will be with
you in a moment.”

“My appointment was with Mr. Meredith,” Philip said. “I understand he is currently chairman of
Vandermeer and Company.”

“Mr. Meredith is indisposed. His niece is taking care of the business for him in his absence” She
glanced around as if to make sure she wasn't being overheard, then whispered, “He had a stroke last
week, totdly incapacitating. I'm sure Miss Meredith will be offiddly indaled as chair very soon.”

If we were meeting with awoman, | wasin trouble. All my preparation had been designed to distract a
man, but | was playing the kind of woman other women tend to hate on sght. It looked like I'd have to
wing it and see what kind of person this Miss Meredith was.

Soon a frazzled-looking young man came into the lobby. “Mr. Smith? Thisway, please.” He appeared
as though a any second he was going to dip a note saying something like, “Hep! I'm being held
hostage!” into our pockets. | recognized the look; I"d looked much like that in my old job.

The chairman’s office was even more lush than the lobby. The desk in the center of it was large
enough that you could have held a feast for twenty of your closest friends on it, with room for severd
courses worth of slverware at each place setting and space in the middle for a sring quartet to provide
entertainment. | sank past my three-inch heds and dmogt up to my ankles in a carpet that could have
doubled as a mattress. But what redly caught my eye was the thing lurking in the back corner of the
office.

Six

I t was a skeletd cresture much like one that had been staking me for the past couple of months. |

couldn’t be sureif it was the same one, snce dl skeletd magicd creatures look pretty much dike to me,
but the one | knew had worked for Idris. That made this mesting suddenly a lot more interesting. | had a
feding | waan't supposed to be able to see Mr. Bones, who stood slent and il in his corner, so |



forced mysdf not to react. That was a chdlenge, like ignoring the giant pink eephant in the middle of the
room.

Then Miss Meredith came into the room and shook Philip's hand. “Mr. Smith? I’'m Sylvia Meredith.
Thank you for coming in.” | wasn't sure which was more dangerous, her or Mr. Bones. She was a shark
in human form—deek, efficent, and deadly, and | wouldn't have been surprised if she had a couple of
extra rows of teeth. The ones we could see were white and even, and she turned the full force of them on
Philip in a amile | was sure was supposed to be charming but which looked like it might draw blood.
Philip turned out to be pretty smart, for he didn’t look like he was the least bit taken in by her attempt at
charm.

| remembered that | was supposed to be a brassy ail heiress, so | waded through the carpet and stuck
my hand out a her. “ Sue-Ellen Hunt, of the Texas Hunts” | said, thickening my drawl as much as | could
and dill be understood. “Nice place you got here. | bet this office runs you about as much as my daddy’s
whole estate back home. We likethingshig in Texas, you know.” | was beginning to annoy mysdf, so |
was sure this act was like fingernails on a blackboard to a New Y orker.

“Miss Hunt is my fiancée” Philip said, not missng a beat. “When she heard about my appointment
with you she thought it would be beneficid for her to meet with you, as well.”

“| gotta do something with my trust fund other than buy shoes, right?’ | said with as much gusto as |
could mugter.

“Please, have a seat,” Miss Meredith said, gesturing toward a pair of plush wingback chairs. Only the
tiniest hint of annoyance showed in her eyes, but | got the feding that meant she was seaming insde.
Nothing but the strongest emotion would get past her icy facade.

| more or less tuned out the finendd discusson while | checked out the setting. There was a row of
portraits on one wall, going from a modern photograph of a white-haired, stern-jawed man on one end to
al pantings of men wearing powdered wigs a the other end. About five portraits in from the modern
end, the look of the people changed abruptly. They went from having Philip's refined features and golden
hair to looking coarser and meaner. It was obvious when the company had been usurped. Other than the
skeleta creature dill lurking in the corner, | didn’t spot anything obvioudy magica. An uninformed person
who wasn't immune to magic wouldn't have noticed anything odd.

When | blinked back to the meseting, it seemed to be wrapping up. “Thank you for the information. |
shdl have to consult with my advisors,” Philip was saying.

Sylvia eyed him warily. | hoped she hadn’t noticed the resemblance between him and dl those
portraits on the wdl. “You won't find our specidized services anywhere dse” she sad. “We're one of
the only high-level banking houses exdusvdy serving the magica community.” She turned to me and
added, “I hope what we have to offer interests you, as wel.”

“Oh, | let Philip handle dl my mgor decisons,” | drawled. “And I’'m s0 sorry to hear about your
unde. | hope he gets better red soon.”

A flicker of reaction crossed her face, but before | could decipher it, she managed to tamp it down.
“Things don't look good,” she said, sounding more determined than sad. | had the strongest suspicion
thet she had something to do with that “ stroke.” She walked us to her office door, and | fdt the tingle of
megic in use nearby. It didn’t affect me, but 1 was worried about what it would do to Philip. | moved to
stand between her and him, then caught his arm to make sure | had some sort of control over him as we
|eft the building.



We both let out deep bresths when we were ssfdy on the sdewak and wel away from the building.
“Did you notice anything untoward?’ he asked.

“Yeah. She had a nasty-looking bodyguard in there that I'm sure was hidden from you. And, oddly
enough, it was akind of creature my big enemy happens to be fond of. Are waking skeletons popular on
meagica goon squads?’

“I'm not familiar with that kind of creasture.”

“I thought so. | wonder if she'sin leegue with Idris, then. That would make things interesting. Oh, and
she tried to use magic on you when we were leaving.”

“I noticed. I'm not cartain that it worked, but | will be careful ”

“Thet lady is bad news. And | don't think you can count on her saying, ‘Oh, so sorry my ancestor put
you under a spell, you should take over.” She probably would have you killed—like | bet she did to her
uncle—ingtead of having you turned into a frog.”

He sghed. “I didn’t imagine this would be easy, but | fear it may be more difficult than | thought.”

“Remember Ethan, the guy | used to date? He's both magicdly immune and a lawyer, which is just
what you need for taking her on. And if she is teamed up with our enemy, you're about to have the
resources of Magic, Spells, and lllusons, Inc., on your Sde, induding Merlin himsdf.”

He amiled a me, then gave me a gdlant bow. “Then | must thank you for your assistance.”
“Don’t thank me yet. We may end up putting you to work.”

When | got home, | fdt like | was changing out of my superhero costume and returning to my
mild-mannered persona as | changed out of my fancy meeting clothes and into sweats. | spent the whole
evening finishing my cross-gtitch for Owen’s foster parents while some pop star’s holiday specid played
inthe background on the TV—something | was sure the fictiond Sue-Ellen Hunt would never do. She'd
wear cashmere swets, if she even wore sweats, and she'd have people to do her sewing for her. The
pop star would be playing livein her living room instead of on TV. Sue-Ellen was so far from my redity
that | had afeding my secret identity was safe.

Concentrating on my needlework was a good way to distract me from worrying about the next day
with Owen or the holiday with hisfamily. I" d forgotten what a good stress release this kind of thing could
be, but my roommates would tease me mercilesdy about being old-fashioned if | started doing it on a
regular basis, | was sure. Maybe | should go back to knitting, | thought. At least some Hollywood stars
hed made that dmaost cool again.

The next morning, | was eager to get to Owen's house to tdl hm what I'd discovered. The romantic day
in New York was dmog secondary. Although I'd been in his home before, I'd never entered by the
front door. Thelast time I'd been there, I'd been magicdly teleported indde. Thistime | had to dimb a
farly imposang set of front steps and ring a buzzer. Instead of a response by intercom, the door just
opened. | went up the staircase in the vestibule to the next floor, where Owen’s door was, and it, too,
opened for me.

| expected to see Owen waiting there for me, but the entry hadlway was empty. A loud “meow!” a my
feet corrected me. “Hi there, Loony,” | said to the white-and-black-spotted cat that was rubbing happily



agang my ankles.

“Back here” Owen's voice cdled from the kitchen. | took off my coat, hat, and gloves while Loony
waited patiently for me, then she headed back to the kitchen, her tal giving me a “follow me’ flick. |
heeded her ingruction and found Owen standing at the stovein his cozy kitchen, tending one skillet full of
French toast and another full of bacon.

“Wow, you're cooking for me?’ | asked.

“l wanted to make sure you knew last time wasn't afluke. And you're just intime. Breskfast is dmost
resdy.”

When he turned to tak to me, | noticed the dark circles under his eyes. | crossed my arms over my
chest and said, “Don’'t tel me, you worked al day yesterday and most of the night.”

He deftly flipped adice of French toast. “ There' s coffeein the pot if you want some.”
“Owen,” | warned.

“Yes, | worked late. | wanted to finish before | left for Chrismas.” He arranged everything on plates,
which he carried to the smdl table in one corner of the kitchen. Unless he'd cleaned house Sgnificantly in
the last couple of weeks, the dining table was probably too full of books for anyone to be able to eat
there. “And breskfast is served,” he said.

“It looks great,” | told im as | took my seat at the table. Loony immediatdy jumped into my lap, but
Owen snapped his fingers and pointed, and she jumped down again, looking offended.

“I hope you don’t mind that we didn’'t go out to eet,” he said as he took his own sedt. “It's easer for
us to talk this way.” He grinned and added, “And you'll need your energy for what | have planned
today.”

“Now you've got meintrigued.” | ate and complimented him on the food, then findly said, “ So, what
did you discover from dl your extra work?’

“Nothing.” He sounded discouraged. “It didn’t match any of our current employees.”
“On the bright side, that does mean we don't have another mole or double agent.”

“But on the not-so-bright side, it dso means there's an outsder who can get through every layer of
Security we've got.”

“Oh. | hadn’t thought of that.” | ate some more, kegping my mouth busy with the food so | wouldn't
be tempted to say something stupid. After a while, though, | couldn’t hep mysdf. “Could it be an
ex-employee? | mean, other than Idris. Someone who might not be in your current files but who would
know something about how to get past security? | don't know if you could magicdly change the locks,
S0 to speak, but that would explain someone being able to get in.”

“We did change the security wards after Idris was fired. | can’'t think of anyone who was a a high
enough leve to have that kind of access who has |eft between then and now.”

“There sthe former boss,” | reminded him.

He frowned. “No, | don't think so. As| said, he retired on good terms, and he's not even living in the
dty anymore. It was hisidea to revive Melin, and if he were in league with Idris, that would be the last



thing he' d want to do. He was the one to make the find cdl on firing Idris. If he wanted to ddlve into that
kind of magic, you'd think he would have stayed on board and turned the direction of the company
around.” He raised an eyebrow and flashed me a crooked amile “And then | guess I'd have been the
dangerous rogue wizard trying to bring down the company.”

“l suspect you'd have been alot more successful than he has been.”
“Tha's because I’ d be the good guy.”

“Y egh, because the good guys dways win in the red world. Meanwhile, | may have found something
ese” | briefly told him about Philip's predicament and the skeletal creature in the office.

“l haven't heard of anyone ese usng that kind of creature,” he said. “It seems to be unique to Idris. If
he' s dlied with someone like that, then it could mean he's found funding, and it means there are people
within the establishment who might support his gods. That widens the scope of our problem somewhat.”

After we finished breakfast and washed the dishes, we bundled up againg the cold, then headed
outside, where we walked side by side down the street. We took the subway and got off a Thirty-fourth
Street for aquick peek at Santaat Macy’s, then headed over to Ffth Avenue. We worked our way up
the avenue, stopping in front of each elaborately decorated store window. | felt like alittle kid, back in
the days when I’ d been utterly enchanted by the tinsd and lights strung around the shop windows on the
town sguare back home,

At one particular store, Owen made a point of steering me to the front of the crowd to get a good
look a the window. It was an intricate woodland scene, with faries fluttering over a toadstool village
inhabited by gnomes while snow drifted down from overhead. This wasn't one of the famous department
stores, but it was the most exquisite window I’d seen yet, with the figures looking incredibly lifdike. They
even had fadd expressons. One of the faries winked as she fluttered past the front of the disolay
window. After we'd watched the window for a while, | redized that the patterns of the figures didn't
repeat. They were spontaneous and random. | started to blurt, “These are for red!” but caught mysdf
just intime and whispered it to Owen instead.

He leaned forward and rested his chin on my shoulder so he could whisper back. If it hadn't been so
cold, | was sure I'd have mdted into a puddle of goo on the Sdewak from having him next to me like
that. “Yes. They work in shifts. It's one of the more popular seasond jobs in the magica world.”

“Are any of the other windows magicd?’

“I'd say there’ s alittle magic involved in dl of them.”
“Red or figurative?”

“Ah, that’ s the big question.”

We continued waking up the avenue and enjoying the seasond dghts until we reached the big FAO
Schwarz toy store. “Ready to regress to childhood?’ he asked.

“Alwwg ”

The doorman dressed as atoy soldier ushered usindde, where we were surrounded by every kind of
duffed animd. “The good duff is upstairs” Owen said, and | knew what he meant as soon as we
reached the top of the escalator. That was where the giant piano kids could play by running around on it
was, but that wasn't what caught Owen'’ s attention. He was focused on the display of magic kits, which
were being demonstrated by ayoung employee. | bit my lip to keep mysdf from laughing. Not only was



Owen a genuine wizard, but he aso had a knack for stage magic. You had to know your magic to be
sure whether he was usng deight of hand or red magic. If the demondgtrator picked the wrong audience
volunteer, | knew this could get interesting.

We stood near the back of the cluster of shoppers that had formed around the demondration table,
then as the employee finished a trick, that group trickled awvay and we moved to the front. The next
volunteer was a little boy, who could never properly guess which card would be drawn, while the
demonstrator got it right every time. The demonstrator then turned to Owen, who guessed correctly. That
took the demonstrator aback. He turned to get another trick from his case, and Owen bent to whisper to
me, “I've got the same set.”

From there, it turned into a game of magica one-upmanship, each of them trying to sump the other.
Asfar as| could tdl, Owen wasn't usng real magic. | could usudly sense the tingle of power in useiif |
was paying attention. A larger and larger crowd formed as the show grew more and more spectacular.
The demongtrator findly pulled out a slk top hat, showed everyone that it was empty, then pulled a
plume of feathers out of it. He handed the hat to Owen, who shrugged and reached indde. That time, |
fdt atingle. Owen pulled alive rabbit out of the hat, to much applause. While everyone was gpplauding,
the rabbit turned into a stuffed toy, which Owen handed to the little girfl next to him.

We dipped away in the commoation as the shoppers surged forward to buy magic kits. The ill-baffled
employee kept shouting that the rabbit trick wasn’t included in the kit. On the way down the escdator, |
elbowed Owen. “You cheated.”

“l couldn’t let a college student beat a red wizard,” he said with a grin and a blush. “It would be bad
for my reputation. And he’ s going to sl alot of magic kits”

“Nice judtification. But don't you fed bad that hell be spending months trying to figure out how you
got arabbit out of that hat?’

“He d be better off working on his technique so he can fool your average ten-year-old. Reedy for
lunch?’

| was hungry enough in spite of the big breakfast that | didn’t mind him changing the subject that way.
We found a ddli nearby, and it fdt incredibly good to st down after dl the waking we'd done. “How
have you enjoyed the day so fa?’ he asked.

“It's been wonderful. | saw some of these places before when | was with Mom a Thanksgiving, but at
thetime | was so worried about what else we might run into that | barely noticed them. It was nice to be
able to take our time and enjoy it dl.”

“I'm glad it haan't been a totd waste of time”
“Oh no! It's been great.”
“It' snot over yet,” he said with one of those dy grins of histha woke up the butterflies in my stomach.

After we finished our med and were leaving the restaurant, he said, “And now, our find adventure of
the day.”

“What isit?’ | asked, feding like an eager, excited child.
“Haven't you learned by now that I’'m not going to tdl you?’
| soon figured out that we were heading toward Centrd Park. He led me down the path dongside the



pond, where I'd once kissed frogs with some co-workers on a very wild girls night out. And then we
were at the plaza overlooking Wollman Rink. Skaters twirled beneath us on the ice. We watched for a
moment, then he said, “Come on.”

| followed, then redlized that he intended for us to go onto the ice. “Whoa, wait a second,” | said.
“I've never been ice-skating.”

“All the more reason for you to giveit atry.”

“But | don't know how.”

“You've roller-skated, haven't you?’

“Yeah, when | wasin third grade and had Barbie skates.”
“Don’'t worry, | won't let you fall.”

| knew he wouldn't, and that he had more than just brute strength to rely upon for keeping me upright.
That dill didn’t make mefed much better. “I'll make afool out of mysdf in front of dl these people.”

“You won't be the only one.” Asif to prove him right, a girl fdl straight onto her behind not too far
from where we stood. | knew he was too nice to have done that to her just to prove a point.

“| take it you know what you're doing on theice”
“Yeah, Rod and | used to play hockey when we were kids on the pond in the village park.”

“See, that’s where I'm at a disadvantage. Where I'm from it doesn’t get cold enough or stay cold long
enough to freeze any body of water thoroughly enough for it to support a person’s weght, unlessit’'s a
redly freeky weather year.”

“Skating here at Chrigmagtime is one of the mogt romantic things to do in the city. It shows up in
moviesdl thetime” | had to give him that point. How many times had | watched a romantic scene of a
couple on thisice rink and sighed, wishing that could be me one day? Here | was a couple of days before
Chrigmas with an amazing guy. It was a scenario right out of a movie. Then he moved in for the find
argument. “Who knows, if we're lucky, it might even start snowing.”

| knew when | was beat, and besides, | secretly redly wanted to do this. “Okay, but if | break my leg,
you're carrying me up and down the gairs to my gpartment.”

“Ded.” He paid the admisson and skate rentd, then we took our skates to a bench to put them on
and stowed our shoesin a locker. | fdt wobbly getting to the rink, so | could only dread how bad it
would be when | stepped onto the ice. Ice was dippery and cold, and that was't a grest combination in
my book.

True to hisword, Owen kept an arm tight around my waist as he eased me onto the ice. | was glad he
didn't fed the need to show off, but he did seem good enough at what he was doing to keep his baance
and support me a the sametime,

| was sure | looked alat like a newborn fod whose legs aren't quite steedy and tend to try to move in
different directions, but | didn’t fed like | was going to fdl. Soon | fdt confident enough to let mysdf glide
alittle, and before long | was actudly enjoying mysdf. A lot of that was probably because of Owen's
am tight around my waist and the way he amiled patiently down a me.



After aful lgp around the rink, he eased up on the degth grip around my waist, keeping his am there
but not squeezing quite so hard. | was findly able to notice my surroundings—the trees in the park, the
tal buildings overlooking us, the other skaters. Chrigmas musc played on the sound system. All we
needed to make it perfect was a little snow.

No sooner had | thought it than a scattering of light flakes began to fdl. | laughed out loud. “Okay,
you'reright, thisis perfect.”

“Ia'tit, though?’ he said mildly, aglintin his eye.
“You're doing this, aren’t you?’

He tried to look innocent and failed. “Maybe. But look how much everyone is enjoying it.” He was
right. The kids were squedling in ddight and the adults were dl beaming.

“Thank you,” 1 whispered, amiling up a him. And then | was suddenly fdling into something very wet
and cold.

Seven

I waan't surprised to be fdling; I'd actudly been anticipating a big fdl from before the moment |

stepped onto the ice. However, I'd expected the ice to be cold and hard. Instead, | was cold and wet,
dl the way up to my shoulders. If | hadn't known better, I’d have thought I'd fdlen through the ice on
that frozen pond Owen had mentioned. The only thing keeping me from going under entirdy was Owen's
firm grasp on my am.

“Katie” heydled. | blinked to see him stretched out on the ice, facedown, as he tried to get his free
am under my shoulders. | vagudy recalled having read somewhere that when you were on cracking ice,
you should lie down to spread out your body weight. | wondered if he was doing that indinctivdy. But
then | remembered that thisrink was on top of a cement dab, and the ice couldn’t have been more than a
few inches thick, evenif | couldn’'t seem to fed the bottom of whatever I'd fdlen into.

| got my wits about me enough to reach my other arm up and try to get a grasp on something, but my
fingers were numb from cold, and the ice kept bresking off around me. Owen grabbed that wrigt and
managed to pull me a little farther out of the hole. The whole time, he mumbled under his breath, and |
could fed the tingle of magic near me. A crowd gathered around us, and soon a couple of men helped
Owen pull me up onto theice. | turned around to see the hole where I'd falen and caught only a glimpse
of the hole freezing over again.

A muddle of voices asked variations on the “what just happened here?’ question, only with lots more
profanity, thisbeing New Y ork. My teeth were chattering so hard | could only hear bits and pieces. Next
thing | knew, something heavy was being wrapped around me and | was being pulled to my feet. Then |
fdt my feet leaving the ground. My legs were ill pretty numb, but | got the feding they were draped
over someone’ s arm, and | was cradled againg something warm and solid. The wind stirred around me,
meaking me shiver even more, and | redlized that whoever was carrying me was moving.

Soon | was deposited onto a bench, and | heard Owen's voice barking out orders. “I need someone



to bring a blanket and something hot to drink.” Then hisface was very close to mine. “Katie?' he asked,
looking tense and worried.

| tried to tdl him I’d be fing, but my teeth were ill chattering. He pulled something from around
me—his codt, it turned out—then peeled my own wet coat off me. | tried to fight him because if | was
this cold aready, how would | fed without a coat on a dl? He shushed me, though, murmuring so only |
could hear, “I'll take care of it, but the last thing you need isto be wrapped in a wet coat.” Sure enough,
soon my clothes were dry and warm, and | felt much better. He put his dry coat back around me and set
my soaking coat, which had ice crystals forming on it, aside on the bench. As the cold seeped away from
my brain, | redized what he'd done. HE'd managed to dry my clothes magicaly while Hill kegping my
coat wet, and with his coat around me, nobody would notice that my clothes were dry. They'd only see
the wet coat and assume | was dill wet, s0 they’d never suspect anything funny—uwel, anything funnier
then faling through ice that had a concrete dab under it. My Owen was redlly good at thinking logicaly in
acriss.

A moment later, someone draped a blanket around me, and Owen held a eaming paper cup to my
lips “Come on, drink,” he urged. It turned out to be hot cocoa, and that warmth going into me just about
did the trick. Soon my hands had thawed enough for me to hold the cup mysdf. While | drank, Owen
disappeared for a moment, then returned and kndt in front of me. It took me a second to redize he was
pulling off my skates and putting my shoes on. My feet seemed to be the lagt parts of me that remained
numb from the cold.

The people around us were dill talking. “Mugt’ ve been a snkhole,” one voice said. “No way,” another
replied. “Not thet deep.” “Strangest thing | ever saw, and | seen alot.” | fdt the air around me dir, then
turned to see Sam perched beside me on the back of the bench. He winked at me, then faced Owen,
who gave hm aquizzicd look. Sam shook his head grimly, then took off again. He coasted in a spirding
paitern above the rink, looking for al the world like a buzzard drding a dead animd out in the country.

Someone wearing a park employee uniform joined us. Owen dedlt with him, saying something about
how I'd be okay, there mugt have just been a melted spot. The employee went out on the ice, others
leeding him to the place where not too long ago there had been a gaping hole full of icy water, but it was
impossible to tdl that anything had happened there. | dmog fdt sorry for the guy, who was probably
going to have a hard time writing the report on thisincident.

He returned and had more words with Owen. There were raised voices, and | wished | could
concentrate enough to pay attention to what they were saying because Owen never raised his voice, not
even when he was angry. He was one of those people who got quieter and camer when he got mad, so
this was unusua and probably wel worth ligening to. | did manage to hear him say quite firmly, “I need
to get her home and warm. | don’t know what happened, but you don’'t have to worry about us filing a
complant or suing. | don’'t care about your paperwork. | just need to get her warm.”

Then he came back to me, Stting beside me on the bench. “Do you think you can walk?’ he asked, his
voice soft and gentle, more like his norma sdif.

“Yeah,” | managed to croak.
“Okay, then. Let’'s go get acab.”

He picked up my ice-covered coat, then helped me to my feet and walked with his am around me
toward the Ffth Avenue side of the park. Once we were avay from the crowds, he said, “I'd try the
megica teleportation thing again, but at this distance and with your magica immunity intact this time, I'm
not sure | could do it, and even if | could, it would dran me completely. I'd rather be ready to face



anything else that comes a us”

“Thet sounds like a good idea. A cab will be fine. They usudly have their heaters up to deven this time
d ya.”

When we got to the street, he did his taxi-summoning trick, and soon | was safe in the back of an
overheated cab that amdled fantly of curry and incense. “We're going downtown,” Owen told the
driver, then he turned to me. “Would you rather go to your place or to mine?’

“Yours” | said without hegitation. “Y ou've got a fireplace and a cat, and | recal that you have at least
one swest Uit thet fitsme”

“Mireitis then.” He gave the driver the address, then he turned his attention back to me. He tugged
my gloves off and wrapped his hands around mine, rubbing them to restore the warmth. Of course, since
this was Owen, it had far more than the desired effect on me. Soon my whole body verged on
uncomfortably hot. Before | had a complete meltdown, | pulled my hands away from his but then |
leaned my head againg his shoulder and let him cuddie me so he wouldn't think | was rgecting him. The
terrifying memory of fdling through a hole in the ice that shouldn’'t have been there faded rapidly. In
retrospect, it was aamdl price to pay for feding this cherished.

We reached Owen's place, and a concerned Loony met us at the door, meowing loudly. Owen
hushed her with a glare, then in short order there was afire blazing in the living room fireplace and he was
holding an amful of clothes that seemed to have appeared out of thin air. “There should be some towels
inthe bathroom under the dtairs, if you want to finish drying off. I'm sorry, but | was only able to affect
your clothes. | couldn’t dry your skin very well.” As| took the dothing from him, he added, “If you want
to warm up with a hot bath or shower, you could do that, too.”

| shook my head. “No thanks. I’'m not eager to be wet again for awhile”

It was the same old pair of sweatpants and sweatshirt he'd given me to wear the last time | ended up
cold and damp at his place. Thiswas getting to be a very bad habit for me. | stripped off my mostly dry
clothes, toweled off, then hurried to put the dry sweat suit on. A pair of thick socks was sheer heaven to
my dill-chilled feet.

When | emerged from the bathroom, Owen was waiting for me in the living room with two steaming
mugsin his hands. He gave one to me. It proved to be ahot groglike drink, full of spices and probably a
bit of something dse. It reminded me of a drink my grandmother made when we had colds. | sat on the
rug in front of the fireplace, and Owen wrapped an afghan around my legs before stting beside me.

With the hot drink indde me, the fire, Loony in my Iap, and Owen's shoulder to lean againg, | findly
fdt like asking, “What exactly happened back there?’

“I'm redly not sure” he admitted. “One minute we were skating dong—and you were doing pretty
well—and the next thing | knew, you' d fdlen through the ice”

“Correct meif I'm wrong, but that redly isn't an iced-over pond, right? I’ ve been there in the summer,
and that's a concrete dab they set anice rink up oninthe winter. | shouldn’t have been able to fdl more
then afew inches, evenif the ice melted or broke.”

“It was definitdy magic, but | didn’t recognize the spell. Not that it's a kind of spdl I'd want to spend
alot of time with. Then again, it might be useful if you were in a Stuation where you needed water,
depending on whether it requires ice to make it work...”



“Owen,” | said, giving im a little nudge to jolt him back to the present.

Thetips of his ears turned red. “ Sorry. Anyway, when you fdl, it pulled me down, too, but | didn't go
through the ice. | barely managed to hold on to you, but | couldn’t get enough leverage to pull you out. |
mud have tried every spdl | could think of that might have been remotely useful in that Stuation, but
nothing worked. I'm not sure if it was your immunity or something to do with the spdl on the ice, or
what, but | was getting worried.”

“l imagine you're not used to being hdpless like that,” | mused.

“No, not redly,” he said softly, garing into the fireplace. | thought | detected the tiniest flicker of a
shudder in his shoulders.

“But you did get me out with some help, and you got me warm and dry, and now I'm okay, <0 it
worked out.” | left out the part about how spending the rest of the day suggling with him wasn't such a
bad thing. “I guess the usud suspects are behind this, huh?’

“Vey likdy. | didn’t notice anything odd, but then, | often don’t when they’ re usng magic to hide. Did
you see anything before you fdl?’

“Not thet | can recal, but | wasn't redly looking. | was alittle distracted by trying to remain verticd. It
does seem like their style, though.”

“Y ou have been attacked a few times since you joined the company.”
“I think I’d have to take off my socks to count the times, but my feet are too cold for that right now.”
“Areyou dill cold? | could warm the house up alittle more or get you another blanket.”

| had to fight mysdf to keep from laughing at his tone, which was so concerned it was amog frantic.
“I'mfine, redly. In an hour or so, I’ll even be ready to go home and get packed for tomorrow. Relax.”

We ordered a pizzafor dinner and ate in front of the fire, Owen tossng Loony the occasiond bite of
meet as he briefed me on the upcoming holiday. “I know | make them sound terrifying, but James and
Gloriaredly aren't that bad. They'll be nice to you. | don't think you have anything to worry about. | did
tdl you they dress for dinner, though, didn’t I?” | nodded. “And they don’t beieve in hanging around the
house in your pgjamas. They’'re fully dressed before they leave ther bedroom.”

“That's good to know,” | said, omitting the fact that Rod had dready briefed me on that detall. “Y’dl
don’'t have any weird traditions | need to know about, do you?’

“Nothing | can think of, but then | don’t know what you might think of as weird.” | knew if our
positions were reversed, my brothers would be likdy to invent traditions to put him through and make
hm think were a normd part of our holidays, but somehow | doubted his foster parents would do

anything like that.

When | couldn’t delay getting home anymore, he indsted on waking me to my door, in case the
gdewalks decided to swdlow me. | was late getting to bed after wrapping up my packing. | doubted I'd
get much deep, anyway, wha with my nervousness about the next day and the likdihood I'd end up
rdiving the day’ s adventures.

Sure enough, as soon as | tried to shut my eyes, | was right back on that ice rink, enjoying the blissul
moment when | fdt like | was living a scene from a favorite romantic Chrissmas movie and then rdliving
the sudden terror of plunging through the ice. The memory was vividly painful, and as it flashed before my



eyes, | could swear | recdled ahint of slvery sparklesin the air just before | fell.

| sat bolt upright in bed, shouting, “Ethdindal” Fortunately, my roommeates were out of town o |
didn’'t have to explain that. | wanted to bang my head againg the wal in frudtration at it having taken so
long to dawn on me. It was the kind of semi-disastrous thing she might try, given what I'd seen from her
a the tavern the other night. To give her credit, it had worked, in a way. Me fdling through the ice had
given Owen the chance to play both rescuer and comforter, and we'd had some qudity shuggling timein
the aftermath.

On the other hand, it could have been dangerous for both of us, and what was the ded with setting up
agtuaion where | became avictim and he had to rescue me? Besides, hadn’t | told her | didn’t want her
interfering?

| was tempted to get out the locket and cdl her so | could give her a piece of my mind, but | didn’t
know if she worked nights, and it would be just like her to answer my summons while | was a Owen's
fogter parents home. No, it was best to leave her out of this until after the holiday. In the meantime, I'd

keep my eyes peded for any Sgns of slvery sparkles.

Late the next morning, after atrain ride during which Owen grew more and more jittery, we stepped off
the train onto a platform in a bare-bones ation that conssted of little more than cement platforms on
ather 9de of the tracks. Owen carried our bags down aflight of steps, then paused to look around. In a
parking lot across the street, someone standing by a car waved. Owen nodded and headed over.

The car was a Volvo wagon, severd years old but in mint condition, without so much as a door ding.
Besdeit stood atdl, dender man wearing a dark hat and coat. He looked like the Hollywood stereotype
of the perfect, proper English butler, the kind who runs the household and keeps his dudess employer
out of trouble. Owen hadn’'t mentioned servants, but | shouldn't have been surprised, as rich as these

people supposedly were.

But then Owen reached him and the man shook his hand fondly. It looked like that was as close to a
hug as this man ever got. Up close, | could see that he was quite old, with pale, watery blue eyes and
skin that looked dmogt trand ucent with age.

“Kdtie, I'd like you to meet James Eaton,” Owen said. “James, thisis my friend and colleague, Katie
Chandler.”

James gave me a gmile that was warm and genuine, even if it wasn't dl that broad. His face looked
like it might shatter if he tried a broad grin. He clasped my hand in both of hisown and said, “I’'m pleased
you could join us for the holiday, Katie.” He had a clipped Y ankee accent with perfect enunciation.

“Thank you so much for having me” | replied, trying and faling to fight my own accent. So far, this
men didn’t seem to be a mongter, and ether he was fully human or a being that looked humen because |
didn't see anything odd.

James turned to Owen. “I hope you don't mind driving,” he said. “My eyes aren't what they used to
m”

“Not at dl,” Owen replied. “Let me get our bags loaded.” James handed him the keys, and he put our
bags in the back of the car. While he did that, James opened the door to the backseat and got insde.
Owen opened the front passenger door for me, then once | was indde, he went around to the driver's
sde, where he had to adjust the seat before garting the car.



The road from the ation into town was so steep | thought I'd have to get out and hep push the car
up it. It was a good thing there was no ice or there would have been no way to get up that hill. The
buildings that lined the road were stair-stepped into the hill, which gave them a quaint appearance. The
town itsdf looked like something out of a storybook, complete with the fairy fluttering down the sdewak
with shopping bags over her arm. Gnomes tended the grounds in front of the gothic town hdl, looking
very much like thosein that store window we' d seen the day before.

“You've got quite the magicd population here” | remarked. “Or is it thisway in dl the towns in this
part of the world?’

“This particular village was settled by meagicd folk,” James said. “Almog everyone in town is magica
or somehow associated with magic.”

| tried not to gawk as we drove through the village center, turned onto a mgor road, and then turned
agan to go up yet another steep hill. Most of the homes seemed to be farly old and farly large, on
gpacious, well-groomed lots dotted with mature trees. Owen turned onto a Side sireet, then into a
driveway, whose wrought-iron gates swung open at our approach.

The Eatons home looked like one of those elaborate gingerbread houses hotd pastry chefs do for
digolay during the holidays. It was an ornate Victorian built from warm brown brick, with lots of peaks,
eaves, chimneys, and green-painted woodwork. Theidng of snow on the roof added to the gingerbread
effect. All it was missng was a row of gumdrops dong the roof ridges. “Oh, what a wonderful house” |
sadin awe.

“Yes it is quite the Victorian pile of bricks,” James said. “And in case you were wondering, we' re not
the origind owners.” | turned just in time to catch the twinkle in his eye, and | couldn't hdp but amile
back. | decided that | liked him.

Owen pulled into a detached garage that looked like it once mugt have been a carriage house. It was
perfectly neat and organized rather than being the repository for junk that garages tend to be. That was
my fird sense of what | might be getting into. James's relaive friendliness and good humor had lulled me
into complacency, but anyone who kept a garage neet enough that you could have a party in there was
someone to be reckoned with.

My next hint that this wasn't going to be anything like my visits home came when we went around to
the front door to enter the house. Back home, we adways came in through the kitchen. Our front door
may have gone years without being opened. The entry foyer of this house was wide and floored with
dark, polished wood overlad with an antique Orienta rug. An equdly polished staircase with an
intricatdy carved banister twisted its way from the back of the foyer up to the next floor. James took off
his hat, reveding a thinning shock of white hair, then took my coat and ha from me as Owen took care
of hisown coat in a closet under the sairs.

There was a uffling sound, and soon a black Lab came into the foyer from an adjacent room. It
breathed as though it was running full speed, but moved at a snal’s pace, its tal wagging feebly. The
white around its muzze indicated that in dog years it was about as old as James was. The dog made a
panfully dow bedine to Owen, who moved to meet it hdfway, then kndt and scratched its head fondly.
“So you do remember me, Arawn,” he said.

James sniffed. “Of course he remembers you. When you leave hell stare out the front window for a
couple of days like he's hoping you'll come back. You spoiled him when he was a puppy.” It was the
fird hint of the disgpprova Owen had mentioned when he told me about his strained relationship with his
foster parents, but | thought James's tone was more fond then criticd. Judging by what | knew about



how long dogs like that lived—I’ d had one very much like Arawn when | was growing up—this one must
have been a puppy around the time Owen wasin his late teens, maybe just before he went off to college.

The dog finished gregting Owen and came over to invesigate me. Even if | managed to screw up with
Owen's fogter parents, | was pretty sure | could make a good impresson on his dog. | bent and patted
his head the way my old Lab used to like. This one increased the speed of his tall wagging, which | took
asasgn of gpprovd.

Then avoice rang in from another room. “James? Are you back from the station aready?’

Both James and Owen automaticaly snapped to attention. Even the dog moved into the position you'd
expect him to assume if you shouted, “Sit!” and faced in the direction from which the voice had come. |
started to get a sense of why Owen was so nervous.

Eight
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W €vejud arived,” James cdled out, then he said more quidtly to us, “Thisway.” Owen followed

him, looking like he was heading to his own execution, and the dog trotted faithfully a Owen's hedls. |
grabbed the tin of homemade cookies I'd brought as a hostess gift from my bag, then brought up the
rear, feding more than a bit nervous, mysdf. I'd seen Owen in dl kinds of scary Stuations, induding an
al-out magicd battle involving monsters out of my worst nightmares, and 1I’d never seen him look this
anxious

The woman who stood waiting in the parlor was certainly formidable. She looked like the kind of
character Katharine Hepburn played in her later years—the crusty, sharp-tongued, aristocratic
octogenarian who turned out to have a warm, gooey center. It remained to be seen how gooey this
woman was indde. She was tdl—amog as tdl as Owen, even with the shrinkage and dight stoop of
age—and angular, with admogt no hint of softness anywhere on her body. She had the kind of white hair
that looks like it once was red, pulled up in atight bun on top of her head, and her blue eyes were 0
sharp and piercing that | wouldn't have been at dl surprised to find that one of her powers was X-ray
vison.

She swept those dl-seeing eyes past each of us. | got the sense she was cdllecting data to andyze
later. The whole time, she stood totdly ill. If it hadn't been for her eyes, | might have thought she was
carved from granite. Or maybe ice.

But then she suddenly melted as her face softened into a amile. She stepped forward, took Owen by
the shoulders, and kissed him on the cheek. He looked like he might faint at any moment, while James
did the kind of double take Bob Hope built a career on. Even the dog made a funny little “whuh?’ sound.

Jugt as abruptly, her eyes focused on me. It took every ounce of will 1 had not to step backward.
“You mug be Katie,” she said, dipping her words brusquely.

“Yesmadam,” | sad, fighting off the urge to curtsy. “Thank you so much for havingme” | thrust my tin
of cookies toward her and tried to keep my hands from visbly sheking. “These are for you.”

“You're quite welcome,” she said as she took the tin from me. “And thank you.” 1 wished | could tdl if



her tone was particularly frosty or if that was the way she aways taked. I'd fdt warmer right after | fdl
through the ice than | did with her looking a me like that. She turned back to Owen and softened again.
“Did you have a good trip?’

“It—it wasfine” He darted a glance at hisfoster father, and the two of them exchanged baffled looks.

She didn’t seem to notice, or if she did, she pointedly ignored it. “You'll want to get settled in. Lunch
will be in hdf an hour.” Then she swept out of the room, and Owen gestured with a twitch of his head
that we should follow her. Out in the foyer, he picked up our bags and had to hurry to catch up with
Gloria, who was hdfway up the stairs. Arawn settled himsdf at the foot of the gtairs. | had to step over
him to run up after Gloriaand Owen. | now knew where Owen had learned his rapid waking pace.

“Kdtie, you'll bein the blue guest room,” Gloriasaid as | reached the top of the stairs. Without waiting
for me to respond, she turned to the right and led me down a short hdlway to a room that overlooked
the front lawn. “Y ou have your own bathroom through that door. Towels are laid out for you. There are
empty hangers in the closet, and you may use the top drawer of the bureau. Let me know if there's
anything you need.” | was dill opening my mouth to respond when she Ieft the room. Owen set my bag
down in front of the bureau and then followed her. | could hear her voice in the hdlway, sounding softer
and gentler now, as she said to him, “You'll bein your old room, of course. | have it ready for you.”

The room I'd been assgned was furnished in delicate, feminine antiques, with pale blue flord
wallpaper, white lace curtains, and a blue-and-white quilt on the four-poster bed. Because | had a feding
Gloriawould check, | unpacked my bag and arranged everything as negtly as possible. Then | freshened
up a bit to make mysdf presentable for lunch.

It was il about fifteen minutes before the appointed lunchtime, so | Ieft the room in search of Owen.
His room turned out to be dmog directly across the hdl from mine, and | noticed that the halway
floorboards creaked loudly. | doubted it would be a factor in this vigt, but any nighttime crossing of the
hdlway would require great caution. We had a smilar squeaky spot in our house back home, so | was
used to treading carefully.

Owen's room looked less like a showplace out of a bed-and-breakfast in a travel magazine and more
like a room someone had actudly lived in. There was atwin bed shoved into a corner. Mogt of the walls
in the room were covered in bookcases, some of them with trophies lined up on top of them. Severd
books were dready scattered on the bed and on the floor by the bed. Sometimes | suspected books
automaticaly jumped off the shelf whenever Owen entered a room.

Owen sat on the bed, looking at two of the books as though he was cross-referencing something. His
overnight bag stood open on the floor in front of the closet, a shirt hanging halfway out of it, like he'd
been sidetracked while unpacking.

| tapped lightly on the door frame, and his head snapped up quiltily. Then he saw me and relaxed.
“Oh, | thought for a second you might be Gloria. | guess I’d better finish unpacking.”

He got up to get back to work, and | took his spot on the bed. | glanced a the books he'd been
reading, but neither was in English. From insde the closet he said, “I'd tdl you not to worry about Gloria
because she's not dways thisway, but it wouldn't be true.”

| knew | should tdl him that there had been nothing to worry about, but that wasn't true, ather.
Instead | said, “It seemed like she gave you a bit of a shock.”

“A big shock. She may have kissed me one other time in my life, but | can't think of a specific
incident.” He came back out into the room, his face stark white. “Oh God, you don’t think she's dying,



do you?’

Asold as Gloria seemed to be, that probably wasn't entirdy out of the question, but the idea here was
to reassure him. “I’'m sure it's nothing. Y ou said things were better a Thanksgiving.”

He sat heavily on the bed, a necktie hanging from one hand. “Maybe that’'s when she got the
diagnosis”

“Or maybe it's what | sad after Thanksgiving, that she knows how to ded with you now that you're
an adult.”

“You don't know how weird thisis”

“l got the picture when James looked like he thought she'd logt it. And if he thinks this is odd, then
urely ther€' s not something serioudy wrong with her. He' d know, wouldn't he?”

Some of the color returned to his face. “That’s true. She might not tdl him everything that’s going on,
but she doesn't drive, so he'd be the one taking her to any doctor’s appointments.” He glanced down a
the necktie he held, asif just redizing that he' d let himsdf be sidetracked again.

While he returned to the closet to finish unpacking, | decided to distract him. “Your dog seems like a
red swestie”

“Yeah, we got him not long before | Ieft home, when he was only a few weeks old. James is right, |
did spail him then, and they were stuck with a very atention-hungry puppy when | left.”

“He's a Lab. He would have been atention-hungry no matter what you did. But he does seem a lot
smarter than the dog | had. Cletus was as dumb as a box of rocks.”

He came back out into the room, grinning, and sat beside me on the bed. “Cletus? Serioudy?’
“Serioudy. Remember, | am from Texas, and that name redlly fit that dog.”
Sill grinning, he stood and extended a hand to me. “Want the grand tour before lunch?’

| took his hand and let him pull me to my feet. He led me, dill holding my hand, out into the hdlway
and toward the gairs. “Over on that end of the house is James and Gloria's room and the other guest
room,” he explained. Arawn perked up and started wagging his tal when he saw us coming down the
dairs. “You've dready seen the parlor.” At the bottom of the stairs, the dog joined us as we went to the
back of the house. “And thisis James's study.” The study door was open, and | saw that James was in
there, reading by the fireplace. The room looked a lot like Owen's office, cluttered with books and

papers.
James looked up at us. “Ah, you're dl settled in, then?’
“Yes dr,” | sad.

He addressed Owen, a dight twinkle in his eye. “I trust everything was the way you léft it at
Thanksgiving. | wouldn't let her put away those books because | had a feding you were onto
something.”

“| appreciate that,” Owen said. “It wasn't anything important, though, just a passing thought.”

“Some of the greatest innovations come from passng thoughts.”



With greset fascination, | watched the two of them talk. They might not have been blood relatives, but
they were very much dike. It was a good argument for the “nurture’ side of the nature vs. nurture debate.
Sill, there was something odd about their interaction. James was certainly friendly enough to Owen, but
he regarded him more the way he might a work colleague he was on good terms with than he would
someone who was the closest thing he had to a son. It was a mirade Owen was as sane as he was,
having grown up in a home where he was treated like a guest, even if he was a welcome guest.

James glanced a the clock on the mantd and said, “Lunchtime. Let’s not be late” He appeared to
gruggle alittle to get out of his chair, but he shook his head firmly when Owen moved to help him.

Arawn followed us to the dining room, then sat in the doorway without entering the room. “He's not
dlowed ingde” Owen explained. “He used to beg a the table, so he was banished.”

“And who taught him that habit?’ James muttered with a hint of a amile. | had to bite my lip to hold
back aggge as | recdled the way Owen was dways giving his cat food off the table. He apparently
hedn't learned his lesson.

The dining room amog took my bresth away. It looked like a room on display in one of those
higorica homes, preserved the way the famous family had once lived there, complete with antique period
fumishings and museum-qudity china. The chinawasn't just in a digolay case, ether. It was set on the
table in place sdtings right out of an Emily Post book. | got the feding this wasn't going to be a
soup-and-sandwich lunch. Rod had warned me that the Eatons were formd, but this was more than |
expected. My mom certainly had nice china, but it came out of the china cabinet only on mgjor holidays. |
wondered if they ate like thisdl the time.

“You didn't have to go to dl this trouble,” Owen said. | could see the sruggle in his face as he tried
not to sound critical.

“Nonsense” Gloria replied in a tone just short of snappish. “You're company, and you've even
brought a guest. | don't get to entertain often these days, so | may as wdl take advantage of the
opportunity.” Then she turned to me and | caught mysdf popping to atention. “St wherever you like,
Katie. We don't have assgned seatsin this house.”

| noticed James edging toward a particular chair, S0 | hedtated and dawdled long enough to get a
sense of where the others wanted to St before | chose a chair. As | looked at the array of dishes,
glasses, and siverware, | was glad my mom had taught me dl the table rules. Once we were dl Stuated,
James said a quick grace, and then Gloria began passng serving dishes around the table.

Before | took my fird bite of roasted chicken, | stedled mysdf for the interrogation | was sure was
about to begin. There was a tense atmosphere in the room. In spite of the formd antiques, | had a sense
of cold, bare cement, one of those harsh patlights, and an inquisitor pacing the room in jackboots while
dgpping ariding crop againg her pam. | tried to remain cam and remember the answers I'd mentdly
prepared about my background, my family, and my plans for the future.

But when the interrogation started, it wasn't directed at me. “Work is going wdl?" Gloria asked
Owen.

“Wdl enough,” he replied evenly.
“So Idris and hisdly getting away isn't causng you too many problems?’

Owen exchanged a glance with me. “Y ou know about that?’



“We re dill inthe loop, even out here”

“Then, yes, it is caudng us some problems. We' re working to track them down or figure out what
they’re up to, but leads are scarce at thistime” He looked down at his plate and picked up a forkful of
food.

As soon as Owen turned his atention from her, Glorid's face softened. There was red concern in her
eyes. “I'm sure you'll catch him soon enough,” she said. “When you do, will you be up to deding with
him?’

Sill looking at his plate, he answered, “I believe so. | did the lagt time”

“As| recal, you nearly got yoursdf killed the lagt time. Didn't you say it was only because of Katie
that you weren't hurt more serioudy?’

| could fed my face growing warm a her mention, but none of them were looking a me. “Katie' s ill
around,” James said as he served himsdf another helping of green beans. “It’'s her job to notice things
like that. That's why we recruit immunes”

“WEe ve been assigned as ateam,” Owen added.

| wondered if | should chime in, but before | could think of anything to contribute to the discusson,
Gloriawas off on another tangent. “And what does Merlin have to say about dl this?’

“It was hisidea that we work together. We're trying to prepare for any possihility, whether Idris just
wants to disrupt us or whether he’ s redly trying to take over the magicd world.”

“Wha do you think he/ s doing?’ James asked, his voice cdm and neutrd, but his eyes keenly focused
on his foster son.

“| think he's being used. He's not the red threat. He may just be a diverson.” He looked directly at
them then. “Y ou were around the lagt time anyone made a red bid for power. How was that dedt with?
Theré s not alot in the chronicles”

James and Gloria exchanged a look that made chills go up and down my spine. If | wasn't mistaken,
they both looked scared to death. Owen frowned and hit his lip, which indicated he'd noticed that 100k,
aswdl. They hed the look for awhile, and then Gloria nodded at her husband.

“The Stuations don’'t compare,” James said, his voice as cool and cdm as before, but with an edge
underneath it. “That was a direct, obvious attempt a domination, while this appears to be a more
subversve, oblique approach. We were able to take on those rogues with an dl-out magicd attack.
Your enemy ishiding. This appears to have the makings of a magica guerrillawar.”

“| doubt there's anything to learn from that particular bit of history,” Gloria added, her voice gentler
then before. “There's not much point in gpending a lot of time sudying it. You'd be better off taking to
Melin about Mordred and Morganaif you want to study the past. Would anyone care for seconds?’

It was a clear Sgnd that that part of the conversation was over. Owen and | had bardy made a dent in
our food, and Gloria hadn't touched hers yet, so | doubted she redly fdt like she needed to offer
seconds. | worked up the nerve to say, “No, thank you, but it's ddicious” She then turned her
laser-sharp gaze on me, as if just then remembering that | was even in the room. | indantly regretted

opening my mouth.
“Kéaie's apretty good cook, hersdf,” Owen said. “ She does alot of baking.”



| thought that would focus the interrogation on me, so | braced mysdf to describe what | could cook
and how I'd learned, but she turned right back to Owen. “How is Rod doing? Is he coming home for
Chrigmas?’

“I think he' s doing okay, but | don’'t know what his plans are. We haven't talked much in awhile”

James and Gloria exchanged another funny ook, though this one wasn't as intense as the one before.
“Redly?’ Gloria asked. “Why not?” | could have sworn that there was a hint of nervousness or
uncertainty in her voice, but | couldn’t imagine why that might be.

“WEe ve been busy. We keep missng each other a the office, and he's got his usud extracurricular
activities”

“You two aren't fighting, are you?’

Owen returned his atention to his plate, shoving food around with his fork. His cheeks had gone bright
red. “No, nothing like that. Just life, you know?" | knew he wasn't tdling the whole truth because he and
Rod had fought about what had happened between Rod and me when we were under an enchantment,
though they’ d Snce worked that out. Gloria didn't look like she missed much of anything, so | was sure
she dso knew he was lying, but she didn’t press the issue.

“Y ou mentioned you got your hands on that Welsh codex,” James said, changing the subject abruptly.
Then James and Owen were off once more in an academic discusson. | ate while pretending to listen.
Gloriawas able to make afew comments, but modly she just listened, too. Once when | glanced in her
direction, | could have sworn her eyes gligened with tears while she looked a Owen. Maybe he was
onto something about her getting a scary diagnoss.

After lunch, | overrode Glorid s objections to help clear the table, but she absolutely refused to let me
hep wash dishes. “You're our guest. | won't let you wash dishes until your next vigt. Besides, | like
waghing dishes. The warm water feds good on my hands, and it heps me think. You and Owen should
take Arawn for awak.” In the hdlway outsde the kitchen, the dog barked in agreement.

We bundied up, then took a short walk up and down the street. Owen didn’t appear to be in a chatty
mood, and | didn’t press the point, 0 we waked modly in silence. We returned to the house to find
dessert being served in the parlor, with hot coffee and teaiin aformd slver service.

When we' d dl been served, | discovered it was findly my turn to be interrogated by Gloria. She fixed
mewith a measuring gaze. “ So, Katie, as you can wel imaging, Owen has told us next to nothing about
you other than that you work together and that you're from out of town. Where were you before you
came to New York?’

“I'm from asmdl town in Texas. I’d lived there dl my life, except when | was off at school.”

“And what did you do there?’ Her tone wasn't nearly as sharp with me as it had been with Owen, but
| ill fet like I’d been hooked to a polygraph machine and this tesimony was the only way | might be
able to clear my name and avoid lifein prison.

“My family owns afarm supply store there, and | worked in the store. | pretty much ran the business
from the time | was in high schoal.”

“Are you planning to stay in New Y ork long?’

“l haven't been congdering it a temporary thing. | love the city. | could see mysdf setling there” She
nodded like she was happy with the answer, and then | caught her glancing toward Owen. | knew then



exactly what was going on. She was alioness with a cub. Coddling hm wouldn’'t do him any good in the
wild, so she'd be as tough with hm as she had to for him to grow up strong and sef-aufficient.
Meanwhile, she' d defend him to the desth againg any possible threats, induding me. It was funny that, as
brilliant as Owen was about so many things, he hadn’t seen this. Then again, she only got that motherly
look in her eyes when he wasn't paying atention.

She eased off on the quedtioning at that point, and | hoped that meant she didn’t disapprove of me. |
hed afeding it would be awhile before she decided to go so far asto actudly approve of me, but as long
as | wasin neutrd territory, | figured | was doing okay with her.

When we d finished with dessert, Gloria said, “We're atending the early church service this year. We
don't like to stay out too late these days. We Il have to leave by four-thirty if we want to get a good sest.
That leaves us just enough time to relax alittle and change clothes.”

It sounded more like an order than a suggestion, so we trooped upstairs obediently. Owen looked like
he needed some serious book time, so | left him to his reading and went to prop my dill-chilled feet
agand the radiator in my room.

Jugt before four, | changed into my planned outfit for the evening, Gemma's cream-colored cashmere
sweater and my black skirt. After | was dressed, | figured I'd better head downgtairs. | got the feding
punctudity was essentid in this household. | took my gifts with me to put under the Christmas tree that
stood in the front window. Owen’'s door was 4ill closed as | passed it, and | carefully stepped over the
squeaky spot in the halway so | wouldn't disturb him.

Downdairs in the parlor, | checked the tags on the gifts under the Chrismas tree to find the
appropriate piles, then added my gifts. | couldn’'t help but notice that there were two gifts there with my
name on them. Then | sat and communed with Arawn while | waited for the others. James joined me
fird, and we made giff amdl talk until Gloria and Owen came downdairs. Gloria then hustled us outside
to the car. Owen drove, and Gloria indgted | st in the front with him while she and James took the
backsest.

The church in the heart of the village looked like something you' d see on the front of a Chrisimas card.
It was built of stone with a snow-dusted date roof and red-bowed evergreen wreaths on the arched front
doors. The congregation, however, was like nothing I'd seen before. It was a mix of every kind of
megica person I'd encountered. There was a specid raised seating area near the front for the gnomes.
Elves and faries were mixed in among the humans. Gargoyles perched on the backs of pews. | wasn't
aure if they were locd or if they were part of the MSl security detail. The sense of power inSde the
church was so grong it fdt like my hair was sanding on end.

Once we sarted dnging carals, | learned tha Owen had a very nice snging voice. It made me
sdf-conscious about the fact that | couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. | fought off the fedings of
inadequacy that dways seemed to lurk where Owen was concerned. He was so perfect, so good at
amog everything, that it was often difficult to imagine im being interested in me. But he was interested
and had made that clear, and he wasn't entirdly perfect now that | knew him better. For one thing, he
was kind of an emoationa basket case, for reasons that were becoming increasingly obvious.

But that little vulnerability only made him more interesting to me. What woman could resst a
handsome, wedlthy, powerful, nice man who was aso just atiny bit broken indde? It meant that in spite
of him seemingly having everything, there was something he ill needed from me. He might have been
ultrgpowerful, but | couldn’t help wanting to protect him.

The sarvice ended with an announcement that there would be a reception in the church hdl. “Well



make a token appearance, but we won't stay long,” Gloria whispered to us as we gathered our coats
and followed the crowd out of the sanctuary. The hdl was in a more modern building thet ill wasn't very
new, and it had fake wanut panding on the wals and ydlowed lindeum on the floor. It looked alot like
most church hdls I’d seen. A couple of folding tables with red and green paper tablecloths on them stood
down one sde of the room. One hdd trays of Chrismas cookies and cupcakes while another hdd a
punch bowl, a tea service, and a coffee urn. As we hung our coats on pegs near the doorway, Gloria
hissed, “Now, remember, just greet people, have a cookie, and then well go home. Don't spail your
dinner.”

“She hates these things, but she fedls obligated,” Owen confided to me as soon as Gloria had pasted a
gmile on her face and moved ahead to make a circuit of the room. “She thinks socid chitchat is a waste
of time”

“I kind of have to agree with her there,” | said, but before | could add anything, we were surrounded.

“Look a you, dl grown up,” said a gnome who stood craning his neck to look up a Owen. “I
remember when you only came up to my shoulder.”

The other locds then chimed in about how good it was to have Owen back for a vigt. He blushed
bashfully, but he didn't seem too taken aback. Apparently these were dl people he knew and was
comfortable with. I caught his eye and mimed drinking a cup of coffee, and he responded with a nod and
agmile before returning to his conversation.

| made my way over to the refreshment table, where the cookies sat practicaly untouched. Back
home, that would have been the ultimate inault to the cooks who'd made them, so | took a couple, just to
be polite, of course. “And I'd thought we might not have enough,” a voice behind me said. | turned to
see the miniger, dill in the black robe he'd worn for the service. “You're a friend of the Eatons?’ he
asked.

“l work with Owen,” | explained. “I couldn’'t get home for Christmas, so they invited me to join them.”

He nodded, and the amile he gave me echoed the disbdief I'd seen from everyone I'd told that story.
He knew | must be more than a co-worker, and | was being investigated by the folks. “It's nice to see
hm have friends” he said, putting a funny little emphass on the word “friends” “He was dways a quiet
one” He glanced over his shoulder toward the person we were taking about, then blinked. | couldn’t
blame him. | was pretty sure I'd blinked, too, when | followed his gaze.

The older people and creatures who'd been fussng over Owen were gone, and he was instead
surrounded by a gaggle of young women who looked like they’d sumbled onto a rock star. He was
backing dowly away from them, but if he didn’'t escape soon, they were likdy to tear the clothes off him.
The only thing keeping him rdaively safe was the fact that the mothers of dl the young women were dso
involved, running interference to keep the others out of the way of their daughters. Handbags flew with a
fury I'd only seen before at a designer sample sale Gemma had once dragged me to.

The mob moved in my generd direction, possibly because Owen indinctively headed toward me. |
waan't sure how | could help. It didn’t look like that bunch was going to be fended off by me stepping up
and decdlaring that | was his girlfriend. That would probably only make things uglier.

“Ladies ladies” the miniger urged, “this ign't the time or place” A frosted snowman cookie then
latted agang his fedtive purple stole. | couldn’t believe it. All these WASPy magicd types were
darting a food fight in the church hdl. | hurried to get on the other sde of the food table, out of the range
of fire, as the women pelted each other with food. Owen wisdy took advantage of the opportunity to
duck under one of the tables. If | wasn't mistaken, he'd dso goneinvishle at the same time. | was sure |



fdt the tingle of magicin use.

But it was more magic than I’d expect for a ample invishility spell. The hairs on the back of my neck
stood up, and | had shivers going down my spine. That meant alot of magic was flying around the room.
| looked to seeif | could find James and Gloria. James was standing in a corner, chaiting with some of
the other older men while drinking coffee, ssemingly oblivious to the chaos—or ese pointedly ignoring it.
Gloria did not look amused. She was trying to drag one of the mothers away from the melee. | was
impressed with the way she managed to avoid being hit by any of the flying cupcakes or cookies.

The scene was right out of a dapstick comedy. | wouldn't have been surprised if the Keystone Kops
had shown up to stop the riot. And the Baptists used to accuse the Methodists back home of being wild,
| thought with a grin. At least we'd never had a food fight in the felowship hdl. Wdl, not when it was
anyone other than the kids involved. | decided that James had theright idea, so | moved to the far side of
the room, wel away from the fracas and near enough to the door that | could escapeif | needed to.

Then while | was dill fighting back giggles, the sense of magic intendfied and someone grabbed me
from behind.

Nine

A tfirg | thought it was Owen, having made it safely out from under the table and ready to make his

escape with me. | went willingly as he pulled me through the door to the parking lot outside. But then he
didn't release me, and | redlized that something was wrong. | kicked my captor in the shin and pulled

away.

It was my old friend Mr. Bones, one of Idris's cronies, and now | was absolutdly certain that it was
the same skeleton guy I’ d seen in that office. He had a bunch of his goons lined up, surrounding me,

He didn’'t have to tdl me that screaming would do no good. The noise from the riot ingde spilled into
the parking lot. One more femde scream wouldn't stand out in dl that. Instead, | did what | did best. |
bent down and scooped up a handful of dushy snow, packed it into a bdl, and threw it. | needed to
come up with a new trick for when | got into a tough spot, but |1 had a good aam and good am, o |
figured | might as wdl stick with what | knew for the time being. Maybe I'd 9gn up for a karate class
when things settled down some a work.

The snowbal hit Mr. Bones square in the face and some of the dush trickled into his eye socket,
which couldn’t have fdt good. While he was 4ill reacting, | made another snowbdl and threw it in the
generd direction of the other goons. I'd been in dl of two snowbdl fights in my life, on the very rare
occas ons when we' d had enough snow to make snowballs back homein Texas, so | didn't have a lot of
practice with this. The goons were dosing in, and it was harder and harder to keep them a bay with
showbadls.

Something came out of the sky, and | indinctively ducked. It had been my experience that some truly
scary things could come a you from out of the sky. This time, though, it looked like the ar force was
friendly. Two unfamiliar gargoyles swooped around, keeping themsdves between the goons and me.
“You'd better make arun for it, miss” one of them shouted as it flew past me. “We don’t got a lot in the
way of attack magic.”



“Yeah, just daying animated takes alot out of us” the other said.
“Ben agargoylean't easy,” thefird one said.

“Wetch it, you idiot!” the other caled out when they dmost collided in midair. After the near miss
both of them laughed so hard they amost fdl out of the sky.

These gargoyles were keegping the goons from getting to me, but | was dill surrounded. | wasn't sure
how long the gargoyles could hold them off. | made another snowbdl and took am & the goon that was
between me and the door to the church hdl. If | could just create a gap in that cirde and make a break
for it, | was sure I'd be safe indde, surrounded by Owen, Gloria, James, and a whole bunch of
presumably friendly magica people. | could even kill two birds with one snowbdl by creding a
digtraction to break up the fight ingde and rescue Owen from the horde of matchmaking mamas.

Then the church hal doors flew open and a lone figure tore outside like the hounds of hdl were on his
hedls. It was Owen, and just as | recognized him, so did Mr. Bones and his goons. | shouted a warning,
but not before the goons had forgotten about me and turned their attention to Owen. | wondered if that
hed been the plan dl dong, to use me as bait to capture him.

| was worried because athough he was pretty powerful with magic, it could dso be used on him. The
ar zinged with magic as they threw spells at him and he deflected them. | tried to pitch in by throwing a
few more snowbadlls, and the two gargoyles kept trying to create a distraction, but it was dill many
agang essntidly one.

Not for long, though. Owen wasn't going to get away from the mob that easly, and soon the mothers
and thar man-hungry daughters spilled out of the hdl, in search of their quarry. | wasn't sure what they
thought was going on in the parking lot, but they reacted as though yet another party was trying to sted
Owen from them, and they turned their efforts againg the bad guys. Mr. Bones found himsdf beaten
soundly by high-end designer handbags. A few of the women were ill fighting each other, but there was
enough confusion for Owen to get away from the attackers and catch my am as we ran for James and
Glorids car.

| was surprised to find James and Gloria dready there, wearing ther coats. Gloria had our coats over
her arm, and she handed them to us when we reached them. “Honestly, Owen,” she scolded gently while
she helped im with his coat. “That's not the way | taught you to behave in public.”

James helped me with my coat, saying, “I hardly think we can blame the boy for dl that nonsense”

“It was magic,” | said. “It mugt have been tha influence spdl Idris likes to use, meking them act that
way. It created the perfect digtraction for his goons to drag me outside.”

“But it backfired on him,” Owen put in. “Those crazy women saved our lives If they hadn’t been
chasang me, | don’'t know what would have happened.”

“I'm sure you could have handled the Situation,” Gloria said. “Now, getinthe car and let’s get home. |
sad we didn't want to stay long, and now you see why. These socids never go well.”

Dinner was a lot less awkward and uncomfortable than lunch had been. The events a the church
socid gave us plenty of conversationd fodder. Owen looked like he would have been happy discussng
anything other than what a good marriage prospect the women in town thought he'd make, but | was
relieved to see that Gloria apparently thought none of those women were good enough for her boy. |
couldn’t tdl how much she approved of me, but a least she didn't have a prospective bride dready
picked out from among her neighbors daughters.



When we' d finished eating, | helped clear the table and offered once more to help with the dishes, but
Gloria shook her head gternly. “They’ll wait until morning,” she said. “James and | are ready to turn in,
but you two young people are welcome to stay up as late as you like”

“Jug don't day up late enough to catch Santa Claus in the act,” James added with a wink. “He
doesn't like that.”

Owen and | went back to the parlor and sat by the fire, Sde by sde on the formd velvet sofa. It was
as good as a chaperone, since it was the kind of sofa that forces you to St up draight and behave
properly. | couldn’'t imagine suggling on that sofa. Arawn lay contentedly at Owen’s feet and promptly
went to deep. “Wdl, that was an experience,” | sad.

“l hope | don't have to tdl you that church socids here aren't dways like that.” He sghed. “And now
I'll be the focus of gossip for months. Gloria and James will have to vist mein the city because it won't
be safe for me here”

“And the dty is that much safer? You know, with our enemies out to get us and al? Now I'm
Oefinitdy sure that skeleton guy isthe same one | saw in the office the other day.”

“So, Idrisisteamed up with the descendant of someone who stole Philip's family business a hundred
years ago?’

“Maybe. Mr. Bones could be fredancing. These people could be Idris's customers. They probably
wouldn't have issues with shady magic. | just find it odd. It's something to think about.”

“Yeah. Just what we need, another puzzle piece that doesn't quite fit. Instead of making the picture
clearer, it only confuses the issue”

We sat by thefire alittle longer, sewing over this new information, then he said, “We should probably
g€t to bed. They're very early risers”

“And like James said, we wouldn’'t want to disturb Santa Claus”
As we |ft the parlor, he paused in the doorway. “Hey, mistletoe,” he said.

Before | could look up to verify thet there was, in fact, mistletoe hanging there, he'd bent to give me a
fiimkiss. | returned it, wrgpping my ams around his neck. “Merry Chrismas,” he whispered.

“And merry Christmas, yoursdlf,” | whispered back. “But | don't remember any mistietoe there.”
“Look.”

| glanced over our heads and saw a sorig of mistletoe with a red ribbon around it hanging suspended in
the ar over our heads. “1an't that cheating?’ | asked.

“Are you complaning?
“No, I'll let thisone dide”

We kissed again, then he pulled away. “I have to wak the dog one more time before bed, so you go
onup.”

“Do you need any company?’

“No, I'll befine. It'll only take a few minutes. Arawvn doesn’t like being outside in the cold any more



then | do. I'll see you in the morning.”

He got his coat and went outside, the dog following happily at his heds. | went upgtairs, trying to be as
quiet as possible. When | reached the top of the gairs, | heard voices coming from the fird room tha
opened from the left of the dtairs. | knew eavesdropping was a bad idea, but | was curious. Gloria's
voice caried dearly, saying, “I don't see why we have to continue that way. Things have certainly
changed snce the rules were established.”

James was more soft-spoken, so dl | could hear was the fact thet he was spesking. | couldn’t make
any words out. Then Gloria spoke again, gpparently responding. “What harm does it do? It's not as
though they can take him away from us a this point. He's not even under our control any longer. It's
entirdy up to him and to us whether we want to remain in contact.”

James spoke again, and | caught the word “responsiility,” but not its context.

“Wel, yes, of course,” Gloria responded. “But surdly it’s too late to have much of an impact, one way
or another. He's turned out the way he’ s gaing to turn out, for better or worse.”

| knew | should move on. This was none of my business. But | couldn’t resist lingering at the top of the
dairs. | was too curious.

James said something else, far too softly for me to hear anything more than the rumble of his voice.
When she responded, Glorias voice had a strained qudity to it. “I amply think that in these times what
he needs is to know that he/s not done. You saw what happened tonight. They redly are after him. The
gl may be able to help, but she could dso be a digtraction.”

That made me even more curious. Was | the gil she mentioned? And what was | supposed to hdp
with, other than spotting disguised magicd beasties so Owen could dedl with them? The idea of me being
a digraction was more unsdttling. The voices grew too muffled for me to make out more words, and |
didn’'t think 1 wanted Owen to catch me eavesdropping, so | went on to my room, puzzled about what
I’d heard.

Although it was more than an hour before | usudly went to bed, the travel and stress of the past
thirty-sx or so hours, not to mention the rapidly fading adrendine from the excitement earlier in the
evening, added up to mefdling adeep pretty quickly. | wasn't sure how long I d been asleep when | was
awakened by a strange dattering sound and a glowing light coming through the windows.

| didn’t recdl a Times Square—ivaing light disolay at the house across the street, and my room had
been perfectly dark when | went to bed, s0 the light was something new. My pulse immediady
quickened. Although I'd known the truth about Santa Claus for nearly twenty years, thanks to my older
brothers, there was dill a childlike part of me deep down indde that wanted to hold on to the belif. |
couldn’'t help but listen for the sound of deighbells or hoofbeats on the roof on Chrisimas Eve night, and |
adways had the sense that if | was awake at the right time, | might see something magicd. Now that |
knew magic was red, it didn't seem like such a fafetched idea anymore. If there redly was something
like a Santa Claus who managed to snesk in and out without being detected, | of dl people should be
ableto seeit.

Asthe old poem went, | sprang from my bed to see what was the matter. Away to the window | flew
like aflash, and dl that. But when | opened the curtains (there weren't any shutters), what | saw wasn't a
miniature deigh and eight tiny reindeer or alitle old df. | saw a hovering fairy godmother dressed like
Mrs. Clausin threadbare red velvet with sooty white fur trim dong the collar and cuffs.

| wanted to pull the curtains closed again and ignore her, but | was worried that the racket she was



making—which turned out to be caused by her shooting siver sparks a my window from her
wand—would disturb Gloria and James. Rductantly, | put on my bathrobe, then opened the window,
shivering as the freezing outside air gushed into the room. “What do you want?’ | asked, not even trying
to sound welcoming.

She shook her head and tsk-tsked. “It's not about what | want. It's about what you want.”

“l don’t want anything, other than deep. In fact, things are going better than | expected, aside from a
minor magica attack, and | don't think you can take credit for that. I'm getting dong with his folks, and
Owen and | seem to be doing judt fine. Y ou can go off and take a nice Christmas holiday.”

“Ah, but | would have thought this vist raised a few questions for you. Such as what it means to him to
have the power he has and how that will affect his future”

| had to admit to some curiogty about those matters, especidly given what I'd recently overheard.
“I'm nat thinking about that now, though,” | said. “I’'m thinking about deep and not being caught with a
fary godmother. That's not away to win over the parents.”

“They wouldn't see me” she said with a haughty sniff. “Give me that much credit.”
“Can we talk about this later, when we're back in the aty and it's not the middle of the night?’

“If you ingg. I'll bein touch.” As she winked out of existence | redlized | could have asked her about
theice rink incident, but that could wait for later. It sounded like I was going to have to tak with her, like
it or not, if | ever wanted to get rid of her.

| closed the window and the curtains, then turned to head back to bed and nearly bit my tongue in two
as| tried to keep from screaming out loud. A smdl creature with a feether duster inits hand stood on top
of the chest of drawers. | managed not to scream, but | did jump and squeak a little. | must have startled
the creature, for it, too, jJumped and squeaked, and then it froze, as though it hoped | might not notice it.

Kesping my eyeson it, | edged my way back to the bed. “What are you doing in here?” | asked in a
whisper.

The creature blinked in surprise. “You can see me?’ it asked. | would have expected something that
amdl to have a high, squeaky voice, but its voice was rough and husky, as though it had smoked a couple
of packs of cigarettes a day for a couple of hundred years.

“I'm a magicd immune” | explained. “Your veling spell doesn’'t work on me. But you haven't
answered my question. Who are you and what are you doing in my room?’ In my dedlings with the
megicd world, I'd yet to run into anything like this. There was something dfin about its features, but it
was to the elves who worked a M Sl what araisn isto a grape—shrunken, shriveled, and brown. It had
long, wispy white hair and wore a shapeless brown garment with an apron tied around its waist. | might
have guessed it was a femde, but these days it's dangerous to make assumptions like that based on
hairsyle and stereotypical gender roles.

“I keep house for the family,” it (she?) said. “But no one's supposed to know. Mistress Gloria would
be most upset if her secret were out.” She rolled her Rs and had the dightest trace of a Scottish accent.
“Youwon't go tdlin’, will ye?’

There was something vagudy familiar about this Stuation, an old story 1'd once heard. | had a mentd
imege of gtting in a circle of girls while wearing a brown beanie. “Hey, you're a brownie!” | said. One of
the firgt things we' d done a my very firs Brownie scout medting was ligen to the story about the hepful



little creatures who worked in the night.

The brownie rolled her eyes. “Of course | am. What would you think, that | was a fary godmother
like your friend there?” Then she looked concerned again. “You won't be telin’, will ye?’

“No, of course not. Though | think it would actudly make her son fed better if he knew she had help.
He sworried about her.”

She frowned in thought—at least, | thought she was frowning; as wrinkled as her face was, it was
difficult to tedl—then said, “Fine. He can know once you're gone, but he musn't let on he knows. The
mistress couldn’t bear that.”

“Have you worked here long?’

She went back to her dudting, talking as she worked, “Oh, | lose count of the years. The boy was just
awee thing when | came to this house. I'd known the midress before, though, and she gave me a home
when my own was torn down. Thisis my way of makin' it up to her for her kindness” She gave the
mirror afind swipe. “Well, now, | have dishesto do, and you'll be needin’ your deep.” She disappeared
before | could tel her good night or wish her a merry Chrigmas. As | settled back onto the pillow, |
wondered what was next. At this rate, Saint Nick would have needed Rudolph and the Grinch with him
to be the oddest sght of my night.

Fortunately, | was able to deep the rest of the night without any magicd interruptions. | woke early the
next morning, my subconscious too afraid of annoying Gloria to let me deep late. | dressed in Gemma's
red sweater and a pair of black dacks, put on a touch of makeup, then opened my bedroom door and
stuck my head out into the hdlway to try to get a sense of the Stuaion. Owen’'s bedroom door was 4ill
closed, which made me hesitate to go downgtairs. | didn't want to be done with James and Gloria, and
the faint sound of voices downdtairs told me they were up. They’d been nice enough o far, but | wasn't
sure | was yet ready for alot of done timewith them. On the other hand, | didn't want to be the last one
downdairs.

This looked like a good time to make use of that squeaky board in the hdlway. | took a deep breeth
and stepped outside my room, aming for the spot that would make noise and hopefully sgnd to Owen
that | was up and about. But just as | hit the squesky board, Owen's door opened and | found mysdf
face-to-face with him. | didn’t have fast enough reflexes to gifle my yep. Owen caught my arm to steady
mewhen | wobbled. “Sorry, didn’'t mean to startle you,” he said.

“How do you do that?’ | blurted.

A flush rose from his collar to his harline. “I don’t know. Maybe it's subconscious. | honestly don't
planit”

“Areyou two up?’ Gloria s voice cdled from downgairs.
“WEe re on our way down right now,” Owen replied. He then hdd hisarm out to me. “Shdl we?’

Gloriahed alight breakfast of sweet rolls lad out on the dining table, which was set with china. | had a
feding the brownie had something to do with that. | couldn’t hep thinking how grest it would be to have
one of those.

After we ate, we went into the parlor, where James and Gloria took sests on the sofa | imagined
they’d have a difficult time getting down on the floor, and a more difficult time getting up again. Owen
settled himsdf cross-legged on the floor by the tree, and | joined him. It seemed that their custom was for



Owen to hand the appropriate packages up to hisfoster parents.

“This on€'s for the two of you from Katie,” he said, handing Gloria my package. My heart indantly
started beeting faster. My humble handmade offering suddenly seemed entirdly inadequate.

However, Gloria was more than gracious when she opened it. “Thisislovdy, thank you,” she said, her
words dmost thawing around the edges. “Did you do this yoursdf?’

“Yes, maam. It's one of the ways | work off stress, other than baking.”
“It svery nice. | used to do needlework, but my hands and eyes aren’t quite up to it anymore.”

Owen's gifts to his parents, which I’d helped him pick out, were big hits, and he even gave me credit
for hdping with the selection. Owen was equdly pleased with the muffler | gave him, jauntily tossng it
around his neck and over his shoulder even though the room was quite warm. | was even warmer, thanks
to the way he amiled a me as he thanked me. The room temperature shot up a few more degrees when
he gave me his gift to me.

It was a ddlicate locket, ovd instead of heart-shaped like Ethdinda's, and the chain looked dmost
fragile “Wow, it's beautiful,” | said when | opened the box. And it was, but it was dso a little
uncomfortable opening something like that in front of his folks. Jewdry generdly meant you'd moved
pretty far dongin areaionship.

Apparently, Owen was conscious of the same thing. He turned an impressive shade of red and hurried
to say, “It's not the locket itsdf that’s important. It does have some gold in it because that's essentid for
the spell to work, but the important part isthe spdl. If it works correctly, it should amplify your sensation
of magic being in use nearby. Since you don’t see illuson, you might not know that there are layers over
redity that other people see. | know you're getting better about feding the use of power, but this should
help, and it doesn’t matter whether you' reimmune or not. The locket reacts directly with the magic in use
and responds in away that you'll fed.”

“That'skind of cool. | wouldn't dare wesr it a work, though. I'd be buzzing dl day.”

“It shouldn't hurt,” he darified, “But yeah, you'd probably want to saveit for times when you're away
from the office or away from known magic users, in generd.”

James looked as fascinated by the idea as | was. “Was that something you found in—" he started to
ask, but Gloria cut him off.

“Not now, dear. You and Owen can tak shop later. We're opening presents a the moment.”

Owen leaned over and took the locket out of the box. “Here, put it on, and then we can test it.” | lifted
my hair from the back of my neck so he could fasten the clasp, and the touch of his fingers on that
aready sendtive spot sent the rest of my nerve endings into overdrive. It was a good thing that wasn't the
kind of magic the locket amplified, or I’d have exploded on the spot. Asit was, | was farly sure there
would be no more pretending to Gloria that we were nothing more than co-workers. She was sharp, and
she had to have noticed the steam coming out of my ears and the way | couldn’'t help but sguirm when he
touched me.

When | opened James and Gloria s gift to me, | was sure Gloria had never been fooled. They gave me
abasket of beautiful woolen yarns, and that meant Owen mugt have told them alot about me. | may have
mentioned once in passing during our morning commute that 1 sometimes liked to knit, so if he noticed
and passed on that kind of detail, Gloriawould have to have known there was something going on.



“Thisis gorgeous, and s0 soft,” | said. “Thank you.”

“Useit to make something for yoursdlf,” Gloriaingtructed. “That’swhy | got the rose color. | doubted
you'd be tempted to use that to make a gift for anyone " She glanced meaningfully at Owen as she
sad that, and | had to fight back agiggle at the thought of him wearing a rose swester.

WEe d bardly done away with the wrapping paper and ribbons when the doorbell rang. Gloria inssted
on answering the door hersdf. A moment later, she came back to the parlor with a young woman.
“Owen, you remember Rebecca Middleton, don't you?’

He stood, and out of manners and curiodty | dso rose. The guest was tal and thin, with the kind of
build that probably had made her something of a beanpole in her teens. She held a loaf-shaped object
wrapped in colored cdlophane, and she wasn't the least bit shy about giving Owen the eye. “Here, |
brought you some of Mom’s banana bread for Chrismas,” she said. “And sorry about last night. | don’t
know what came over me”

Gloria thanked her for the bread, then very pointedly thanked her for stopping by before gently
escorting her to the door. “At least that girfl has findly filled out,” she said as she returned to the parlor
“She’'simproved, but she had alot of room for improvement.” | decided | quite liked Gloria

“Please don't send that banana bread back with me” Owen said with a shudder. “ She brought enough
of it over when we were in school that | think | developed an dlergy to it”

The next time the doorbell rang, Gloria was in the kitchen preparing Christmas dinner. Judging by the
tingling around my neck, | suspected she was usng a few magicad shortcuts, and that was why she'd
declined help. Owen answered the door and soon returned bearing a fruitcake tin and bright red cheeks.
“It was Stephanie Heller,” he said to James. “She asked me to tdl you to have a merry Christmas, and
she' s sorry about last night.”

“At this rate, well have baked goods to last us until Easter,” James remarked drily. That only
intengfied the flush on Owen's cheeks.

| went dong with Owen the next time the doorbell rang. Soon after he opened the door to reved a
mother and daughter, he put hisarm around me and pulled me up againg him like he was usng me as a
humen shidd. | could hardly blame him. That mother looked pretty scary. | recognized her as the one
who'd thrown the first cookie in the fight. The way the daughter stood with her eyes cast to the ground, |
got the impression that the mother had dragged her over by the ear. Mother seemed to be the one who
was keen on her gil snegging the loca hot catch. The chain around my neck throbbed, which made me
wonder if she was attempting to use magic on him. No wonder he was usng me as a shield.

“Mrs. Ellis” he said, his voice sounding tight. “How nice of you to stop by. I'm afraid James and
Gloriaare busy right now.”

“Oh, that's okay,” she smpered. In tha moment she reminded me of Ethdinda “I can see them
anytime. They are neighbors. I'm just glad to see you.” She elbowed her daughter, who thrust out a
napkin-covered basket. Owen kept hisarmstight around me, so | took the basket from her. Her mother
elbowed her again.

“Are you going to be herelong?’ the daughter asked iffly. As bashful as she looked, she might have
been the perfect match for Owen, aside from the scary mother. | noted that neither of them had yet
apologized for dl but attacking Owen the night before.

“No, we're going back to the dty tomorrow,” Owen replied. “Thanks for coming by.” He bardy



waited until they stepped back from the door before reaching around me and dosing it. Then he
shuddered. “That woman is scarier than any harpy I've faced. I'm amazed her daughter hasn't snapped
yet.”

“Who wasit thistime?” James asked from behind a book when we found him hiding in his study.
“Mrs. Hlis. And what was her daughter’s name?’

“l have no earthly idea. She can bardly get a word in edgewise with her mother around. What's our
haul looking like?”

| checked under the napkin. “Blueberry muffins”
“We should have you to vigt more often, my boy,” James said.

We'd just sat down for Chrismas dinner when the doorbell rang again. “I thought we were out of
neighbors with marriageable daughters,” Gloria muttered as she started to get up.

“I'll take care of thisone,” James said, mationing her to keep her seat. “I hope thistime it's cookies.”

But amoment later, he called, “Owen, Katie!” and there was an urgency to his voice that told me this
wasn't about baked goods or overeager women after Owen.

We gat up and went to the foyer, where Sam sat perched on the banister newd. “Y ou two have to get
back to the aty right away,” he said.

Ten

1]
W het isit?’ | asked.

Owen answered for Sam. “Idris. | knew it. | knew he'd hit on Chrismas. Lagt night mugt have been
just adiverson. | never should have left town.”

“Whoa, hold your horses, kids,” Sam said, holding his hands out with a “stop!” mation. “I didn't say it
was a disagter, and | don’t think you bein’ in town would have made much of a difference. The boss just
wants you back ASAP s0 you can get a read on things and start formulating a disaster-control plan first
thing in the morning.”

“So nobody’ s dead, bleeding, or in danger?’ | asked to daify things
“Nothing scary yet, but it's a doozy, believe me”

“It's a couple of hours until the next train, since they’re running on a holiday schedule” James said,
checking his watch. “I suppose you could borrow our car.”

“It's okay, Pops,” Sam said. “We got it covered. Ralls is on the way.” | had a brief menta imege of
returning to the dty in a chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, but Sam’s next statement shattered it. “In fact, I'm
amog surprised he didn’'t beat me. He doesn’'t hold too much to things like speed limits. Come to think
of it, even the laws of physics don't mean much to him.” Apparently this Rolls was a person, not a car.



Rats.
By thistime, Gloria had joined usin the foyer. “Dinner’s getting cold,” she said. “What's the matter?’

Owen turned to her. “It's a Stuation back in the city. | don’t know much more then that. They sent a
car to get us back quickly.”

“You don't havetimeto eat?”’
“"Fraid not, madam,” Sam said. There was aloud screech of tires outsde. “That'll be Ralls now.”

“While you two get packed, I'll put together some dinner to take with you,” Gloria said. “Now go!
Y ou need to hurry.”

Owen and | ran up the dairs. | didn’'t have much to pack, so it didn't take long. When | got back
down to the foyer, Owen was dready there, getting our coats out of the closet. Gloria came from the
direction of the kitchen, carrying a amdl hamper. She hustled us outside to where a siver Town Car
waited in the driveway. On its hood perched two of the oddest gargoyles I'd ever seen—and most
gargoyles are pretty odd, so that was redly saying something. | recognized them as my guardians from
the night before.

“Here are your passengers,” Sam sad to the waiting gargoyles. “Treat 'em nice. They're in tight with
the big boss, and the boy there could zap you back to stone on a permanent basis. Katie, Mr. P., I'd like
you to meet Rocky and Rallo.”

“Otherwise known as Rock and Rall!” the two gargoyles chorused. They looked like something out of
a Saturday-morning cartoon, dl popeyed and funny-faced.

The tdler one with a long, thin face added, “We met lagt night at the church, but we haven't been
properly introduced. Oh, and Rocky’s not my red name. It's just a nickname, on account of I'm made of
sone” He and Rallo nearly fdl off the hood of the car, laughing. Rocky coughed, got himsdf under
control, then said, “Get it? Rocky? Stone?” He elbowed the other gargoyle in the ribs, and both of them

fdl to laughing again.

| turned to ask Jamesif the offer to borrow his car ill held, but Sam opened the door to the backseat
for usand sad, “Wdl, go on with you. I'll fly on ahead and let the boss know you're on the way.”

“Ladgt one there s arotten egg,” Rallo said. He was shorter and squatter than his buddy, and instead of
having a separate pair of arms, hiswings were his arms, with tiny hands at the ends.

With grave miggivings | dimbed into the backseat. Owen gave Arawn one last scratch behind the
ears, then did in next to me. Gloria reached into the car to hand him the hamper. “You can et on the
way. | put together two plates, some dessert, and some extra napkins. |1 wish you could have stayed
longer, but | know duty cdls. Katie, it was very nice to meet you. | hope you'll come again.”

“Thank you for having me. | enjoyed mysdf.”

“I'll give you a cal when we get back and have things settled,” Owen said. She gave him a quick kiss
on the cheek before stepping back and letting Rocky close the door.

Nether gargoyle was big enough to see over the steering whed while aso reaching the pedals, so |
wondered if gargoyles could adjust their Sze the way fairies could. The way Sam had talked, Rollo was
goparently the driver, and he seemed the least likdy to be able to see, steer, and hit the accelerator or
brake a the same time. | soon learned how they worked it. Rocky dung to the steering whed with his



feet and used his hands to work the turn sgnds, gear shift, and horn, while Rollo sat on the floorboard
and worked the pedals.

| inginctively reached for the seat bdt, and Owen did the same. “Good idea, kids” Rocky sad,
looking over his shoulder. “Ralls here has got a stone foot.” He nearly fdl off the steering whed from
laughing so hard, and muffled laughter echoed up from under the dashboard. “Get it? It's supposed to be
lead, but snce Rallsis made of stone, it's a stone foot. Okay, Ralls, I've got her in reverse and nothing
seems to be coming, so give her anudge.”

The car backed out of the driveway. When Rocky had steered the car into the street, he shifted into
drive and sad, “We're on the road. Give her some gas.”

If I'd had any second thoughts about maybe waiting for the next train and leting Owen handle the
crigs, there wouldn't have been much | could have done about it. Rallo redly did have a stone foot. We
dl but flew down the neighborhood streets. If I'd tried to get out of the car, I'd have killed mysdf. |
could only imegine what it would be like once we were on the open road.

“Brakel” Rocky ydled as we neared the intersection with the main road. The car screeched to a hdlt,
fidhtalling a little. After checking up and down the road, Rocky then called out, “Hit it,” as he spun the
deering whed by shifting hisweight. | wasn't sure the tires were actudly in contact with road surface, we
were going so fadt.

“Aren't you worried about getting stopped for speeding?’ | asked.

The two gargoyles went into hysterics. “Who can stop an invisble car?” Rocky said between bursts of
laughter.

“Hey, Rocky,” Rollo’'s voice came up from under the dash, “maybe you should let one catch us
someday. Wouldn't it be funny to see how a cop would react to seein’ a car driven by two gargoyles?
Wouldn't it? Huh?’

“It'd be a scream.”

“l wouldn't suggest it,” Owen said mildly, even as he white-knuckled the edges of the seat. “You
know the rules about exposng yoursalves to outsders.”

“We wasn't takin' *bout exposing oursdves,” Rocky said, sputtering with laughter. “Judt lettin’ "em
see we're gargoyles” He and Roallo found that highly amusing, providing their own laugh track once
more. “Get it? Usudly when you say you're exposing yoursdf, you' re taking about the naughty bits.”

“And gargoyles don't got naughty bits,” Rallo added. “Hey, Rocky, we got room to go faster?’

“Yeah, give’er some gas. Pedd to the metd!” Asthe car shot forward, both gargoyles gave a hearty,
“Woo hoo!”

Owen turned to me. “So, lunch?’

| wasn't sure | could eat while we were breaking the sound barrier, but | needed something to distract
mysdf from the speed at which the scenery blurred past. “ Sure, why not?’

The hamper Gloria had packed turned out to contain individudly packaged to-go type boxes full of
Chrigmeas dinner, dill nice and warm. | was just about to dig in when | redized we were edting in front of
our drivers. “I'm sorry, we should have offered you two something,” | said. “Would you like a snack?’



“Don’'t worry about it,” Rocky said. “At these speeds, I’ ve got to keep my eyes on the road. Besides,
we don't eat your kind of food. Unless you've got some pebbles in there?” He and Rollo found that
highly amusing, asusud.

Rallo chimed in, “Or maybe some pecan sandies. Get it? Sand? Like we' re made of sone?’ That was
goparently even funnier. Gargoyle humor must be a matter of taste, | thought.

Guiltledy, | dug into the medl. In spite of the high rate of speed and two-gargoyle driving job, the ride
was fairly smooth. The way my necklace buzzed around my neck, | was beginning to get the feding that
Owen’s magic detector could turn out to be irritating.

“You won't hurt my fedings if you take it off,” he said, and | only then redized that I'd been
unconscioudy touching it. “Remember, | told you it might be a problem around magicd folk. Here, let me
help you with that.”

| braced mysdf for the usud mdtdown as his fingers brushed the back of my neck. He seemed utterly
oblivious to his effect on me as he handed me the necklace. | put it in my pocket while he dug in the
hamper for dessert, which turned out to be dices of chocolate Yule log cake with chocolate filling and
idng. “I think | redly like Glorig,” | said.

“| think she liked you, too. But | worry about how much she tries to do, keeping that big old house dl
by hersdf.”

“She' s not by hersdlf. She's got a brownie hdping her.”
“She does? How did you find out?’

“l caught the brownie last night while she was deaning my room. | guess she usudly uses an illuson to
keep people from seaing her at work. She gave me permission to tel you because | sad it would make
you fed better, but you can't let on to Gloria that you know.”

“It does make mefed better. | wonder how long she's had hdp.”
“Since you were little, from the sound of it.”

In the front seat, the two gargoyles started snging Christmas carols with greet enthusiasm, if very little
tdent. Rocky might have been one of the few beings in the universe with a worse sense of pitch then |
had, and Rallo’s attempts a harmony didn’t work, but ther joy was infectious. Before | knew what |
was doing, | was dnging dong, my terrible voice fitting right in. When Owen grinned and joined the
chorus, his aaility to carry a tune made him seem to be the one out of place.

Soon, the Snging had to stop because we' d reached the edges of the city proper and Rocky had to
use his voice for shouting indructions to Rallo. Treffic was light on Chrigmas day, but this was New
York, so “light” was a rdative term. “Okay, start easng off the gas” Rocky ingtructed. “Brake. Inch
forward a bit—a litle more—not that much. Green lightt Go! Go! Go! Wait a second, brake!
BRAAAAAAAAAKE!"

| squeezed my eyes shut and turned my head because the rear of the truck in front of us was alittle too
close for comfort. When | didn’t fed ajolt or hear the screaming of tearing metd, | cautioudy opened my
eyes, only to close them again. I’d have been a little unnerved a driving mysdf in dty traffic, but being a
passenger in these circumstances was dmost enough to make me want to get out and walk the rest of the
way. The only thing keeping me from it was the fact that this was an unfamiliar neighborhood. It was dso
pretty cold outside.



It only got worse as we made it into Manhattan proper, where driving down Broadway can be
stop-and-go a the best of times | had a feding I'd be hearing, “A bit more, no, brake! Go!
BRAAAAAKE!" inmy nightmares for the next few nights. Other cars had an uncanny way of sverving
out of our path, so we made remarkably good time. Findly, the car screeched to a hdt in the middle of
Times Square, with one whed up on a curb just inches from a lamppost.

“Okay, folks, here we are,” Rocky announced as Rallo cdimbed up onto the driver’s seat behind him.
“And Sam’s nowhere to be seen, so it looks like we win.” He and Rollo started a victory dance. “We
rocked and we ralled, we're Rock and Rall,” they chanted.

“Guess agan, boys,” Sam sad as he landed on the hood of the car. “Now, come on. You've got to
seethis”

Owen opened the car door and climbed out. | followed him. Merlin was dready sanding in the traffic
idand, looking up. As soon as | looked around and got my bearings, | redized why we' d been cdled
back to New York. “Holy crap,” | said under my breath.

My voice must not have been as soft as I’ d thought, for Merlin turned to me. “I take it you see it, too.
And that would mean it's redl, not illuson.”

“Yeeh, it'sred, dl right.”

All the brightly lit, giant billboards in Times Square were a glaring tribute to one Phdan Idris and his
company, Spellworks. One billboard urged people to “Spell Different,” and | doubted we were part of a
spdling bee. “Not very origind, though,” 1 commented. “He's reusing an old Apple dogan that wasn't
that great to begin with.” Another billboard said, “Do magic your way.” There were images of stodgy,
gray conformigts in suits being bested or shocked by colorful radicals.

“Now we know what he was up to,” Owen said, Saring up at the billboards.

“I'm assuming these ads are veled to the rest of the world,” | said. “Maybe the spdl is filtered to
target only people with magicd ability?’

“That's probably it,” Owen agreed. “He s definitdy making a splash in abig way, and it appears to be
tha he's atempting to legitimize his company among the generd magicd population. No more
photocopied spdl ingructions sold in hole-in-the-wal shops.”

“I'm afraid the implications are bigger than that,” | said, a sense of gloom filling me as the redization
dawned on me. “Do you know how much this kind of thing costs? These ads are redly physicaly here,
which means he had to buy the ad space, and that costs millions He's bound to have the space for at
least a week because New Year's Eve is a prime high-traffic time here. And this probably isn't his only
advertisng. You wallpaper Times Square to make a splash, but you dso have to follow it up with ads
that everyone dse will see. Odds are, this little display is for our benefit so well know he’'s gunning for
Us”

“He's got someone bankrolling him,” Owen said grimly, finishing my thought. “He might have been
able to raise some cash through magicaly underhanded means, but not at thislevel. So he's got someone
rich—and presumably powerful—in league with him. Maybe that’ s where your friend's enemy comesin.”
He gave a quick recap about Philip and Mr. Bones to Merlin.

“Thet company certainly would have the capital to fund these activities” Merlin said. “They’ve been
one of our larger corporate cusomers—mostly security and contract-enforcement spdlls. | haven't much
liked Jackson Meredith in my few dedlings with him, but | had no sense that he was unethical enough to



be involved in this sort of thing.”
“He s currently “indigposed,’” | said, making ar quotes. “His niece Sylviaisin charge now.”
“Ah, yes, that would explain things. She quite dearly isevil.”

“There's got to be something else going on,” | said, Saring at a larger-than-life image of 1dris bresking
a cement box with a karate chop. It looked like the hand bresking the box had been badly
Photoshopped onto a picture of Idris griking a karate pose.

“What do you mean? Isn't this enough?’ Owen asked.

“Has Idris ever done anything splashy when he wasn't there to seeit? That's hisbig downfdl—he gets
S0 sidetracked watching us react that he forgets to follow through on whatever advantage he's gained.”

“And that isthe reason | cdled you in,” Melin said. 1 thought it would be a good time for a stakeout.
He s sure to be nearby.”

All of usthen turned and looked around Times Square. The area wasn't quite as crowded asit was on
most early evenings, but there were dill enough people milling around that it would be hard to spot one
unprepossessing wizard. “1 don’t think | see him,” | said, well aware that | was probably the only one
who would see him.

We tled in to wait. Owen conjured up cups of hot coffee for us, and Rocky, Roallo, and Sam took
agrid patrol. 1 wasn't sure if there were any laws againg loitering, but this didn't seem like the kind of
place where it would be easy to enforce them. Siill, | couldn’t hdp but fed jumpy whenever a police
officer went by. One findly did stop and ask us, “Are you folks waiting for something?”

“I'm fascinated by these billboards” Merlin said chearfully. “Don’'t you think they’ re more entertaining
then tdlevison?’

The cop gave us afunny look, and | took Merlin's arm. “Grandpa doesn’t get away from the nursing
home often,” | said. “When he gets out for a holiday, we let im do some of his favorite things”

The cop nodded. “Ah, | see. Wdll, have a merry Chrigmas.” Then he moved on, and Owen and |
immediatdy broke down in laughter.

Melin looked mildy amused. “I never thought I’ d have to play the dotard in order to do my job,” he
sad.

As | turned to reply to him, | thought | saw something out of the corner of my eye. “Is that—? No,
rats, itsnot,” | sad.

“Not what?" another voice asked. We dl turned to see Rod. His har ill looked good, his skin was
smoother, and if | wasn't mistaken, he'd had his teeth whitened. “1 just got the message and thought 1'd
join you. Any action?’

“You mean other than convindng a cop that Grandpa's senile and likes to look at the pretty lights
when we let im out of the nurang home?’ | asked.

“So, no fight scenes yet, then.” He looked up and around a dl the billboards. “These are truly,
Spectacularly awful.”

| opened my mouth to respond, but then | saw something, and thistime | was sure it was Idris. He



was lurking just indde the doorway to a nearby restaurant, and he had a few of his usud gang
surrounding him. “Therel” | said.

“Where?’ Owen asked, then he said, “Oh, hdl,” and waved his hand. Nothing much changed for me.
| dill saw the same menagerie of magicd creatures—both the good guys and the bad guys But judging
from the screams, | got the feding that now everyone ese could see Mr. Bones and the drding
gargoyles. “That’s not what | meant to do,” Owen groaned. “Katie, you and Rod seeif you can catch up
with Idris” He and Merlin were aready muttering magic spdls, presumably to revell dl the magica folk
who'd been revealed to the world.

Rod waved to the gargoyles, who zoomed in on Idris like they were on a bombing run. “I got 'em!”
Rocky shouted, laiching onto Idris's shoulder with his feet. A second later, he lost his grip. “Hey! Ow!
That hurt! No far!”

Rod and | nearly reached Idris, but just before we got to him, a dump of tourists moving in an eerie
zombie lockstep got in our way. | wormed my way through them, but when | got to the other sde, Idris
was gone. | made afull circle turn to seeif | could spot him, but dl | saw was Rod fending off a couple of
women. It seemed Idris knew just how to target him. It mugt have been the fird time in a very long while
that Rod had actudly fought to get away from women. Even the ugly magica creatures were gone. On
the bright side, the worgt of the panic had been quelled, as Owen and Merlin had gpparently reveiled dl
the magical Suff.

“He got away,” | reported when | got back to them and Rod had escaped from his femde admirers
with a couple of phone numbers. “He mugt have used that influence spdll of histo get the crowd to block
us Is everything okay here?’

“l think s0,” Owen said wearily. “Next time, | won't be so impatient and I'll try targeting the unveling
alittle better. It shouldn’t have hit the whole square like that, though. | thought it would only cover a short
digance”

“There aren’'t many with the power to forcibly remove valing spells from that many beings a once”
Melin sad. “It was an impressive digplay, and there seems to have been litile harm done. We put things
right soon enough that most of these people will likdy assume they just imagined it dl. Not tha you
shouldn’'t be more prudent in the future, with that kind of power a your disposal.” | remembered then
what I’ d overheard from James and Gloria. Merlin had a Smilar tone to his voice, a mixture of pride and
concern.

“I guess that spdl needs more work,” Owen said with a shrug. His face was flushed, and he didn't
look Melininthe eye.

“l doubt Mr. Idriswill make another appearance tonight,” Merlin said. “Now, I’ ve taken away enough
of your holiday. Please enjoy the rest of the evening, but | would like to meet in the morning. Say ten a
my office?’

Owen and | exchanged alook, then he said, “We ll be there.”

“Rocky and Rollo will get you the rest of the way home” Sam told us. He then addressed the two
goofy gargoyles, emphasizing each word. “In. One. Piece”

They sduted him. “Yes, gr, Sam, gr.”
“Oh, off with you,” Sam grumbled.



The drive from Times Square to my apartment near Union Square managed to be even more bizarre
then the drive from the Eatons house into Manhattan. Owen gave Rocky directions for each turn, and
then Rocky told Rollo when to drive or brake, so the entire drive was a flurry of, “Turn left at the next
intersection. Ease up on the gas. BRAAAAAKE. Okay, now you can go. Then make another left. Stop,
stop, stop! Go!” and so forth.

When we findly stopped in front of my building—one tire up on the curb and the fender inches from a
tree—Owen sad, “I’'m close enough to home. | can wak from here, and you guys can take the rest of
the night off.” He looked about as pale and shaky as | fdt. Once we were safely on the sidewak with our
bags, | vowed never again to complain about New Y ork taxi drivers. After the Town Car pedled out into
traffic, to much honking of horns, and took the next corner on two whedls, Owen turned to me and said,
“Do you want some help getting your bag upstairs?’

| was sordly tempted to say yes so0 | could then invite himin and try to salvage alittle of what remained
of Chrismas, but my roommates would be getting home at any time now, and | knew he'd want to get
home and study our latest problem. “No thanks,” | said rductantly, “I've got it. | guess I'll see you in the

morning?’
“Yeah. I'll come by around nine-twenty.”

“Okay.” | unlocked the front door, then turned back to face him. “Merry Chrismas. And thanks for
inviting me to go with you. Aside from the last hour or so, | redly enjoyed it.”

“And | enjoyed having you there. It made things alot easier.”

| would have hoped for a kiss, but | could tdl he was distracted again, brooding over whatever had
happened with that unvelling spdl. After seeing James and Gloria, | understood better why physica
affection wasn't exactly second nature to him. | waved good-bye as he walked away, then picked up my
bag and trudged up the gtairs. The more time | spent around Owen and now his family, the dingier this
darwdl seemed to me. | fdt like | was entering a different world, or maybe going down to steerage on
the Titanic after having been up on the firg-class deck—and we know the steerage folks didn’'t come
out of that gtuation too well.

It was hard to believe I’ d only been gone alittle more than a day, the gpartment fdt so foreign to me.
It was diflingly hot, which meant my downgtairs neighbor mugt have spent the day complaining to the
super about being cold, and he didn’'t want to be caled again on a holiday. | opened every window in the
goartment and traded Gemma' s cashmere for a T-shirt before | unpacked. As much as I'd joked about
enjoying the time done and changing the lock before they got back, the gpartment fdt empty without my
roommetes.

That reminded me, they weren't expecting me to be home. | was supposed to have come back the
next day. | needed an explanation for why | was adready home and why | had to go to work the fallowing
day. And | needed it fast, consdering | heard a key turning in the lock.

Gemma yelped when she opened the door and saw me. Marcia, coming in behind her, dropped the
bags she was carrying and assumed a defensive posture at Gemma's yell.

“Geg, | didn't know | was that scary,” | said.

“We weren't expecting anyone to be here” Gemmasaid. “Why are you here? Weren't you supposed
to be with the hottie€’ s folks until tomorrow? Nothing went wrong, did it?’

| followed them as they carried their bags back to the closet to unpack. “No, nothing went wrong. The



vigt wasfine | was gpparently a big hit with the folks”

“Of course you were,” Marciasaid. “You're amother’s dream girlfriend for her son, unless she's one
of those controlling mamas who can't handle the thought of turning her baby boy over to another
woman.”

“There was just a work crigs” | continued my story, “and he had to come back to the city. | even
have to go in for awhile tomorrow because the executive | work for is part of it.”

“What kind of business crigs comes up on Chrigmas?’ Marcia asked.

“It's the perfect time for a business criss. Don't they often plan snesk attacks during wartime on
Chrigmas, because they know your guard will be down?’

Even Marcia didn’'t have a good response to that. After they dumped their bags in the bedroom,
Gemma ordered Chinese food, then we settled down to chat about our respective holidays while
watching the lagt of the Christmas specids on TV urtil a commercid came on that dmost made me it
rice across the room.

Eleven

P hdan Idris's face filled the TV screen, which in and of itsdf wasn't a pleasant sght, but the

implications were digurbing beyond that. He'd definitdy launched a serious ad campaign. The ad urged
megic users to try new and different spdlls to help them break out of their humdrum lives. Or something
like that. The musc used as background for the ads gave me a headache and was very digracting. The
red surprise was the announcement of a Spellworks store, opening the next day on Ffth Avenue.

| managed to cover up my shock at seeing the ad by going into a coughing fit and sputtering, “ Oops,
that went down the wrong way,” but | watched my roommeates for their reactions a the same time. |
doubted they’d seen what | saw, or surdy they’d have commented on someone opening a magic store
and daiming to sl actua spdls. 1t would have been nice if they'd done me the favor of saying anything
that would have hinted at the cover ad nonmagica people saswv—something like, “Hey, sde at Victoria's
Secret!” or “Yeah, like a body spray redly has that effect.” Unfortunately, whatever they used to mask
the ad for norma people, it didn't seem to be an ad worth noticing or snarking about. Once they were
aure | wasn't going to choke to death, my roommates went back to eating and chatting.

The ad was the firg thing | told Owen about when I met him on the sidewak in front of my building the
next morning. “I wish | could tdl you wheat the rest of the world sees,” | finished, “but | couldn’t think of a
way to ask my roommates what ad they saw on televison without sounding like I'd lost my mind.”

“Thisisnot good,” he said, sheking his head. He looked tired. If | knew him, he' d been up mogt of the
night thinking and researching.

“No, it'snot good,” | agreed, “but hey, & least we know whet he's up to now.” He didn't rdly to my
attempt at good cheer. If anything, his frown got deeper. “Okay, is there something | should know that
you're not tdling me?’ | asked, trying to interpret his mood.



It took him awhile to answer, and I’ d just started to think he hadn’t heard me when he said, “No, not
that | know of.” And that, apparently, was that. He didn’'t say another word on the entire wak to the
subway sation, and | decided againg pressng the point. Owen wasn't the kind of person you could
meake talk.

Most people had a holiday, so the crowds were a little lighter than norma and we actudly got seats.
Tha meant | had a rare chance to notice the advertisng that ran overhead. | blinked, then elbowed
Owen. Spdlworks had blanketed the entire car. He closed his eyes and groaned.

As we walked from the subway dation to the office, he findly spoke to me. “I'm sorry everything's
been so messed up,” he said. “Every date we ve tried to have, the holiday. | guess we haven't made that
grest adtart.” He gave abitter little laugh. “In fact, | couldn’'t blame you at dl if you decided to cut your
losses because thisign't working.”

“Why would | do that?’ | asked. “Whatever we've run into, it's had as much to do with me as it has
with you. If 1 dumped you and tried getting together with someone normd, things would probably be
even worse.” My heart suddenly fdt like it had been caught in a vise. “You don’'t want to end this do
you?”

“No. But you know it's not going to be easy, the two of us. | don’t think it will ever be easy for me
because of who | am, or what | am.”

“Maybeit'll be easier if we take it on together.” | tried to make my voice lighter. “Besides, if you knew
my dating history, you'd know nothing's been easy for me. If we go out one more time, well be cdosng
inon my record for the past year or so, whether or not we run into another disaster.”

Some of the weight seemed to leave his shoulders. “Okay, then, if you indg.”
“l do.”

It looked like Merlin had come to the redlization that this was too big for our little team to ded with, for
when we got to his office for the meeting, there was a room ful of people (and other beings). |
recognized Sam and the heads of Sales and Accounting, as wdl as the chief seer from Prophets and
Lo, the forecasting unit. Even Owen's direct boss was there, and he dmost never Ieft his own office.

| was especidly surprised to see our corporate counsdl, Ethan Wainwright, there. He was a magicd
immune like | was, and we' d dated very, very briefly about a month ago. It was the firg time since he'd
dumped me that I'd had to dedl with him on a business basis. You'd think that dating Owen would have
made me fed better about that, but it ill Sung a little Facing an ex in a Stuation like that can be
chdlenging. Do you act like nathing ever happened, or do you acknowledge the past? | went with Stting
on the other sde of the room and trying to avoid him unless | had a specific reason to address him.

| glanced a Owen, who sat next to me, to seeif he'd reacted to Ethan being there, and then | redlized
that this same dilemma could apply to Owen someday. What if it didn’'t work out, if he was right about
whet he'd said earlier, if dl the disasters piled up and made one of us give up? Would we one day face
each other across a conference table and try to decide if we should just pretend nothing happened? It
was dmogt as sobering a thought as the implications of what 1dris had unveled the day before.

Melin called the meeting to order by summarizing what we'd seen on Chrismas. “As Miss Chandler
pointed out to me, the red concern appears to be tha Mr. Idris has the funding to operate like a
legitimate, high-levd business”



“It gets worse,” Owen said. “Katie, tdl them what you saw last night.”

“Was anyone watching TV last night?’ | asked. | was met with a room full of blank faces. | fdt like |
mus have been the only loser with no life, but then | remembered the sheltered magicd enclave Owen
was from and redlized that explained a lot about the things | took for granted that others at MSI didn't

Oet.
Then Merlin said, “Are you referring to the tdlevison commercid ?’

| turned to him in shock. Merlin, of dl people, was the one watching TV? Then again, that could
account for his rapid adaptation to modern life “Yes, the commercid. If he's buying TV time, it means
he's got even more resources than we redized, and he's trying to reach an even broader audience. The
commercids mugt be masked to nonmeagica people because my roommates didn’t notice anything odd.”

“According to the commercid, Mr. Idris and his company have now opened a retal establishment,”
Melin added. “1 believe our first order of business should be to investigate and determine what spells he
iscurrently sdling.”

“We could send someone in undercover,” Mr. Lanang, Owen’s boss, sad. “Otherwise, I'm pretty
sure mogt of our gaff would be recognized.”

Owen shook his head. “Not a good idea. It's easy enough to screen out disguises, and then it would
be even more obvious what we're up to. That person would ether be thrown out or given something
entirdy different. I'm not even sure it's good for a magicd person to go in. For dl we know, he's usng
some of his darker-influence spells on his customers to get them to buy or to make them more agreeable
to him. Remember, that’s why we were fighting him in the firg place. The storefront and the ads may dl
just be away to get more people under hisinfluence”

| was rather impressed that he’ d dared contradict his boss, but the frog-man didn’'t seem to mind. “So
we send in an immune? A regular nonmagica person probably wouldn't even see the store or be able to
enter it.”

He looked draight a me when he said it. It was my turn to shake my head. “No, he knows me too
wdl. We' d have to send someone he's never met.”

All heads in the room turned toward Ethan, who dso shook his head. “Sorry, no can do. | was there
for our firsd showdown, remember? He's not likdy to forget a flying tackle.”

“When he was working here, he shouldn't have run into anyone from Verification too often,” Owen
mused. “ Surdy we ve got someone around here we can count on to get the job done who would aso be

anonymous.”

| remembered the group of people I'd worked with in Verification before | got my current job, and |
waan't sure we could count on any of them. People who were immune to magic saw odd things they
couldn’'t explain, which wasn't necessarily good for their mental hedlth. If that didn't get them, knowing
thet ther abilities were so unique and that magica people couldn’t do anything to them tended to create
champion dackers. There was one person | thought might be able to get the job done, as much as |
hated to admit it.

“Kim could do it)” | said, even though my somach was dready chumning at the thought. “She's
probably the sharpest verifier we've got.” | reminded mysdf sternly that this was for the good of the
company, possbly for the good of the magicd world, maybe even for the good of the entire world.
When | got back to my office, | was going to have to write, “It's for the greater good,” a hundred times



inmy day planner to make sure that sank in. Maybe then it would counter my fears that she redly was
taking over my job.

Merlin nodded. “Yes, sheis quite efficient. Very well, we will send her to investigate”
“I'll give her alig of what she should look for,” Owen said, making a note in hislab book.

“It would be interesting to learn how he's disguisng his operation from the rest of the world,” Merin
sad. “That may be more problematic. It would appear that his veling spdlsfilter for anyone with magicad
ability, so dl of us see what's redly there, as do our immunes We have no one in our employ who is
nonmagica and nonimmune, and | am hesitant to bring anyone from outside in on the secret. That is a
step we take only in particular circumstances, and | don't believe that curiogity about whet the rest of the
world seesis yet that extreme.”

| was glad he'd said that, as | was probably the one in the group who knew the most so-caled norma
people, since Ethan had that thing for weirdness and had likdy ditched his old nonmagica friends, and |
redly didn't want to drag my friends into this. | figured they’d eventudly see something I'd have to
explain, but | preferred to wait for Merlin's extreme circumstances to face that. There was one other

option, though.

| didn’'t want to bring it up. In fact, it made me queasy even to think about it. But | couldn’'t come up
with away around it. “'Y ou know, you can temporarily create anonmagical, nonimmune person,” | said.

Owen'’s head snapped toward me. “No, | don't think so. Not a good idea.”

“| got through it the last time when | had no idea what was going on and hadn’t told anyone. We could
do it under more controlled circumstances, with people there to watch and make sure I'm okay. Don't
tdl me you haven't worked out the precise formula to temporarily dim immunity.” He turned red and
looked away from me, which was confirmation enough. “Besides, it's not like I'd be going on any mgor
secret misson. It would be a wak through Times Square, a look a a few subway ads, and maybe a
grall past the store. If y'dl can't keep me safe for that much, then you don’t stand a chance of winning
this”

“But, as you just pointed out, we have other immunes on gaff,” Owen said.

“But none who has experienced a loss of immunity,” Merlin put in. “Miss Chandler has learned to
recognize the differences and even compensate for them. We might want to consider training some of the
other immunes that way in the future, but for now, sheisthe best suited for the assgnment.”

| turned to Owen with a amug “ So, there!” ook, but he didn't seem to see me. He was focused on
Merlin. “But | need her!” he said, more forcibly then I'd ever heard him say much of anything. Then he
seemed to redlize how that sounded, and aflush crept upward from his shirt collar to his hairline. “I mean,
I'll need her help andyzing the items we get from this Spellworks store so we can see if there' s anything
hidden in them. Finding out what the rest of the world sees in the advertiang is surdy a much lower

priority.”

Melin nodded. “That much is true. Very wdl, we will wait before usng Miss Chandler for that aspect
of the investigation, but please make certain you're making decisons based on business reasons rather
then your persona fedings” Owen, dill blushing furioudy, nodded as he kept his eyes on the table.
Merlin acknowledged that with a nod of his own before continuing. “Now, those are the Strategies for

dedling with the potentidly less-than-seemly aspects of our opponent. What can we do to face this from
abusiness gandpoint?’



Mr. Hartwell, the head of Sales, amiled his plagtic amile. “Have we ever considered opening our own
gorefront or doing veiled advertising like that? Until now, our only way to promote oursalves has been
through the products themsdves, and we only recently started putting marketing messages on the
packaging. Now that we appear to have red competition that's marketing a this leve, I'm not sure we
can afford not to step it up a notch or two.”

“Or would that be playing into his hands by legitimizing his dams?’ | asked, thinking out loud. “He
seems to have cast us as IBM in the IBM versus Apple saga. He's even seding old Apple advertisng
dogans. His company is fresh, new, and innovative, while we re old, stodgy, and resistant to change.”

“That’'s not entirdy untrue,” Minerva Felps, the head seer, muttered under her breeth.
“Wha was the outcome of this legendary battle?” Merlin asked.

| supposed in a sense that it redly was a kind of modern warfare, so | didn't bother correcting his
assumption. “Both companies are 4ill in busness. IBM changed its business model, but not redly
because of Apple. Apple 4ill has a limited market share. The red victor in dl of this was Microsoft,
which has the dominant operating system. I'm not sure any of that applies to our scenario. Oh, and as far
as | know, none of those companies was literdly evil, destructive, or aiming for true world domination.
W, not that anyone's been able to prove.”

“How would us responding to their efforts play into thar hands?” Mr. Hartwdl chalenged, his aams
crossed over his chest and his eyes narrowed.

“For one thing, it would take alot of money, and if we try to compete on thet levd, it could just end up
hurting us without helping much. | don’t see how he can sugtain thislevd of exposure for very long unless
he rakes in some serious sales. HE' s gat to have a big source of funding.”

“If the connection you believe you've observed is correct,” Merlin said to me, “we may know where
he' s getting his funding.”

Every head in the room turned to look a me. “I was a the offices of Vandermeer and Company last
week, hdping a friend with something, and | noticed that they had one of the creatures | usudly associate
with Idris there, apparently working as some kind of bodyguard. I’ ve seen that particular creature severd
times, dways attacking me when I've been invedigating Idris. It's possible that they're in league with
Idris”

“Those Merediths never have been up to much good,” Minerva Felps muttered. “I've adways
wondered what happened to the missng Vandermeer heir that adlowed them to take over.”

“He was turned into a frog, then disenchanted, and now he's daing my roommate,” | answered. “But
he' s not afrog anymore. That'swhy | was at their offices. | was heping him scope out the Stuation so he
could see about getting hisfamily business back.”

“l wonder if thisiswho's been pulling the strings dl dong,” Owen mused.

Mr. Lansng spun his pen around, which was an impressive feat with frog flippers. “Possbly,” he said.
“Or d=eit's someone who saw Idris's potentid.”

“Minerva, have any of your people noticed anything?” Merlin asked.

“We ve seen some portents, but we're dill trying to andyze them. Things are hazy enough that |
suspect we' re being deliberately blocked. We may send someone to wander by the store to see if any of
the Sgnds are stronger there, and I'm planning a big meditation sesson tomorrow, but | don't anticipate



any earth-shattering reveations to come from it. Still, you never know.”

Ethan looked over a me. “It's Philip you're taking about, the one who was enchanted?’ | nodded,
and he said, “Maybe | should meet with im and see what we might be able to do legdly. If we can
prove who he is and get him back in charge of that investment firm, maybe we can cut off Idris's
funding.” He frowned for a moment, then added, “I'm assuming tha there are magicd channds for
hendling this sort of thing, where saying you were turned into a frog is actudly a vaid dam and won't
land you in the loony bin.”

“Yes, of course. We have to have our own ways of sdtling legd disputes involving magic,” Mr.
Hartwell said.

“Okay, then I'll look into the legd angle” Ethan said. “Fghting againg evil schemers isn't my legd
Specidty, but it's becoming something of a hobby.”

“While you guys are taking the thinkin' end of the plan, we' re gonna send a few folk down to steke
out the store,” Sam said. “I doubt Idris|l be working the cash register himsdf, but you never know who
you'll find popping by. There might be someone worth following. Thet is, if we can see past their disguise
illusons We probably shouldn't try smultaneoudy unveling everyone in Times Square again.” Owen
turned bright red at that and became engrossed in the pattern of wood grain on the conference table.

Melin nodded. “Very wel, then. There isTt much we can do until we have more informetion.
Tomorrow we Il send Kim to the store to obtain some samples of their merchandise, which we will then
andyze. Based on that andyds wéell have a better sense of what the scheme seems to be, and we will
aso know how we should respond, businesswise. Now, I've asked you to give up enough of your
holiday. Please fed free to enjoy the rest of your day. We will meet again in two days to discuss
preiminary results”

As the meeting broke up, Owen went over to Merlin to tak, and that left me sanding face-to-face
with Ethan. “How’ s it going?’ he asked, diminating my option of pretending not to notice him.

“Pretty good,” | said.
“l hear you and Owen are together now.”
“Ya‘l_”

“Good. He s anice guy. And gpparently not into chicks with wings” He glanced over his shoulder to
where Trix's desk sat empty. “I guess you were right about that, after dl.”

It had been one of my better breakup lines, | had to admit. HE'd said he thought | was a little too
normd for him, and I'd accused him of redly wanting to date chicks with wings. The fact that it turned
out to be true made it even better. “Well, they do say I'm perceptive. And I'm glad things are working
out for you.”

“Thanks. No hard fedings?’

| was rather surprised to redize that there weren't any. He seemed to beong to another lifetime, even
though it wasn't that long ago. “No hard fedings,” | confirmed.

Owen wrapped up his business with Merlin and joined me. “Ready to go?’ he asked.

“Sure. You're not saying to work?’



He sghed. “What do | have to work with? I’ d be tempted to drop by that store and grab a few spells
to start with, but he's probably got the place specificdly warded againg me.”

“Thisign't something we're going to fix with a few hours work, and | doubt a few hours will make
much of a difference”

“Unfortunately, that's probably true. However,” he glanced around to make sure none of the stragglers
were in earshot, “it might not hurt to walk by that store and see what’s going on.”

“No, it might not.”

“We might just happen to be going to lunch somewhere in that area, and if we pass the store, then we
could look through the windows.”

“S0, lunch, then?’
He did a greet job of looking utterly innocent. “Yes, lunch. Are you free?’
“I'll have to check my calendar,” | replied with a coy amile

We got our coats at hislab, then headed out, taking the subway uptown to Times Square. From there,
we headed over to Ffth Avenue and walked up a block or so. | spotted the store at the right address
across the avenue from us right away. It wasn't nearly as splashy or impressive as the ads would have
hed us believe. Instead, it was in a narrow old building that didn't seem to have seen much remodding.
Then | redlized that was the way | saw it. “What doesiit look like to you?’ | asked Owen.

He shrugged. “A store. Too much neon for my taste. The strobe light might not be such a greet idea.
Judt looking at the store gives me a headache.”

“It seems like we've found one place he's cut corners. To me, this in't too different from those
ten-dollar dothing stores downtown.”

“Maybe we should get a better look,” he suggested, taking my am and heading toward the nearest
crosswalk.

But then | saw someone standing on the other side of the avenue—someone wearing what |ooked
suspicioudy like a flamingo-pink 1980s prom dress with her tarnished tiara. | couldn’'t see the back of
her dress, but I'd have bet aweek’s pay that there was abig bow on the butt. Ethdinda waved her wand
a me, and | immediatdy tugged on Owen's am. “Let’s get lunch firs. Then we can catch the store on
our way back.”

“Okay. There are alot of places for lunch back toward Times Square.”

We hadn’'t made it hdf a block before | saw another familiar face, and this time it was someone 1'd
been looking for rather than someone | was trying to avoid. A fary with curly blond hair wove her way
through the crowds on the sdewak across the street from us. | gripped Owen's am. “Don’t make any
sudden moves, but Ari’s across the street from us”

He kept walking but dowed his pace ever so dightly as he cast his eyes in that direction. “1 don't see
her, but she's probably disguised. Let’s follow her and see where she goes.”

“But won't she see us?’

“Two can play that game. Stick to me and she won't see athing.” With that, he reversed direction and



took off. “Tdl mewhich way she turns.”

It was a chdlenge keeping up with Owen's brisk pace while not taking my eyes off Ari. I'd expected
her to head draight to the store, but she turned in the opposite direction. | tugged on his am to steer him
the right way, feding kind of like Rocky tdling Rollo when to brake or hit the gas. “Do you think she
might be heading to ther secret headquarters?’ | asked.

“We can only hope. Is she the one making a rude gesture at that cab she just stepped out in front of 7’
“Y egh, tha would be our girl.”
“Okay, then, I've got her inmy sghts, too.”

And that was a good thing, because | then spotted Ethelinda heading toward us, and it was dl | could
do to keep track of both of them. | wasn't sure how | could manage to avoid a fary godmother while
tracking an evil farry. Fortunatdy, Ethdinda didn't seem to have much interest in contacting me. She just
seemed to be fallowing and watching, which meant she must have been able to see us. | supposed Owen
was targeting his spell rictly to Ari. That made sense. You could get trampled walking down a crowded
aty sdewak when you were vishle. Going totdly invisble would have been practicdly suicidd.

“Looks like she's heading to Grand Central,” Owen remarked, speeding his pace.

“Maybe their secret headquarters is out of town. That would explan why we ve been having trouble
finding them.”

“Somehow, | have trouble imagining a magic el with ‘Made in Yonkers on the labd.”
“That’swhy it's such a brilliant hiding place.”

“Okay, she's definitdy gaing into the gation.” He picked up his pace, which put me a dmogt a run.
“WEeIl have to get closer because it'll be easier for her to lose us in there, even if she doesn't know
we're fallowing.”

And he was right. In the cavernous man concourse, there were too many people moving in too many
different directions with no clear-cut pathways for it to be easy to track any one person. Fortunately,
there weren't that many people with wings, which made it alittle easier for me. | wasn't sure how Owen
was doing it, unless he'd locked in on the sense of her magic or was usng his precognitive abilities to
anticipate her moves. Meanwhile, | completely lost track of Ethdinda. Even in Grand Central Station, |
should have been able to spot afairy godmother wearing a bad 1980s prom dress.

Ari headed down one of the Sde passageways that lead toward both tracks and retall shops. I'd be
redly annoyed if she was jugt going to a bookstore after we went to dl that effort to follow her, but she
turned in the opposite direction, which seemed to lead to train tracks. | lost Sght of her for a split second,
then Owen pulled my arm. “Come on, thisway,” he said.

“Areyou sure? | thought | saw her turning the other way.”
“No, she went right down toward this platform.”

As he pulled mein that direction, | looked back over my shoulder, but | didn't see any wings, o |
gave in and followed him. He was probably right. Except, there was no train waiting at either of the
tracks dong the platform we were on. “ She kept on going. See, there sheis ahead.”

“l don’'t see anything.” Or did I? There was a hint of movement at the far end of the plaiform. “Are we



supposed to be down here?”
“Reax, | fixed it SO nobody can see us. We won't get in trouble.”

We reached the end of the platform, and he stepped off onto the ground below, pausing to hep me
down. At this point, there were only the dimmest of lights. | supposed that was good because the bright
light of an oncoming train wasn't what we wanted to see. The tracks led into a cavelike area where
raillroad supplies were stacked up againg brick pillars. 1t was dl very spooky. | hdfway expected to
come upon a candldit underground lake with the Phantom of the Opera rowing himsdf across while
snging love songs to a spellbound soprano.

By thistime, we were wdl away from the tracks, and it was extremey dark, without even a few safety
lights Owen created a amdl, glowing sphere that hung in the ar above his hand. It worked to guide his
way, but it left me dmost blind. | was glad he d recognized Ari because | now couldn’t see athing.

| could hear something, though, and it didn’t sound like a disgruntled fairy giving the secret password
to the hidden headquarters. It was more like a roar that echoed through the cavern. The roar was
followed by a burst of sulfur-scented flame that shot straight toward us.

“Uh-oh,” Owen said just before he doused hislight and pulled me out of the flane's path.

Twelve

T he flame exposed far more detall than | redly wanted to seer scaly skin, yelow eyes, and sharp,

pointy teeth. I’ve never thought of mysdf as a dhrinking violet or damsd in distress looking for a knight in
shining armor to rescue me, but | couldn’t stop mysdf from screaming and dinging to Owen. | figured |
got a free pass on any girly behavior when it came to red, live dragons. And that's exactly what seemed
to be facing usin this cavern. There were severd of them, dl looking like something out of a scary movie,
complete with ugly horned heads, leathery wings, and spiked tails.

Owen angled himsdf to shidd mewhile he raised his right hand, deflecting the next burst of flame and
sending it to hover in a bdl of fire jus below the celing. Although Owen was reacting camly and
logically, especialy conddering the circumstances, when | looked at his face, | saw that he looked more
unnerved than I'd ever seen him.

Dragons didn’t seem to be dl that bright, which was lucky for us. They were sidetracked by the bl of
flame and didn’'t appear to understand what had happened. That bought us sometime. One of the beasts
was between us and the only way out we knew of, but there was a niche in a crumbling brick wal that
offered a amdl degree of shelter. Owen shoved me into the back of the niche, then hid just indde it,
shidding me.

| hoped he knew what he was doing, because those mongters were truly terifying, and there were
more of them than I’d initidly redlized. We mugt have sumbled into a nest—assuming dragons lived in
nests—which was't the sort of thing | expected to find under Grand Central. They kept roaring and
breathing fire a us, and Owen kept deflecting the flames. | knew he was pretty powerful and he could
probably keep doing that dl day, but we needed to get out of there eventudly if we were going to survive
this If nothing else, food and water might become an issue. For us, not the dragons. If they caught us,



they’ d have food taken care of, and | didn’'t know if they needed water.

“| thought the dragons in the sewer system were an urban legend,” Owen remarked as he deflected
yet another burst of flame. By this point, there were enough firebdls hanging in the ar to make this
underground cavern look like a July afternoon in Texas. The fird ones were disspating in a shower of
sparks.

“| thought it was dligatorsin the sewer system,” | said, wincing and flinching at the next dragon attack.
Eventudly they were going to give up on the flames and go to Plan B, which would probably involve
eting us without cooking usfird.

“That’s the cover story,” Owen said.
“Oh. But thisign't the sewer system, isit?’

“If you were that powerful, would you stay in the sewers for long, or would you find another place to
day? I'm sure there's a hole in a sewer tunnd somewhere that leads into one of these forgotten rallway
tunnels”

“Good point.” | tried to think of someway | could help. “Need me to throw arock or two at them?’ |
fdt | might as well fdl back on my known strengths.

“No, thanks. Right now, | think they’ re guessing where we are, based on amdl. | haven't dropped the
invighility spell. I’'m varying the angles on my deflections, but a rock might help them pinpoint us.”

“Okay, then, no rocks. Us talking might not be such a gresat idea, then, huh?’

“l doubt they can hear us over thair own roaring, and sound bounces around in here. But yesh, we
might want to limit conversation.”

| supposed the Stuation could have been kind of romantic, in a bizarre way, what with my dashing
hero rescuing me from the terrible dragons and dl, but | doubted it would get too romantic until we were
sy out of there. And then we'd both need a good shower before we'd want to go anywhere near
each other for the dramatic “thank goodness you're okay” scene. | could tdl my hair dready reeked of
smoke.

Soon, the dragons got a clue, which wasn't a good sgn for us. The head dragon swiped the ar with
one giant clawed foot, like it was looking for the hidden intruders. “Not that I'm ungrateful for you
deflecting the flames,” | said as that foot got closer and closer to us, “but we probably ought to come up
with a plan to get out of here. Maybe you could create a diverson, or something.”

“I’'m open to suggestions,” he said, sending away another burst of flame that came close enough that |
could have used it to toast marshmallows.

“The diversdon was my suggestion.”
“If you come up with any specifics beyond throwing a rock, fed free to share”

If this had been one of those movies about a dragondayer hero rescuing a damsd in distress, we'd
have been kissing and expressng our true fedings toward each other about now, fearing that we were
about to die and not wanting our love to go unspoken. Instead, we were practicaly bickering, and we'd
never had anything close to afight before. | tried to tdl mysdf that this was actudly a hedthy Sgnin the
growth of our relaionship because it meant we trusted each other enough to say what we redly ft. No
meatter how cute | thought Owen was, sweet nothings were not at the top of my mind at this particular



moment.

“The one blocking the exit seems to be the problem,” | pointed out. “If you could zap it, or whatever it
isyou do, that might hep. We could sneak past the others and get away.”

“I'm not sure | know a pdl acute enough to get through a dragon’s scales to kill it—not off the top of
my head—but that does give me an idea,” he said, never taking his eyes off the lead dragon, which was
now siffing dong the ground like a bloodhound in a digurbingly accurate path following where we' d
been. It wouldn't be long before it found us.

“I'mdl ears,” | said.

“It saspdl that might help, but | haven't tried it on dragons. Or, wdl, redly tried it in the red world.
It'sjusgt atheory. It may or may not work, and it could passibly backfire.”

“I'm immune to magic. I’'m okay with backfiring.”
“It could make them angrier.”

“Sill not seeing how that makes our Stuation much worse. Trapped by angry dragons versus trapped
by angrier dragons. There' s not a Sgnificant difference.”

“Okay, then. Be ready to react.”
“React how?’

“I'm not sure. Maybe run. Or duck. This might be a good time to be ready to throw something. I'm
going to have to lift the invighility spdl to do this because | don’'t have the power to do both & the same
time and be sure it will work.”

| knelt to pick up a brick and hefted it in my right hand. “ Okay, I'm set. Go for it.”

He raised both hands over his head and shouted some strange words in a louder voice than I'd ever
heard him use. In the underground chamber, his words echoed and rang. With his aams raised,
slhouetted againg the dragons unearthly flames, he truly looked the part of the powerful wizard.
Suddenly, the dragons stopped shocoting fire They dso stopped roaing and snaling. Instead
they...whimpered?

The one in front even seemed to be wagging its tail, which was dmogt as dangerous as when it had
been waving its claw. It lowered its head to the ground in a submissive posture, and if | wasn't mistaken,
it was giving Owen puppy-dog eyes. In fact, it looked for dl the world like a puppy begging its master to
throw a gtick for it to fetch.

“Was this what was supposed to happen?’ | asked.

“l waan't entirdy sure what was supposed to happen,” he admitted.
“Now you tdl me”

“l did say it was untested.”

“So, thisis how you get Jake to follow your orders,” | teased.

“You know, I've never thought of trying that.” He paused, tilted his head, and grinned at the thought.
“But actudly, | was expecting it to subdue them, maybe even put them to deep. | must have done



something wrong. But they do seem to have become friendly enough. Warnt to try getting out of here?’
“I’'m more than ready.”

He took my hand, and together we edged our way around the chamber. The lead dragon whimpered
agan and moved as though to follow us. “1 think it wants you to play fetch,” | said.

“That is what it looks like” He raised his free hand and sent one of the railroad ties lying in a rotting
pile in one corner flying across the chamber. The dragons dl turned and heppily chased it. We took
advantage of the digtraction to run toward the exit, but next thing we knew, there was a “thud’ on the
ground behind us. We turned to see a railroad tie lying there, covered in dragon dime, with a dragon
gtting expectantly behind it. “Uh, good boy,” Owen said before sending the tie flying again.

We managed to run afew more yards and even out of the chamber before the dragon brought its stick
back to us This time, Owen sent severd of the railroad ties flying in different directions. That gave us a
little extra time, as the dragons dl collided while they ran after ther sticks. We were just through the
doorway out of the next chamber and into a narrower passageway when the dragons happily brought
their sticks back to Owen, dropping them just ingde the doorway.

The passageway was too smdl for the dragons to enter, so we were safe. The last thing | expected to
hear as we escaped, though, was a mournful whimper. The sound was s0 sad it brought Owen up short.
He turned around. “Stay. Be good,” he told the dragons, who were shoving one another out of the way
50 they could each see him through the doorway. They settled down, resting their heads on their forearms
and looking very much like Arawn had when he lay at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for Owen to come
down. “We | play again some other time” Owen told the dragons, looking rather guilty.

“You redly do have a way with pets, don't you?’' | said as we hurried back to the tunnd that would
take usinto the train station. “But | bet you won't feed those guys from the dinner table.”

“Loony might get jedlous, and I'd give her pretty good odds againg them.”
“You're not redly going to go back and play with them, are you?’

“I might. | fed bad taming them that way and then leaving them lonely. Besides, you never know when
anest of friendly dragons might come in handy.”

“l wonder if you could break any of them to a saddle so you could fly on them,” | said, remembering a
book 1'd once read about people who rode dragons as a form of transportation. |I'd adways thought that
sounded kind of cool.

“I imagine we'd fird have to teach them to fly. These dragons seem to have never It the
underground. Their wings might even be atrophied.” When we reached the train platform—uwith no trains
on ather track, thank goodness—he said, “Don't worry, we're invisble again, and | think we'd better
day that way until we get home, considering the way we look.” In the brighter light, | could see thet his
face and clothes were streaked with black soot. | probably didn’'t look much better. Neither of us
andled dl that fresh, between the sweat, the soot, the dust from the tunnds, and the dragons sulfur
scent. In the New York subway system, our odor would probably blend in with dl the other amdlls.

We dipped through the termind, leaving traces of sooty footprints behind us, then made our way into
the subway dation to catch a downtown train. Nobody seemed to notice the turndtiles that turned on
their own as we passed invisbly through them. | wasn't sureif the invighility spell covered taking or not,
s0 | didn’t try to make conversation with Owen. He nodded a me and got up one station before Union
Square. | guessed that meant we were going to his place to cean up.



Sure enough, once we'd made our way to a nearly empty sidewak near Gramercy Park, he said, “I
assume you' [l want to clean up a bit before going home.”

“Very good idea. | can't think of a gngle reasonable explanation for looking—and smdling—like this”

When we entered Owen's home, Loony took one whiff of him, then arched her back and hissed.
“Yeah, yeah, I’ ve been cheating on you with other pets,” he said wearily. Then he turned to me and said,
“By this time, you know the drill. Your usud emergency clothes are in the guest room, and you're
welcome to use the shower there. | have a washer and dryer, so we can take care of your clothes before
you go home, and | know a few deaning spells that may help your coat. And | just redlized, we never got
around to having lunch. Want to order Chinese or a pizza or something?’

“Anything that’s not aflambé” | said, shuddering.

As| rinsed the sulfurous soot out of my hair in Owen's guest bathroom shower, | redized thet at least
I’d broken my usud pattern. Instead of ending up a Owen’s place cold and wet, | was hot and sooty.
Tha wasn't much of an improvement. | wondered if there would ever be atime when | was a Owen's
home just because he wanted me there with him and not in the aftermath of a disaster. Of course, that
would mean having time with Owen without any disasters popping up, and the chances of that ever
heppening were beginning to look infintesmd as long as we werein our current jobs.

The one thing missng in Owen's well-equipped guest bathroom was a blow dryer, but | made do by
towding my har thoroughly, then combing it and towding it again. I'd lathered, rinsed, and repeated
enough times to get the sulfurous smdl out of my hair, and I'd scrubbed a layer of skin off my face trying
to get the soot off. Then | dressed in that same old sweat suit that Owen seemed to have designated as
mine In most relationships, keeping clothes at your boyfriend's place meant things were getting serious,
and it might even be a fird step toward moving in. In this rdationship, it would mean gving mysdf a
better-fitting option for the next time | found mysdf recovering from a disaster.

When | got downgtairs, Owen was dready showered and dressed. He was on the phone ordering
Chinese food—in Chinese. | shouldn’t have been surprised. As many languages as he could trandate, it
made sense he might speak afew. | sat on the sofa and dlowed mysdf to admire him. Even with wet hair
that looked like it had been toweed hdfheartedly but not combed and with his glasses on, he was il
gorgeous. | waited for that usud jolt of insecurity to hit me and make me wonder what a guy who looked
like that who could tame dragons and then order in Chinese would want with someone like me, but it
didn't come. He'd given me no reason to think he wanted anyone but me. Now, whether or not we
could make things work was another story.

“I'm impressed,” | said when he got off the phone.

As| expected, he turned afetching shade of pink. He leaned againg the edge of his desk like he was
trying to look casud. “Oh, yesh, wdl, | do speak a little, and it was eader than meking sure | was
understood in English.”

“You'reful of surprises. Like whatever that was today with the dragons.”

He brushed his damp hair out of his eyes, then frowned a the moidure left on his hand as if just
natidng that his hair was gill wet. “Remember when you firg came to work at MSI, Rod gave you the
grand tour, and when you were in my lab Jake came in with his pants shredded?’

| nodded. | was surprised he remembered it that vividly, congdering it was just a vague recollection to
me “Yeah. He was testing a Spdll, wasn't he? Something to do with dogs?’



“The spdl was supposed to soothe wild animas, only it obvioudy didn’'t work when Jake tried it on
the dog that came a him. I’ve been tinkering with it since then to see how it redly worked. I'm pretty
aure it was a migrandation on Jake's part, or maybe he left something out, because it seems to have
worked for me”

“And on something much, much bigger than a stray dog. Do they even make Milk Bones that big? Or
does Purina have a Dragon Chow? | know they make just about every other kind of chow because we
sold itin our store back home.”

It wasn't a greet joke, but I’d hoped for at least ahint of a smile from him. Instead, he pounded his figt
on hisdesk. “I can't bdieve | was stupid enough to walk into that trap.”

“Trap?

“Ar’s trap. You don't think we accidentally sumbled on a nest of dragons while we were following
her, do you?" He stood up and started pacing, the energy that usudly bubbled just beneath his cdm
exterior now dl at the surface. “1 should have known better. What made me think that after our entire
security force has spent more than a week combing the ity for her, she'd happen to cross our path? And
then | was dumb enough to fdl for it and let her lead us into danger.”

“l don’t know that we could have seen that coming.”

He stopped pacing and looked a me. “But you did, didn’'t you? | was the one who had to go into that
tunnd. You wanted to go the other way. She had me totaly fooled. | should know to aways ligen to
you. | bet she sent anilluson for me to follow, right into her trap.”

“l waan't totaly sure which way she went. I'd logt Sght of her. | don’t think either of us could have
known, and we couldn’t have risked missang the chance to follow her to their hideout. For dl we know,
the hideout could have been on the other sde of the dragons, and they’'re usng the dragons as
watchdogs.”

That cdmed him somewhat. “True. | guess we'll never redly know.”

“Unless we want to do a little more exploring in that area and see if we can find what she might have
been heading to, in case it wasn't a ddiberate trap. You dready have the dragons esting out of your
hand. What other danger are you likdy to sumble on down there?’ The look on his face made me say,
“Okay, scratch that. 1 don't want to know. But surdly it can’t be anything a pet dragon couldn’t scare
away for you. You know, we could have just made a wrong turn and ssumbled into the dragons on our
own,” | added. “Thereis such athing as coincidence.”

He looked logt in thought while he pondered that, but before he could say anything the buzzer from the
downgtairs door sounded. “Thet'Il be lunch. I'll be back in a second,” he said, heading for the front door.
He was back not long afterward with a giant paper bag.

“Wha army were you planning on feeding?’ | asked.

“| like to plan on leftovers,” he said. “And | like to make sure | have a couple of favorites | know I'll
like, plus one new thing to try.”

We went back to the kitchen table, where we barely had room for a couple of plates among dl the
take-out containers. “I may even be hungry enough to eat dl of this” | said as | served mysdf. “Bang
attacked by dragons works up an appetite.”

After we ate, we washed my clothes so I'd have something to go home in and continued discussng



what we thought Ari might have been up to, Idris's new scheme, and what our next move might be. I'd
given up on any non-work-related conversation. It wasn't like | could expect hm to spend the day
whigpering sweet nothings into my ear when he was convinced our enemies had just tried to kill us.

By the time | made it home, my roommates were convinced my evil boss must have made me work dl
day. “Even Mimi, ex-boss from hdl, didn't make you comein for awhole day on a holiday,” Marcia said
as | hung up my coat, which dill smelled faintly of sulfur despite Owen’s best efforts to dean it magicdly.

“I haven't been at work dl day,” | said, wishing | could summon one of Owen'’ s blushes on command.
| was too tired to pull off the bashful maiden routine a the moment. “1 went out to lunch with Owen after
work, and the day got away from us”

They both hooted, and | findly fet my face warming properly. At this point, | didn't care what they
thought I’ d been doing because that had to be preferable to the truth. “Time flieswhen you' re having fun,
doesn't it?” Gemma sad.

“Yegh, it ddfinitdy does.”

“Spesking of fun,” Marcia said, “what do we have planned for New Y ear’s Eve? Since we were apart
a Chrismas, we should dl do something together.”

“I'm bardly recovering from the last haliday,” | said. “I can’'t think that far ahead.” For dl | knew, I'd
be engaged in a mgor magicd battle that night. When you're part of the team trying to stop a rogue
wizard, it's hard to make advance plans.

“Can you think as far ahead as dinner tonight?” Marcia asked. “I’'m sarving.”

| wouldn't have thought | could eat anything after dl that Chinese food I'd wolfed down that
afternoon, but my scomach rumbled as soon as Marcia mentioned food. “I could eat something.”

Gemma stretched lazily on the sofa. “I'll buy yours if you'll go to that sasndwich shop down the street
and pick something up. That's what I'm hungry for, and they don’t ddliver.”

| collected orders and money, then got my coat and headed downgtairs. Only after | was a block
away from our building did it dawn on me that going out and about on my own might not have been the
brightest idea. | did have enemies, after dl. Or was | beneath Idris's notice now that he'd launched his
company and, for dl he knew, | couldn’'t do him much harm? At any rate, | made sure to keep my eyes
open for anything that looked out of place.

| was il pondering angles we might be able to take againgt Idris as | |eft the sandwich shop with our
dinner. I'd just rounded the corner onto our street when someone jumped out a me, shouting, “Wasn't
thet exciting?’

Thirteen

I hed to juggle for afew seconds to keep from dropping my take-out bags. Only when | was absolutely

certan Gemma's roast beef and brie sandwich wasn't going to go splat on the pavement did | look up
and recognize Ethdinda. “Would you stop that?’ | shouted. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?’



“Sorry,” she said with agiggle She dill wore that hideous reject prom dress, with bits of the fur from
her Mrs. Claus ouitfit peeking out around the neckline. “Didn’t mean to gartle you.”

“When you don’t mean to startle someone, you don't appear out of thin ar right in front of them. And
what did you think was so exciting? | was just getting sandwiches.”

She waved her wand in a dimissve gesture. “I wasn't referring to the sandwiches. | was taking about
the dragons.”

“You knew about the dragons?’
“I hear about things There' s very little that happens to you that | don't find out about.”

“Oh.” | waan't sure | was crazy about that idea. There were reasons why 1’d never auditioned to be
on redity TV. | didn't like the idea of being watched. “Wadll, ‘exciting’ isV't quite the word I'd use to
describe the dragons.”

“Yes, but surviving an encounter with dragons and being rescued by such a brave young man must
have been exdting.”

“You'd think so, wouldn't you? But trust me, it doesn’t work out that way in red life” It occurred to
me then that Owen might have been right about the dragons being a trap. Etheinda hersdf might have set
it, not to put us in danger but because a hero rescuing a damsdl in distress from a dragon was such a
daple of romantic fantasy sagas. But surdy she couldn’t be that stupid. If she knew my entire reationship
higory and dl that uff about our destiny, she had to know what our work entailed and that dragons
were pretty darn dangerous. It would be awfully hard to play matchmaker to a couple of piles of cinders.
“Y ou wouldn't have happened to arrange our medting with the dragons, would you?’ | asked.

“Mai?” She batted her eyelashes vigoroudy, as though she was both hurt and offended by my
accusation, but she didn’'t exactly deny it. “Rescuing a maiden from a dragon is a sure way to generate
romance. It'sin dl the stories. | can’'t begin to count the number of couples I've known who met that
way. But that doesn't mean | had anything to do with it.”

“You were there. | saw you.”

“l was merdy keeping an eye on my dient. You were hard to keep up with when you were chasng
your friend that way.”

| wasn't entirely convinced of her innocence, but | could tdl arguing would do no good. “Widll, for the
record, there's nothing romantic about dragons. They're ugly, loud, and smdly. And Owen thought
someone was trying to lead us into a trap to kill us, so he spent the rest of the day wondering what our
enemies might be up to. He probably wouldn't have noticed if I'd swooned into hisarms.”

“You didn't swoon into hisarms?’ For once, she sounded unsure.

“No. I'm not redly the siwooning type. I'm aso not very good a being a damsd in distress. | don't
like being rescued. I'd rather rescue mysdf. We dready have a pretty skewed badance of
power—literdly—in this rdationship. Him dways having to rescue me doesn’t help matters.”

“It waan't romantic, then?”’

“No!” For once, | didn't play the good Southern girfl and gpologize when she looked hurt. |
repositioned my bags and resumed waking toward home, making her flutter to keep up with me. “If you
did have anything to do with it, or if you were thinking of doing something like that, please give it a rest.



You'reredly not doing me alot of favorsin the romance department. Not that | recal asking you for any
favarsin the romance department, beyond one little, tiny bit of information, which you didn’t have.”

“So fdling through the ice didn’t give him the chance to warm you up?’

“Ahd | knew that was you! Y eah, there was some warming up and even snuggling, but it also ruined
our date just when it was getting romantic. WWho knows what might have happened if you'd let things play
out naturdly?’

“You think | had something to do with that? I’ d never do anything to cause you harm.”

She looked so hurt thet | dmogt rdented. “Look,” | said, a little more gently, “things are complicated
for us right now because of our work, so when something bad happens to us, neither of us is likdy to
think about romance as we rescue or comfort each other. Instead, we think that someone’s out to get us,
S0 we worry, which isn't too romantic, and since he's very, very dedicated to his work, he tends to go
right into work mode to try to solve the problem, and that totdly kills the romance.”

She perked up. “Oh. Then | shdl have to see what | can do to help you with that.”

“No! You don't have to do anything!” | cdled out, but she disappeared before | got the “no” out. |
could only begin to imagine what her next tactic might be if she was actudly behind dl the things that had
happened to us latdy.

The next morning, Kim reported bright and early to Owen's lab to get her assgnment from him. Being
sent out into the fiedld undercover must have been the most excitement she'd had in a long time. Her
slow skin dmogt had a hedthy flush to it and she'd logt that pinched look around her mouth. Maybe dl
she redly wanted was to fed needed and important. Or maybe she was just excited about getting that
much more of a grasp on my job.

While we waited for her to return with the spells, Owen buried himsdf in a book that was dmost
bigger than he was, and | searched the Internet for advertisng case studies that might have some bearing
on our Stuation. When Kim had been gone an hour, Owen gave up on reading and started pacing. He
seemed on the verge of cdling out the cavadry when she findly returned with two large Spellworks
shopping bags.

“He s seriousif he has good shopping bags” | said as Owen took them from her. They were dmost
on a par with what you' d find at a high-end boutique, with a shiny logo on the sides and ribbon handles.

“They are good shopping bags, aren't they?’ Kim said. “Do you mindif | keep one when you're done
with them?’

“Well see” Owen sad distractedly.

“Okay, just let me know if you need anything ese. I'm only a phone cal away.” It was then that |
redized her flushed look hadn’'t been excitement. It had been makeup. She’'d dolled hersdf up to meet
with Owen. She’d moved in on my job, and now was she moving in on my man? Fortunately, Owen was
too focused on the problem at hand to even notice her or her attempts at fluttering eyelashes. There were
times when his focus on work and obliviousness about other things worked inmy favor.

We spent the rest of the day with me reading the spells out loud while Owen read over my shoulder so



we could compare what he saw to what | saw. That was more than a bit distracting, and if Jake hadn't
been hovering to see what we'd found, | might not have been able to stop mysdf from tackling Owen
and throwing him down on one of the lab tables. After dearing it of clutter first, of course.

When I'd read a least Sx spels and had to take a break because my throat was raw, Owen buried
hisface in his hands with a groan. “We are in huge trouble,” he declared.

“Why? |s there something dark hidden in there?’

He shook his head. “No. There€'s nothing veled that | can tdl. They're dl pefectly legitimate
draightforward spdlls. Not particularly good ones, granted. They take far more energy than necessary to
do that kind of work, and | don’t see these spells as dl that vauable for day-today life But thereé's no
reason here for us to stop him or go after him. | can't believe he's redly trying to compete with us
directly.”

“Are we sure he is? Maybe he's just trying to establish credibility so his company will be more
acceptable when he wants to introduce something dse”

He leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. “You know, you could be right. He was
able to get to the people who'd be looking for darker spells with his old way of sdling through less
reputable outlets, but he'd never gain any kind of market share if he went into business on this scde
Hling darker suff. But this way, he gets customers, then he has a group of people who might be open to
the next round of spells he offers”

“It' slike bailing afrog,” | said, nodding.
HWI,H?’

“Wdl, supposedly you can't throw afrog into a pot of bailing water because it'll jump right out. But if
you put itin a pot of cold water and gradudly turn up the hest, it'll be boiling before it knows it needs to
escape. Not that I've tried this mysdf, of course.”

“l can see how the anadogy works, evenif it iskind of disgugting,” he said with a grimace.

By the end of the day, Owen looked as tired as | fdt. “Are you up for dinng?’ he asked, coming
around the gde of the whiteboard that condituted my office wal. “Since our lunch yesterday got
interrupted, | thought we could go out tonight.”

“I know I'm nat up to foraging for my own med. Someone to bring it to me would be nice”

“Then do you want to go home, change clothes, and let me pick you up for a proper date, or do you
just want to stop somewhere on the way home?’

“l couldn’t begin to pick out an outfit. Let's just stop somewhere.”

“Good, I’d hoped you'd say that,” he replied with the first genuine amile I'd seen on his face dl day.
“Theré sagresat Itdian place near my house. | can cdl before we leave and make a reservation.”

“That sounds ided.” While he moved dl the sendtive materid into his more secure office, | hurried
down the hdl to the bathroom to at least attempt to touch up my makeup and put on some lipgtick. |
might not have been dressing up, but that didn't mean | didn't want to inject a little glamour into the
evening. Before | Ieft the bathroom, | undid one more button on my blouse, taking the outfit from
work-appropriate to just the least bit sexy. Well, as sexy as one of my work ouitfits ever could be.



When | got back to the lab, | saw that | wasn't the only one who'd loosened up for the evening.
Owen was in the process of taking off histie and suffing it in his jacket pocket. “Ready to go?’

“Let me get my coat.”

As we walked from the Union Square dtation up to the restaurant, he took my hand, which was a
shock in and of itsdf. It was the kind of gesture | often hoped for from him but that he never seemed to
think of. “Tonight, let’s forget about work, okay?’ he said. “1 know it's hard for us to get away from, but
let'stry it for once”

“That’sfinewith me” | said, even as | wasn't sure we could pull it off. What were the odds that we
could manage a few hours without something weird and work-related happening?

The restaurant was smdl and narrow, with crisp white tablecloths, frescoed wals, and heavenly scents
coming from the kitchen. As soon as we stepped through the door, my mouth started watering. The host
approached us and Owen said, “We have a reservation. The name' s Pamer.”

The hogt checked his reservation book, then frowned and sad in heavily accented English, “My
apologies, sgnore, but there has been a mistake. We should not have given you a reservation when you
cdled”

“But there' s a table open, right there. And my nameisin your book.” He pointed to the entry that very
cearly showed a table for two reserved for PAmer a sx.

“Ah, but that is because we moved your reservation to another restaurant to accommodate you.”

Owen turned to me and gave me a confused look. | responded with a shrug, and Owen returned his
atention to the hogt. “I don’t understand. | made a reservation for two not too long ago. | spoke to you,
if I'm not mistaken. And now you're tdling me you moved my reservation to another restaurant—and
that it's somehow to accommodate me?’ His voice remained cam and even, so you would have had to
know Owen to redize exactly how angry he was. The fact that he turned white instead of red was the
only visble sgn.

| put ahand on hisarm. “1t's okay. Maybe they can give us something to go and we can eat a home”
| said. “That might be even better.”

The hogt shook his head. “No, no, you do not understand. The new reservation, it is for a better
restaurant. We will even arrange for a car to take you there. Make it a nicer evening, no?’

Owen again looked to me. “What the heck,” | said with a shrug. “Just as long as the car isn't being
driven by the same drivers we had the lagt time”

We went outside to wait for the car. “I don't get it,” Owen said, dill gewing. “I eat there regularly, but
not to the point they’d go out of therr way like this for me, and I’ ve never heard of a restaurant sending
business to another place. | know that me having a red date is a pecid occasion, but | didn't think
they’d go nuts just because | made a reservetion for two.” After a moment of slence, he laughed. “Wait
asecond, | know what's going on. | bet Rod did it. | told him what | had in mind earlier in the day, and
player that heis, he probably didn’t think it was good enough. And maybe | do need dating lessons from
the magter.”

“Jud as long as you don't take too many lessons from him. You don't have a second date with
someone ese lined up for later this evening, do you?’

“One person a atimeisdl | can handle” he sad as a white limousine pulled around the corner and



stopped for us.

A uniformed chauffeur—who was fully human and not at al goofy-looking, thank goodness—got out
of the car and came around to open the passenger door for us. “Mr. PAmer?’ he sad.

“Um, yeah. Thisisfor us?’

“Yes, itis Now, miss?” He hed a hand out to me to hdp me into the limo. With a glance and shrug
toward Owen, | stepped in and settled onto a plush lesther seat. Owen then joined me. “Please enjoy the
champagne during your ride,” the driver said before dosing the door.

“Yeeh, thisis ddfinitdy Rod,” Owen said, eyeing the champagne in the ice bucket and the red rose
lying on the seat between us. “It’s very much his yle. Shal we?’ he asked, indicating the champagne.

“Sure, why not? We might as wel enjoy this”

He popped the cork, then poured two glasses and handed me one. “Cheers” he said, dinking his
glass againg mine.

“To awork-free, stress-free evening,” | sad.
“Oh, I'll definitely drink to that.”

As | leaned back in the seat and stretched my legs, | said, “This is the life” Never mind that in the
rush-hour treffic, waking or the subway would have been much fagter. Traffic jams weren't so bad when
you weren't driving and when you had champagne.

“And he's a better driver than we had on our lagt trip,” Owen added. “BRAAAAKE!”

His imitation of Rocky was so uncanny and so unexpected that | amost choked on my champagne.
“Wow, when did you become a comedian?’ | sputtered.

“Theré s alot you don’'t know about me. Come to think of it, therés alot | don't know about me”
He sounded dmogt, well, bubbly, and then | redlized the champagne mugt have gone draight to his head.
| knew he wasn't much of a drinker, and | didn’'t remember him taking a break for lunch.

“Y ou might want to ease up on that Suff,” | warned, fedingmy own head get a little fuzzy. But before
we had a chance to get too tipsy, the car came to a stop and then the passenger door opened.

We'd arived a a restaurant Gemma was aways taking about because of someone famous having
egten there with some other famous person the night before, both of them wearing something fabulous by
an egualy famous designer. It was the kind of place where the paparazzi hide in the bushes nightly, just in
case one of their usud targets happens to drop by. Even on a dow night they could probably get at least
one tabloid-worthy photo of a socidite showing off the latest designer crestion.

That made me suddenly sdf-conscious of my work clothes, which were nowhere near stylish and
which probably bordered on frumpy. It was going to take a lot more than undoing one button to make
mefit in here. In fact, | was farly certain that this was dl going to turn out to be one huge mistake and
they wouldn't let usinsde.

| wasn't the only one having such worries, apparently. Owen froze just ingde the restaurant doorway
and patted his pockets. “1 bet I'll need my tie to be let in here,” he said. “It looks like that kind of place.”

That was when | noticed something different about Owen. It must have dipped my attention earlier



because he was wearing a dark overcoat, but indgde, with the coat unbuttoned, he was now wearing a
different suit. It wasn't that much nicer than his work suit, Snce his work clothes were usudly redly nice,
but instead of his usua white shirt he now wore a dark blue dress shirt with a bit of a sheen to it dong
with adlk tiein asmilar shade. It was a look | recognized from some movie star a the previous year's
Oscars.

“You've dready got atie on,” | said, and to his credit, he actudly checked instead of autométicaly
tdling me he thought | was wrong.

“Thisiswerd,” he said. “And | guess sSince you're seeing it, it'sred.” He then blinked as he looked at
me. “I’'m not the only one it happened to.”

It was my turn to look down at mysdf. Instead of my frumpy work clothes, | had on a low-cut,
flowing dressin a complicated print. I'd seen one very much like it—or possibly even the same dress—in
one of Gemmad's fashion magazines. If it was the same dress, | wouldn't want to take my coat off
because then I'd fed naked. Asit was, | kept wanting to pull the top up. I'd have to remember to St up
draight, or else the neckline would hit my wais.

The maitre d greeted Owen, then caled someone over to take our coats. | considered putting up a
fight for mine, but decided to be abig girl about it. Still, I couldn’'t help but cross my arms over my chest
as we were escorted upstairs. The dress left my arms bare, so | hoped it was warm in the dining room.

In spite of our designer duds, we were nobodies for this kind of place. Owen might have looked like a
movie star, but no one knew who he was. Meanwhile, if they had any idea who | was, they wouldn’t
have let me in the door for fear of damaging their cool rating. As a result, our table was drategicaly
located behind alarge potted plant. “Dr. Livinggton, | presume,” | quipped as we fought our way past the
greenary to get into a banquette. | looked around the room at dl the beautiful people making sure they
were seen eding beautiful food and unconscioudy sraightened my spine. “Don't tdl Rod because |
wouldn't want to hurt his fedings, but | liked the origind place better. Thisis nice, but that would have
been more comfortable”

“l know. Thiswasn't quite what | had in mind for the evening. | was hoping we could reax.” | noticed
that he was stting up straighter, too.

A waiter came and pushed back the pam fronds so he could hand us leather-bound menus before
reciting a lig of specids that sounded more like avant-garde poetry to me. Owen's face was about as
blank as mine fdt, and he just amiled and nodded at the waiter. 1 hoped the menu was a little more
understandable. It was about the gze of an dbridged verson of War and Peace. Owen had magicd
tomesin his office that were less intimidating.

“I may have to jugt point to something on the menu,” | said. Most of the dishes seemed unnecessarily
complicated to me. | was a pretty good cook, if | said so mysdf, so | recognized dl the culinary terms
and ingredients, but I’d never considered putting any of them together in quite this way. Aspects of some
of the dishes sounded like they might be good, but then there would be some oddbal ingredient thrown
in, as though the chef had an uncontrollable urge to make the dish different. Like, they couldn’t just serve
beets as a 9de dish. It had to be beet froth, whatever that was.

| went with something that sounded like it might be a steak with sauce on it when the waiter
reappeared to take our orders. If | didn't like the sauce, | could aways scrape it off. Owen ordered the
same thing. The waiter sniffed disgpprovingly when we declined a meeting with the sommdier.

“| think I"ve had enough to drink for the evening,” Owen said, rubbing his head, as soon as the waiter
disappeared. “I'm 4ill fuzzy from the champagne in the limo. But | guess that’s terribly unsophisticated of



lJS,"

“Wdl, I am a hick from a smdl town in Texas” | drawled. “I don’'t know what your excuse is” |
shoved asde apam frond so | could look out into the rest of the restaurant. “If you had a machete with
you, there might be good people-watching here. We could even get ourselves kicked out by asking for
autographs. Wait' Il the folks back homein the traller park hear about this”

He mugt have ill been feding the champagne, given the way he laughed a what | didn't think was a
very funny joke. “I think | like you alittle bit drunk,” | said.

He rubbed his temples again, like he was willing hiswits to return fully. “Gloria would be disgppointed
inme. She's a confirmed teetotaer.”

“No wonder you can't hold your liquor. Wait a second, how did you manage the champagne at the
office party?’

“Did you see me drink much of it? Besdes, | ate a ful med before | went. This is on an empty
somach. | think | forgot to eat lunch.”

Thismay have been the most rlaxed we' d ever been together as a couple. We weren't taking about
work, and athough the Stuation was far from normd, disaster hadn't yet struck. | was afraid to even
think about it, lest | jinx us. “I don't think Gloria would expect you to turn down champagne in the back
of alimo. She'd want you to have alittle fun.”

“Did you meet the same Gloria | know? No, you probably didn't. She was practicdly cuddly at
Chrigmas. But she doesn’'t bdlieve at dl inlogng control. With power like this at your beck and cal, you
mug aways be in absolute control of it. One dip can have serious consequences.” Then he winced. “And
| guess | blew that with my sunt in Times Square. | should know better than to act that rashly.” There
went the relaxation. | knew | shouldn’t have thought about it.

| peered through the pam fronds again, trying to take note of any celebrities | saw and what they were
wearing because | knew Gemma would be dying for detals. Then | saw someone | recognized. Sylvia
Meredith was gtting at a table on the other side of the room. The man she was with had his back to me,
0 | wasn't sure who he was. There was a bottle of champagne chilling in an ice bucket on a stand by
their table, so they mugt have been celebrating something. Or maybe people who came to this kind of
place regularly drank champagne like it was iced tea and didn’'t have to be celebrating anything.

| ducked back behind the camouflage. “ Sylvia Meredith is here” | hissed to Owen, even though the
room was noisy enough that | doubted anything | said would carry dl the way to her table. “You know,
the one we think is teamed up with Idris”

Owen immediately looked about as dert as he could manage with champagne dill in his system.
“Where?’

“Over on the far gde of the room—the blonde who looks like she's got a touch of shark blood in
her.” He craned his neck to see, and | snapped, “Don’t look! At least, don't be so obvious about it.”

“Who is that with her?’
“l don’t know. | don’t recognize him from the back of his head.”

Andamingly skinny girl who | thought | recognized as the heiress to something, or maybe a pop e,
or possbly both, walked past Sylvids table. She wore a filmy blouse that gave her even less coverage
than my dress did, and the spaghetti strap kept dipping off one of her shoulders. That wasn't too



unexpected, since she was basicdly a hanger with legs and didn't redlly have shoulders to hold up straps.
But then the strap went clear to her elbow, so that she flashed the entire restaurant with her unspectacular
but totally bare chest.

Sylvia s dining companion turned to watch as the girl struggled to pull her blouse back up, and | was
then very glad | hadn’t been eeting anything or | might have choked. “It's Idrid” | said. He was dressed
ina nice quit ingtead of his usud ratty black trench coat, and it looked like he'd had a haircut snce I'd
seen him last. No wonder | hadn't recognized him from behind.

“Yeah, and what do you bet he was the one who pulled that girl’s blouse down?’

The waiter arrived then with our food, distracting us as he laid out plates with a flourish, then carefully
arranged a bed of sdad greens and findly added what looked like a amdl McDondd's hamburger in the
middle of each plate, the top bun dightly askew to show the purplish sauce on top.

“Thisisit? It's ahamburger.” | said when the waiter had gone. It didn’t look like more than a mouthful
of food. | guessed that was probably how the restaurant’s patrons stayed so skinny.

Owen poked suspicioudy a his burger with a fork. He looked up a me and opened his mouth to
speak, but another voice interrupted him. “Owen Pdmer. Well, well, well. They'll let anyone in here
these days.” Of course, it was Phelan Idris. He mugt have come over to our table while the waiter was
busy atigicdly arranging our hamburgers.

“| take it you're celebrating the launch of your new company,” Owen said with the cool he usudly
showed under pressure. Meanwhile, | tried to shrink back into the banquette and hide behind the potted
plant because Idris had brought Sylvia over with him. | hoped she wouldn't recognize me out of my
disguise as Sue Ellen.

“Yep, it's been pretty successful,” Idris said with a smug grin. In his nice suit he looked like a kid
dressing up for hisfirg dance. His deeves weren't quite long enough for his ams, so his wrists showed.
“And we're aso celebrating the start of a profitable new partnership.” He put a possessive am around
Sylvia, who looked like she would probably be burning her clothes as soon as she got home.

“So, how's Ari?’ | asked.

He turned red in a blush worthy of Owen, and Sylvia turned even redder. “It's not that kind of
partnership,” she hurried to correct. “Strictly busness” She took one step sSideways away from Idris.
Then she took another ook a me. “Have we met?’ she asked.

“l doubt it,” | said, fighting to hide any trace of my Texas accent. The conversation had caught Idris's
attention. He was looking a my low-cut neckline, and | remembered that magic could affect my clothes
evenif it couldn’t affect me. | casualy hooked a thumb through one of my dress straps so | could be sure
to hold my top up. “I’'m Kathleen Chandler, and you are?’

“Sylvia Meredith, Vandermeer and Company,” she said diffly, like I ought to have known.
“S0, you're funding Idris?” Owen asked. “I"d think that would be alosng proposition.”

| might have expected her to act amug, as though she was in on something we couldn’t possibly know
about. Instead, she got defensve—the kind of defensiveness that comes when you know you don't have
much of aleg to stand on. “There are nuances | don't expect you to understand,” she said, not meeting
his eyes. There was ds0 a trapped ar about her. | hdfway expected her to start blinking an SOS in
Morse code. Then again, if I’d been out with Idris I'd have dready written my “hdp!” message on the



bathroom mirror in lipstick.

Idris, keen observer of socid cues that he wasn't, puffed up what little chest he had and said, “Shows
how much you know. She got redly good advice about how important it was to back me” Both Owen
and | leaned forward in anticipation that he was about to dip and reved something good, but Sylvia
elbowed himin the ribs so hard that he soun away and doubled over.

And then he promptly became sidetracked, as usud. The Sarlet/ heiress/pop star he'd targeted earlier
was walking past again, and again the strap of her blouse started moving down one arm. She dearly
waan't the sharpest knife in the drawer, or dse she actudly didn't fed too bad about flashing the
restaurant, snce she made no move to pull the strap back up. Just as her blouse fdl to her wag, there
was a flash from the potted padm behind me, and a rumpled photographer jumped out from behind the
plant. That was when the screaming started.

Fourteen

A Il the other famous people in the place made a show of beng horrified that the paparazzi were in

thar mids, but they managed to pose and show their good sdes while acting outraged. Others
immediatdy took cover. The flash going off repeatedly, practicdly in my face, blinded me. | looked away
to preserve my eyesight, just in time to see Rocky and Rollo swooping down at us from above.

“It's okay, miss” Rocky said, “we' re on the case.”
“Onwhat case?’ | asked.
“Your mortd enemy is here, and we'll take care of him for you.”

| pondered cravling under the table, or maybe crawling through the potted plant—now that the
photographer was no longer lurking—and getting out of the restaurant. | knew Sam needed the
occasiond night off, but did the gargoyle world's answer to the Keystone Kops have to be the ones on
duty when we were face-to-face with 1dris?

Except, we weren't anymore. He was hgppily in the middle of the melee, posng dongside every
famous person in the room while Sylvia hissed a him. He had to be loving the chaos, and he mugt have
disguised himsdf because Rocky and Rollo were back to drding the room, as if they’'d logt him. |
wondered which mae ceebrities would unexpectedly have ther pictures in the tabloids this week, and
which tabloids would be sued for printing incriminaing pictures that were supposedly takenin New York
a atime when the cdebrities were documented as being halfway around the world.

Owen flagged down a waiter who was on hisway to nab the photographer. “Could we get the check,
please?’ he asked. The waiter nodded but didn't dow his stride as he and two other waiters caught the
photographer and hauled him bodily out of the room, camera ill flashing. Even with the photographer
out of the picture, o to speak, the meee continued. | wouldn't have been surprised if food started flying.
| looked down a my untouched plate and couldn't hdp but agree that my hamburger would make a
better missle than dinner.

The waliter returned, sraightening his jacket collar. “Your hill has aready been taken care of, gr.



Thank you, and have a nice evening.”

We didn’'t waste any time veifying who'd paid for this ridiculous night as we hurried to escape from
the restaurant. There wasn't anyone manning the coat check when we got there—probably upstairs
hdping bresk up the fight that had started between two pop princesses who'd stolen each other’s
boyfriends—so Owen waved a hand and our coats flew to join us. We then ran outside to the sdewalk.

When we' d caught our breath, | turned to Owen and said, “I can't take you anywhere.”

He looked stunned for a second, and then he broke down in near-hysterica laughter, bending over
and bracing his hands on his knees as he gasped for breath between laughs. | imagined he was dill a little
tipsy, and he was pretty tightly wound, so if he started Ietting his emotions out, there was bound to be a
lot pent up. His laughter was infectious. Soon, | was laughing, too. With the kind of dating luck we
seemed to have, we had to laugh at it, or ese we'd go crazy.

When he caught his breath, Owen looked up and down the street. “1 wonder if the limo is supposed to
take us home, or if we're on our own. Where are we, anyway?’

“l don’'t see any familiar landmarks. We mugt be uptown somewhere. | guess we could start waking
and seeif agtreet nameringsabdl.” | wasn't too excited about that prospect. Our fancy clothes hadn’t
changed back to normd when we eft the restaurant, so | wasn't exactly dressed for walking. | pulled my
coat’s collar astightly closed as | could over my bare chest.

Owen continued looking up and down the street. “And then maybe we'd pass a burger joint or any
other place that serves actud food. | think | may have to hit Rod tomorrow.”

“You've dready hit Rod. Please don't make it a habit. Besides, he did pay for the dinner.”

Jug then, the limo pulled up, and the driver hopped out and hurried to open the door for us. Owen
and | looked at each other, shrugged, then climbed in.

Owen glanced at hiswatch as the limo took off, then winced. “I didn’t redize it was so late. | thought
time only flew when you were having fun.”

“It was kind of fun, in retrospect.”

“And we got some vaduable information.”

“Wasit just me, or did Sylvia sound like she wasn't happy about having to work with 1dris?’ | asked.
“l can't say | blame her. Would you be happy to work with Idris?’

“But you may notice I’'m not working with him. It dmost seemed like she was being forced.”

“So maybe she's the one funding him, but there’ s yet another person pulling the strings”

“Is there anyone you know of who'd be powerful enough to force someone like her to invest in Idris?’
“l have no idea, but James might know some names to start with.”

The driver’ s voice came over a speaker into the back of the limo. “Where would you like me to take
you?’

Owen turned to me. “Up for some Ieftover Chinese? | dill have plenty.”



| checked my watch. “You know, you're right. It is late, and it's a school night. I'd better just go
home” We had to search to find the controls that alowed us to tak to the driver. When the limo came to
astop and the driver told us we were a our destination, Owen helped me out of the car. “Well, it was
interesting,” | said. “And no, it didn’t entirdy suck.”

“Next timeit'll be normd. | promise”

“Don’'t make promises you can't keep,” | said before he got back into the limo. He rolled down the
window and waved as the limo drove away. Only then did | redlize that we' d both forgotten to kiss good
night. So much for a grand, romantic evening. We weren't adapting well to this whole dating thing, though
| had afeding we'd do alot better if the universe would just leave us done for a little while. Maybe we
should even give up on trying to date and just be friends until everything settled down. It certainly
wouldn't change much about our time together, only the amount of frudration | fdt after we were
together.

When | unlocked the front door, | redized | was dill wearing that designer dress. | wondered if I'd get
to keep it, or if it was like Cinderdlla’s bal gown, something that would vanish a midnight. But that
wasn't the red question. The red question was how I'd explain the dress to Gemma, who'd flagged it in
amagazine lag month, and even more, how I’d explain when it was't there in the morning.

| braced mysdf as | came up the dairs and hoped Gemma and Marcia were out, or a lesst
Sidetracked. No such luck. They both stared at me as | stepped through the door. “Oh, my God,”
Gemma breathed. “Where did you get that?’

“It's a knockoff | found in Chinatown,” | lied. “It'll probably disntegrate overnight, but | didn’'t pay
that much for it, and it worked for this one date.”

She was across the room in a heartbeat, fingering the materid and ingpecting the seams. “It's the best
knockoff I’ ve ever seen. Thisis couture detailing.”

“Ohno!” | said, dredging up some tears, “1 bet some poor little girl in a sweatshop made this by hand,
and she got paid nothing, and by buying something like this, | helped oppress her. But dl | wanted was a
nice dress.” With my tearsin full force, | ran for the bedroom and shut the door behind me, then | took
off the dress, wadded it up and hid it in my footlocker, where | was pretty sure I'd find my work skirt
and blouse the next morning.

Then | remembered that's what had happened to the dress Ethelinda had given me for my firs date
with Owen. Could she have been up to her old tricks, engineering her ideaof a romantic evening, or was
Owen right about Rod' s interference?

At work the next day, while Owen and Jake continued testing Idris's spdlls, | got caught up on my other
work that Kim hadn’t taken over from me. | was out taking care of some paperwork when | ran into
Rod in the hdlway. “Hey, I'm glad | caught you,” he said.

“What's up?’

“I'm having a New Year's Eve soiree and | was hoping you and Owen might make it if you don't
dready have plans. | left Owen a message, but he haan't gotten back to me yet. Bring your friends,
too—anyone you can think of. It's an impromptu bash, but I'm trying to make it as big as possible.”

“Do you redly want them there? They aren’t in on the magicd secret.”



“That's the brilliant part. It's a costume party. That way, nobody will think anything of us having fairies,
elves, or anything ese running around, in case they don’t want to vell themsdves”

“Okay, sounds fun. I'll check with Owen and my roommeates and let you know.” | redized then that
this was my chance to figure out who was behind our adventures of the night before and added casudly,
“Oh, and thanks for last night. It redlly was a specid evening.”

“Ladgt night?” he looked blank. “I thought you and Owen went out to dinner last night.”
“We did. But didn’'t you upgrade his plans for him?’

“No. | know better than that. You don’t shift Owen out of his comfort zone without fair warning. He
doesn't take well to that. Why, what happened?”’

“Nothing. Jugt a litle misundersanding.” As in, a fary godmother who faled to understand that we
redly did not need her meddling in our lives. | was going to have words with her, and | was going to do it
before this nonsense went any further.

| went sraight back to Owen'’s lab to get my coat. “I'm going out for lunch,” | declared. “Want me to
bring you anything?’

He looked up from hiswork. “I could conjure you whatever you want.”

“No thanks. Not today. I've got errands to run. You know, post office and quff like that. | may be
awhile” | took off before he had a chance to respond.

Life would have been easier if I'd brought Ethdlinda s locket with me to work, but as | hadn’t been
planning to summon her anytime soon, it was dill locked in my nightstand. That meant | had to go back to
my apartment. Fortunately, the subway trip was pretty quick, and | lucked out with a train coming dmaost
as soon as | entered the dation. | got off & Union Square and then ran the few blocks to my gpartment.
There | grabbed the locket.

Ethdinda had said dl | had to do was open the locket, and then I'd know what to do. It sounded
smple enough. 1 held the locket in my palm and flipped it open. Words scrolled across the lower portion
of the locket, dmogt like text messaging on a cdl phone. “Would you care to arrange a medting with
Ethdinda?’ the words said, spelled out in a fancy, flowing script. *Press your thumb ingde the lid to say
yes”

| pressed my thumb on the indde of the locket's upper portion. Then more words appeared:
“Wedcome, Katie. Ethdinda will meet with you at her earlie possble convenience. Press your thumb
agan if this is agreegble” What do you know, fary godmothers had the magicd equivdent of a
voice-mall system. This seemed dmogt like cdling my bank. | pressed my thumb as directed, then the
words “thank you" appeared before the locket went dark. | closed it, then dipped it into my purse,
wondering when her earliest possible convenience would be. | hoped it would be soon.

| made a peanut butter sandwich and got a soda from the fridge, then went back to Union Square,
where | sat in the park to eat my lunch and wait on my fairy godmother. | didn’t careif it took al day, but
| wasn't going back to work until I’ d taken care of this.

| didn’'t have to wait long. She appeared within minutes, scaring the pigeons away when she suddenly
popped into existence next to me on the park bench. Today’s outfit looked a lot like Scarlett O'Hara's
famous dress made out of the drapes, only after the drapes had been hanging for decades and a few
generations of moths had made meds out of them. The hot-pink prom dress showing through the holes



clashed horribly with the green of the outer dress. A drip of the tasseled border at the hem of the skirt
had come undone, leaving the tassds to trail on the ground.

“Oh, I'm so glad you cdled me. | couldn’t wait to tak to you,” she said, her wings fluttering hopefully.
“Now, you have to tdl me how everything went last night.”

“So, it was you. You changed the reservations, got the limo, changed our clothes, and dl that?’

“Of course! | don't know what that boy was thinking, taking you to an ordinary place like that when
he' s supposed to be courting you. He should be wining and dining you, showing you the finer things. He
should be making an effort. But that's where | step in, to correct those litile mistakes. Tdl me how it
went! | want to hear everything.”

“Itwas...” | started to go by habit and say “okay,” but ingtead | decided to be honest. “Quite frankly,
it bombed.”

Her wings wilted. “No romance?’
“No romance. | guessit was fun, inaway, but it wasn't the least bit romantic.”

“But it was supposed to be romantic—the limousine, the champagne, the rose, the nice restaurant.
That's what young ladies these days want.”

| got the anking feding that she'd studied up on non-dragon-daying paths to romance by weatching
redity TV dating shows. Now that | thought about it, the whole date sounded like the kind of thing you' d
see on The Bachelor. It was afake, made-for-TV date.

“Romance ian't a one-szefits-dl thing,” | tried to explain, redizing the irony of me trying to explan
romance to the fary godmother responsible for hooking up Cinderdlla with her handsome prince. “I'm
aure there are some people who would have found dl that very romantic, but not Owen and me. Things
were actudly going pretty wdl for us that night. He held my hand on the way to the restaurant, and he
never seems to think of doing SuUff like that. | liked the restaurant he chose. It was comfortable and cozy,
and we' d probably have had a good med we could have lingered over. He was findly letting his guard
down, and we might have redly talked. It wasn't dl your fault that things didn’t work out. It just so
happened that one of our enemies was there, too, and that created some of our problems. We were too
distracted by everything that happened to even remember to kiss good night.”

Shedidn’t look convinced. “Have you consdered that my efforts to inspire romance haven't worked
for you because you're not suited for each other?”

| had, but only deep down indde, and | wasn't ready to go there yet. “We haven't even been daing
for two whole weeks. 1an't that too soon to tel?’

“Cinderdla knew &fter three nights at a bal.”

I"d actualy aways wondered how she could have known so quickly that this was the guy for her, and
how he could have based his choice of wife on her shoe sze, but | didn’'t want to get into that with
Ethdindaright now. “Aren’'t we supposed to be destined for each other?’

“Perhaps you were only meant to work together and it was thet kind of partnership.” She drew hersdf
up draighter. “My methods of ingigeting romance are time-tested and go back centuries. If | can't get a
couple together, then they have no romantic possibilities.”

“Yeeh, 'causeif dragons don't do it for you, you don’'t sand a chance,” | muttered under my bresath.



She reached over and gave my hand a gentle pat. “Don't take this too hard, my dear. Do you redize
how difficult a mixed marriage would be? | can't beieve | ever dlowed mysdf to think that a wizard of
his cdiber was meant for an immure like yoursdlf. You two see the world in entirdy different ways. |
know he tries to act normd, but do you understand what it’s like to have that kind of power? And if you
don't understand that, there's no way you could ever redly understand him.”

| shook my head, refusng to believe that—but was it because | was in denid or because it wasn't
true? “But. ..but the magicd differences haven't been our problem,” | said, thinking out loud. “Whatever
problems we've had seem to have more to do with the fact that we work together and our work is
chdlenging. We've got enemies who keep getting in our way.” Now that | thought about it, that was
abolutely true. | felt better dready.

Unfortunatdly, | didn’t seem to have convinced Ethdlinda. “You just don't appreciate the differences.
That might not be the problem now, but it was sure to be one down the line. Best you stop it now before
anyone gets hurt.”

“If that’ s the case, if someone like me can't find happiness with someone like him, then why were you
even involved in the firg place?’

“Perhaps my job was to keep you from being together. Destiny does tend to blur a times”

| got up from the bench. “Widl, | don't want your help. Stay out of my life. I'll take things from here.
However things work out, it's up to us”

Needless to say, | was dill crabby when | got back to the office, and even though | knew | was teking
out my anger on the wrong person, | couldn’'t stop mysdf from snapping at Owen when he commented
on me being back. “Yes, I'm back. So?7’

He looked confused, but merdy said, “ So, we had a meeting. | was worried about you.”

It was only then that | remembered the medting we had to discuss Idris's latest scheme. “Oh no! I'm
sorry, | guess | got Sdetracked.” | thought for a moment about tdling Owen about Ethdinda, but now
that she' d given up on us and would probably be out of our hair, | figured he didn’t need one more thing
to worry about.

“It'sokay, | think | know dl that you know & this point, so | was able to fill everyonein. You'll just
have to cover for me at the next mesting.” He frowned as he looked a me, then asked, “Is something

wrong?’

| had to fight the urge to laugh maniacaly. Serioudy, what wasn't wrong? Our enemy was apparently
thriving, and there was nothing we seemed able to do about it. | had an incompetent fairy godmother who
was interfering in my life and who had just declared that | wasn't suited for the man of my dreams, after
dl. Meanwhile, | had to admit that things with Owen did seem to have stdled out on the romantic front,
and | wasn't sure how much of that was because circumstances kept getting in the way of us having a
normd dating life and how much might be because we redly weren't cut out to be anything more than
friends. But | knew that wasn't what he meant. “No, nothing’s wrong. Just frugtrating lines and unhdpful
people. I'm sorry | took it out on you.”

“That's okay. We dl have bad days.” He reached as though to touch the side of my face and came
back with a foil-wrapped piece of chocolate. “Maybe thiswill help.”

As| unwrapped it, | said, “1 hope you just conjured this because I'm not sure | want to eat chocolate
that’s been hiding up your deeve or behind my ear.” He gave me a vague, mysterious look, but | needed



chocolate in the worst way, so | popped it into my mouth. “Anything interesting come out of the
meeting?’ | asked once the chocolate had made its way into my system and camed me somewhat.

He rearranged a few of the piles on one of the lab tables. “Nothing much. We rehashed the same old
theories. | did share your theory about bailing a frog—but with a metaphor dightly less frightening to Mr.
Lansgng—and what we noticed last night about Idris and Sylvia Meredith. Ethan's ill working on
Philip'sdam againg that company, but it's hard to prove a century-old enchantment.” He shuffled, then
draightened another pile. “Oh, and Mr. Mervyn wants you to try that other experiment.”

“What other experiment?’

“The one to take away your immunity temporarily so you can see wha the rest of the world sees. He
thinks that could be helpful.”

“Oh yesh, that.” | knew | shouldn’t be nervous about this, snce | trusted Owen to do the potion the
right way and I'd survived the last time when Idris and his people had tampered with the water supply
going into my building. It had been my idea in the firg place, but now that it looked like a redity, it was
scarier than I'd anticipated.

Owen moved over to another |ab table, where a beaker and afew vids sat. As he mixed things up, he
sad, “You probably won't see any effects until the second dose, which I'll give you in the morning. This
is more concentrated than the formulation you were given before, so | expect it will hit you more
suddenly. You'll know for sure it's happening.”

“And then how long will it lagt?

“That depends on how wdl it works and if we get what we want rather quickly. If we stop at three
doses, which iswhat | think we'll need for maximum effect, it should have completely worn off after New
Year's”

His mention of New Year's reminded me of the message Rod gave me back before | ran out to
confront Ethelinda. “Oh, yeah, have you caled Rod back yet? | ran into him and he said to remind you
he's having a big New Year's Eve party and he wanted us there. He says it's a costume party, so he
wants me to invite my friends. They’ll never know who's magicd and who'sin costume.”

He scowled as he stirred his potion in the beaker. “ Costumes? Where are we going to come up with
costumes at thistime of year?’

“You could dways go as awizard.”

“Very funny.”

“Oh, come on, you'd look great in one of those flowing robes and a pointy hat with stars and moons
onit. Maybe awhite beard.”

“Or Mickey Mouse ears,” he said, rasing an eyebrow. “What flavor do you want this to be?’
“What?’
“The potion. | can flavor it to taste. Chocolate?’

| eyed the fizang potion suspicioudy. “I don't think that looks like the right texture for chocolate. Can
you make it taste like tea?’



“Teal can do.” He waved his hand over the beaker, whispering a few words, then handed it to me.
“Here you go. Bottoms up.”

| took a cautious sp. It redly did taste like sweetened iced tea, so | drank the rest. He watched me
the whole time, like he thought | might suddenly sprout rabbit ears. | was tempted to shake vidently or
fake afant just to see how he'd react, but | suspected he wouldn't take wel to that. He looked tense
enough as it was. | knew he wasn't crazy about this plan and was only doing it under Merlin's orders.
“Not bad,” | said when I’d emptied the beaker.

“Are you feding okay?’
“I'mfine. Am | supposed to fed something?’

He shook his head and brushed his hair off his forehead. “No, | guessI’'m just worried. | can’'t hdp it.
If they’ ve been coming after us, I’'m concerned about what might happen while you' re affected.”

“How will they know? | managed to fake you out the last time. They shouldn’t know I've lost my
immunity.” Again, | wondered if tdling him about Ethdlinda might make him fed better, but then decided
it might make him even more paranoid. “So, about that party,” | said, changing the subject.

“Do you want to go?’

“It might be fun. If your estimate is right, | should ill be dightly affected by the immunity loss, so |
would see some of what my friends are seeing, which might help avoid any red weirdness.”

“l should warn you, Rod's parties are rather notorious. They usudly get alittle wild for my taste, but it
is certainly something you should experience at least once.”

| wondered for a second if he’d made other plans for us. A quiet evening a home with the two of us
sounded more like hisidea of a celebration, but | did dso want to be with my friends. This party would
be the best of both worlds—ringing in the New Y ear with him and with my friends. “If you don’t mind,
I"d like to go,” | said. “I haven't ever been to a big New Year's Eve party. | promise to keep my
roommates from bothering you.”

He amiled and nodded. “Okay, then. WEIl go.” He didn't sound too disgppointed, so if he had
thought about what he' d rather be doing, he didn't seem like he'd planned in detall. If | knew Owen, he
might even have forgotten that New Y ear’ s tended to follow Christmas, he was so caught up in his work.
“And if you like, we could have dinner tonight and talk about costumes. Maybe it'll be our lucky night,
and we can have anormd dinner.”

Asmuch as | liked him, | didn’t think | could face another one of our attempted dates. | didn't have
the physicd or emotiona energy to ded with yet another disaster without having atotd meltdown. “Can |
take arain check?’ | asked. “I suspect we'll need to get together tomorrow night anyway so we can
scope out Idris's ads and you can tdl me what you see so we can compare.”

“Oh, right. Good point. Tomorrow night, then?” If 1 hadn't come to know him as well as | had, |
wouldn’'t have been able to see the disappointment in his eyes.

That night | told my roommeates about the party, and they were both so enthusiadtic that they spent most
of the evening digging around in the closet to come up with costume ideas. “A masked bal for New
Year'sis genius” Gemma sad, halding a red pashmina around her head, Little Red Riding Hood style.



“You can try out being someone e<se as the calendar changes. There' s dl kinds of symbalism there.”
“Thisisthat redly hot guy you know who's hogting it, right?” Marcia asked.
“Yeeh, he's Owen's best friend.”
“And what's his job again?’
“He's head of Personnd.”

“Oh.” There was something about the way she said it that made me wonder if she was going to bother
passing the invitation on to her boyfriend, Jeff.

The next morning, | put on Owen's necklace as | got dressed. | might have to take it off once | got to
the office, but if there was any chance my immunity might be dimmed, | wanted to be sure to know that
megic was in use around me. Owen met me on the sdewak in front of my building with a cup of take-out
coffee. “Let me guess, thisis your own specia blend,” | said as | took the cup from him.

“A very pecid blend, indeed. Y ou' re wearing the locket.”

“Yes. | thought it might come in handy.”
“That’s not the purpose | intended it for, but it works, | suppose.”

| took agp of the coffee. It tasted like plain old coffee to me, the way | took it with cream and sugar.
| couldn’t detect whatever drug or potion he'd put in it. “So, this is the dose that’s redly going to do it,
huh?’ | asked.

“You probably won't notice the effects until late today. We Il give it a test this afternoon, then I'll give
you afind dose before we leave work. Tonight | thought you could take a look at the subway ads, and
then we could have dinner at my place and watch for TV ads. That is, if you don't have other plans?’

“No, nothing €lse planned.”
“Great. Then tomorrow we can vigt Times Square and run by the store.”

My neck began to tingle from the necklace as we boarded the subway, and sure enough, there were
the Spellworks ads. | ill saw them the same way | had dl week, so | mugt have been fully immune
Although | knew we needed me to do this, | couldn’t help but fed rdieved that | dill had my immunity. It
hed been a scary, helpless feding the last time. Maybe it wasn't too lae to tdl Owen I'd changed my
mind. He'd be dl for stopping the potion and coming up with a plan B, since he'd been opposed to this
inthe firg place. But | knew it was important. We needed dl the information we could get, and this was
the quickest and easiest way to go about getting it.

When we approached the MSI office building, the necklace began to vibrate. | redized | wouldn’t be
able to wear it a work a dl. By the time | decided to take it off, it was dmost panful. | was ready to
grab it and break the chain, just to get it off my neck, but Owen stepped in and unfastened it for me.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I may need to rethink this. There may be a better approach. But for now, it
would probably be best if you avoid wearing it around the office. Power is so amplified in this building
thet it will drive you crazy.” He handed it to me, and | could dill fed it buzzing in my hand, so | quickly
dropped it into my purse.

We got to Owen's lab and then both of us stopped short. One of the largest bouquets of flowers I'd
ever seen sat inthe middle of one of the lab tables, the piles of papers shoved aside.



“l wonder if those are for you or for me” Owen said.

Fifteen

I stepped forward and dug through the foliage to find a card. There was one with my name on it, but
the indde said merdly, “Thank you for everything, with my deepest devotion.” 1t wasn't Sgned.

“They're apparently for me” | said, “but it looks like | have a secret admirer. 1 don’t know who sent
them.” | gave Owen a sddong glance to gauge his reaction, but he just frowned. | knew he was
physcdly incapable of playing it cool in a Stuation like this, so that was a good Sgn he hadn't sent the
flowers. If he'd been involved at dl, he' d have been blushing furioudy and unable to look a me.

He hdf closed his eyes and waked around the table, holding his hands out. Then he shook his head.
“There’'s no magic here. The flowers themsdves aren’'t magicd in origin, and | don’t detect any hidden
godls” He sneezed vidently. “However, there does appear to be some pollen.”

My eyes watered a the strong, Sckeningly sweet scent of the stargazer lilies in the arrangement. |
tended to think of those as funerd flowers. “Yesah, the lilies are going to make me queasy if we keep
them in here. Maybe that was the dastardly plan of whoever sent them.”

“If you don’'t mind, | can get rid of them.”
1] Hm”

He waved a hand, mumbled a few words, and the flowers vanished. Then he set about putting the
piles of papers that had been rearranged back into place. “1 wonder who sent those,” he mused out loud
as he worked. “It wouldn't have been any of your friends, would it?’

“A huge bouquet sounds like Philip's style, though | would have expected a formd thank-you note
dong with it if he'd sent it to thank me for my help in getting his business back. And | haven't yet actudly
accomplished anything there other than hooking him up with a lawyer.”

Only as Owen went off to his office to get to work and | went to my own desk did it occur to me that
it dso seemed like something Ethelinda might have done. The Sze and generd tackiness of the bouquet
cetanly fit her taste. I’d hope Philip would have been more tagteful than that, though the Edwardian era
wasn't exactly known for its restraint and subtlety. If Ethdinda had sent flowers anonymoudy, she ather
hed to be trying to make Owen jedlous or make me mad at Owen because he wasn't sending me flowers
when someone else was, while dso digracting me from Owen by raisng the posshility of a secret
admirer. If it was Ethdinda, that was the find proof of just how dudess she was. It hadn’'t seemed to
cross Owen’'s mind to be jedlous, and | wasn't the least bit interested in the fictiond secret admirer. |
aso wasn't the kind of woman who'd want Owen to be jedlous. I'd hope he'd trust me and my fedings
for him. Besides, when in the past few weeks had | had time to meet someone who could admire me
secretly?

Late in the afternoon, Owen came around the corner to my office, looking grave. “Are you ready to
test your immunity?” he asked.



“| suppose it'stoo late to change my mind, huh?’
“Thiswas your ideain the fird place. | argued againg it.”
“Yeah, and | keep kicking mysdf. Well, let’s see how effective your potion was.”

He held out hisleft hand, pdm open. Then he waved his right hand over it and a coin appeared in his
pam. “What do you see?’

| leaned over to get a better look. “A quarter. You're not doing one of your stage magic tricks, are
you?”

He passed hisright hand over hisleft again, and that time | could fed the tingle of magic in use. If I'd
been wearing the locket, it would have given me ajolt. “ Okay, now what do you see?’ he asked.

“A quarter,” | replied with a shrug.
“That'sdl? Are you sure?’

“Sorry. It's one of the specid state quarters, if that helps” | started to turn away, then saw something
colorful out of the corner of my eye. | blinked and turned back dowly, but the image faded when |
looked at it head-on. “Okay, wait a second, | saw something in my peripherd vison, but it's fading in
and out.”

“It looks like you need another dose. | don't know if it will have taken full effect by this evening,
though.”

| followed him back out into the main lab, where he mixed up the potion and handed me a glass. “If
the magic thing doesn’t work out for you, you've got a future as a bartender,” | quipped before | drank
the potion, which was tea-flavored agan.

He looked worried as he watched me drink. “I hope | got the dosage right. | may have underestimated
your body weight.”

“Don’t ever apologize to a woman for that.”

He grinned. “1 know. And notice that | was smart enough not to ask. I'm not entirdy ignorant where
women are concerned.” He checked his watch. “Let’s give that dose another hour to work, and then
well test you again.” | went back to my desk and tried to work, even though | was nervous about redly
loang my magicd immunity. Part of me couldn’t hdp hoping that the potion didn’t work, after dl, and it
would turn out that 1 was no longer capable of being rendered susceptible to magic.

When Owen came back to my desk an hour later, | got a Sck feding in my stomach. “Here we go
agan,” | sad. “Give me your best shot, O great and powerful Oz.”

“Oz wasn't ared wizard. | am,” he sad with his typicd sraightforwardness. This time, he didn't
bother playing magic tricks. He smply held out the hand with a quarter in his padm, sad a few words
under his breath, and then asked, “Now what do you see?’

“A Sacagawea dollar?’
“What?’

“Jud kidding. | see a quarter. Sorry.” But then | caught another one of those glimpses out of the
corner of my eye. If | squinted just right as | turned my head, | could keep that image in place instead of



it fading back to a quarter. “It's one of those rainbow-colored bouncy bdls, like you get in a gumbdl
meachine”

“That’sit. But you can't see it without squinting like that?’

“Not redly. | can't quite keep the image in focus. Bt it's better than the last time when | could only
seeit out of the corner of my eye”

“Y ou're being a difficult case, you know.”

“l had to pick some area in life to be high-maintenance. Maybe the drugs lose their potency on you
after awhile. Or maybe it's harder to lose your immunity each time” That could also mean it would take
longer to get the immunity back. | didn't like the idea of essentidly logng a sense for very long while we
hed enemies out to get us.

“Do you dill want to give things atry tonight, or would it be a waste of time?’

| looked up at his worried blue eyes and remembered the feding | got the firg time | met him, when
he/'d been dmog too shy to speak to me at dl. “Being with you is never a waste of time” | sad as
butterflies formed in my stomach. “That is; if you don’t care how much work gets done tonight.”

He pinkened dightly, but he hed my gaze instead of looking bashfully at the floor. “It'sdl just aruseto
get you done with me, anyway. Anything we might accomplish is a bonus. The way | see it, if we'rein
my very heavily warded house, that makes it nearly impossible for anyone to put usin danger or tinker
with our plans and we might actudly be able to spend time together without too many distractions.”

“So, we' re both on the same page, then. That's good.” Even better, if things went more smoothly for
us this evening than on any of the occasions in which Ethdinda had interfered, then I'd know she was
wrong about us not being suited for each other.

By thetime | left the office, the butterflies in my stomach had spawned offshoot flocks that had taken
up residence in my heart, my head, and my knees. | wasn't sure what had me s0 keyed up, facing the
thought of being magicaly blind or looking forward to what might happen with Owen without any mgjor
disasters to mess things up—or to break the ice (in afigurative way thistime, | hoped).

Owen walked me through the building corridors toward the exit with a protective hand a the smal of
my back. You' d have thought I’d been stricken suddenly ill or frall, the way he was acting. As much as
I’d meant what | said to Ethdinda about not liking it when | needed to be rescued dl the time, | rather
enjoyed this protectiveness. Come to think of it, what | was redly enjoying was his proximity. He wasn't
atouchy person, so | was up for anything that gave him a reason to touch me.

On the gairs to the building lobby, we ran into Rod—or rather, the handsome man I’d learned to see
asRod thelagt time I'd lost my magicd immunity. The fact that | now saw hisilluson instead of his redl
face was a good sgn that the potion had findly kicked in. “Hey, I'm glad | caught you two,” Rod said. “I
takeit you'll be at the party?’

Owen glanced ever so dightly at me before replying, “Yeah, well be there. But you aren’'t serious
about costumes, are you?’

“If you want to be boring, you can wear evening clothes and a mask, but I’d hope you have more
imagination than that.”

“l told my roommates, and they’'re excited about it,” | said. “And don't worry, I'll see to it that he
comes up with some kind of costume.” That was awfully big talk coming from me when | had no idea



whet | was going to wear, but dressng me was Gemma s missonin life, and | figured I'd leaveiit to her.

“l can’'t walit to see what you come up with,” Rod said with a laugh. 1 should warn you, though, that
you're dedling with the kid who wore the same Robin Hood costume for Halloween every year until he
outgrew it. Getting him into a costume will be ared chdlenge”

When we' d said good-bye to him and continued on our way to the lobby, | couldn’t resst asking,
“Robin Hood?’

“| liked the movie”
“The one with Errol Hynn?’

“The Disney one, where Robin Hood's a fox. Gloria questioned the mord lesson of robbery ever
being good, regardless of who was being robbed, but she thought the cartoon presentation was benign
enough in its anthropomorphizing of the animd characters, as long as | Ao learned the true higory of
King Richard and Prince John.” Then he gave a crooked, rueful grin. “I just wanted to be able to shoot a
bow and arrow.”

“| liked that one, too,” | admitted. “1 went as Maid Marian for Haloween one year, but nobody knew
who | was supposed to be and | got very frustirated. And by the way, the immunity is gone. | saw Rod's
illuson, full-grength.” Now that | thought about it, | hadn’t noticed the usud effects of his attraction spell.
Either he hadn’t wasted the effort of usng it on me, or Owen’'s nonmagicd el on me was too strong
for me to notice anyone ese when he was around.

“That's good to know. | think.” He stopped just insde the man entrance and said, “If you've got the
necklace with you, maybe you should put it on now.” | fished it out of my purse, and he took it from me
to fasten around my neck while | held my hair up out of the way. It seemed to take him forever to get it
fastened, and | couldn’t tdll if he was fumbling with the clasp or deliberatdy torturing me by touching me
lightly on the back of my neck over and over again. When we Iéft the building, he had a protective am
around my wais. I'd seen what he could do and knew without a doubt that he wouldn't dlow anything to

happen to me.

We got on the subway and staked out a pole, sanding face-to-face on either Sde of it. As the train
lurched forward, he looked over the top of my head a the ads that ran the length of the car, just under
the celling, then he bent to speak directly into my ear. “Tdl me what you see.”

| looked up and draight into his eyes, close enough to see the dight color variaions throughout the
midnight blue. If | was't mistaken, there were flecks of dlver inthere. But | didn’t think that was what he
was taking about. “You mean the ads?’ | forced mysdf to look away from his eyes and a the ads.
“They're just the usud ‘get your degree and have a better lifeé ads in Spanish.”

“You read Spanish?’

“You're not the only one who knows other languages. I'm from Texas. We have to learn Spanish in
schooal.”

“And that's dl you see?’

“Yegh”

“What's your necklace doing?’

I’d barely noticed its steady thrum againg my neck when my body was tingling so much from dl the



physca proximity to Owen. “It's not going berserk, but it fedslike there's alow levd of steady activity.
Let me guess, this car isfull of those ads.”

“Exactly. And quite frankly, I'm disgppointed. I’ d have hoped for more credtivity in veling them.”

“It looks like he just stuck with whatever was there before he put his ads up,” | agreed. “I hope he
does better with the TV ads and doesn’'t mask them with something boring like ads for a mattress store.
If he's got ads for Pepsi in Times Square, I'll know he' s redly lacking in imagination. He loses even more
pointsif it's the latest celebrity campaign.”

The slver flecks in his dark eyes sparkled as he grinned and asked, “What would you have had him
do?’

“Hmm, I'll have to think about that. Something ironic, maybe? All kinds of companies use magic as a
description for their products—like megicdly clean or megicaly delicious. He should have used
something like that, where the veling ad talked about magic while covering ared ad about red magic.” It
fdt weird to tak like this on the subway, but we were close together and speeking dmogt directly into
eech other’s ears, s0 | doubted anyone ese could overhear us even if they weren't dl plugged into iPods.

“That’'s good,” he said, nodding. “Y ou should be working in advertisng.”
“What, and give up saving the world?’

We reached our gtation, and he kept his arm around me until we got to the exit turndtiles, then he got
hisarm back around me as soon as we were both clear. The attention seemed so sudden after dl those
times I’d hoped for the dightest bit of physicd contact from him.

“You know, | don’t think anything’s lurking in the bushes to jump out and grab me” | said.
“I’ve got you indde a protective fidd that shields me, too. | had thisweird feding...”

| shivered, knowing the way hisweird fedings went. No wonder he was husling me toward his house
a full speed. “Does what you see dways come true, or can you do something to stop it?’

“l usudly just see the presence of danger, not the results. So dl | know tonight is thet there might be
something dangerous that could affect us, not whether it will actudly attack or harm us. And if you don’t
mind, we can order takeout instead of stopping to pick something up. After the lagt time, I'm afraid to
take the chance.”

“That doesn’'t mean we won't end up with oysters Rockefedller when we try to order burgers.”
“We can dways feed those to Loony, if we have to,” he said with a mischievous amile.

His sense of rdief once we were indde the front door of his town house was dmogt palpable.
Whatever hel d sensed must have been a doozy. When we were ingde, he turned on lights with a careless
wave of his hand while picking up hisloudly meowing cat. “Make yoursdf comfortable,” he said. 1 need
to feed her before she drives us insane, and then we can get something for ourselves”

| took off my coat and draped it over the banigter, then wandered after him into the kitchen, where he
was opening a can of food for Loony as she practicaly danced in anticipation. “If you actudly fed her
every day, she wouldn't be quite that desperate,” | remarked.

He looked up a me with agrin after he put the dishin front of her. “Yeah, you can tdl she's deprived.
You should have seen the poor, orphaned kitty look she gave me when | got home on Chrismas. If |



hadn't seen the empty cans, | might have thought Rod forgot to feed her. Now for us. You mentioned
burgers. Does that sound good to you? Ever since the other night, that’s what I’ ve been hungry for—but
the red thing, thistime”

“That sounds wonderful .”

He searched the take-out menus hung on the refrigerator by magnets, then took one and handed it to
me. “Thar burgers are pretty good. Let me know what you want.” When I'd made my sdection, he
cdled the order in and we retreated to the living room, leaving Loony aone with her dinner. As we
entered the room, he waved a hand at the fireplace and a fire sprang to life 1 refuse to fed guilty about
that particular shortcut now that | know Gloria has a brownie” he sad, stling down on the sofa
“Bedides, | tend to burn mysdf when doing that the hard way.”

| joined him on the sofa, trying to fight off the surge of self-consciousness | suddenly fdt. He was
acting far more relaxed than usud, and | was determined not to let this devolve into awkwardness. We
redly did need to get over the mutua bashfulness that tended to strike us in the rare Stugions when we
weren't in danger or we'd never get beyond kissng. | tended to move dowly on the physica sde of
relaionships, but one would hope sex would be on the menu eventudly. Like, while we were dill young
enough to enjoy it and have any kind of samina. “I won't tdl on you,” | said. “If | could light a fire by
waving a hand, | totaly would. It seems a waste to have that kind of power and not useit at dl.”

“| think she was mogly teaching me not to become so dependent on magic that | never learned how to
do things the norma way. She dso didn't want me to get in the habit of taking shortcuts or the easy way
out, in generd.”

“She and my dad would redly get dong. He s dl about learning big life lessons.”

He did out of his suit coat and threw it over the am of the sofa, then took off his tie and unbuttoned
the top button of his shirt. “1 hope this establishment doesn’t require neckties,” he said, quirking an
eyebrow a me.

“I'll make an exception inthis case.” | kept seeing imin Stuations where | thought he' d never looked
better, and then he managed to top himsdf. At the moment, he probably looked sexier than I'd ever seen
him, with his hair touded, the dightest hint of five-o'clock shadow on his jaw, and his white dress shirt
unbuttoned at the neck.

“Remind meto tip you extra” He picked up aremote control and turned on the televison. “I guess we
ought to start watching TV so we can make it worth your while to go through the immunity loss. Let's
hope he's got an ad on tonight.”

While we watched the firsd commercid break, Loony came in from the kitchen to join us, jumping up
between us on the sofa. | scratched the back of her neck while Owen changed channds. “It was on one
of thelocd channds, if that helps narrow it down,” | said. There weren't any Spellworks ads during the
next commercid break we found, either. “Maybe he's only advertisng during prime time. That would
meen we wouldn't see anything urtil eight.”

“Let’s hope there's something on that isn't too panful to watch—none of those redity TV dating
shows or movie stars trying to dance, or anything like that.”

| fdt a surge of warmth at the redization we had that much in common. “I hate those kinds of shows,
too.” It was funny, | thought | knew him farly wel by now, but there was so much | didn’'t know about
him, like what he watched on TV.



The buzzer sounded from downdtairs, and he jumped up. “There's dinner, and fortunatdly, it didn’t
come during the commercias.” He paused before leaving the living room. “I never thought I'd say that.”

While he was gone, | kicked off my shoes and tucked my feet under me, grateful that I'd worn a fuller
skirt that made it easy to st comfortably. Loony rolled over onto her back and waved a paw & mein a
farly obvious command to rub her belly, so | obliged. “How do you think it's going so fa?’ | asked her
inawhisper.

Owen returned with a couple of paper bags that had tranducent grease spots forming on the sdes—a
sure sgn our burgers hadn’t been magicdly transformed into more highbrow food worthy of a romantic
date. “Any commercids?’ he asked.

“No, you only missed a gory on the newscast.”

“Good. Normdlly I'd suggest we edt at the table, but we do have a TV-watching misson tonight, so
what do you say to aliving room picnic?’

“| say it sounds great.”

“I'll get us something to St on if you'll go grab us some drinks. There should be some sodas in the
refrigerator. Take whatever you want and grab something for me. There's nothing in there that | don’t
like”

When | returned with a couple of canned drinks, he had a red-and-white-checked blanket spread
picnic syle on the living room floor in front of the fireplace and televison. | hadn’t fdt anything in my
necklace, so that meant he mugt have had a picnic blanket handy. Interesting. He flattened the paper bags
the food had come in and then laid the burgers and fries out on them. | handed him his drink before | sat
down.

“This is more like it,” he said after teking a bite of burger. “Much better than the other night.” He
suddenly looked concerned. “Isn't it? Or am | incorrectly assuming? You said you had fun.”

“l had fun because | was with you. I'm not sure I'd have had fun with the kind of guy who'd have
deliberately taken me to that kind of place. Burgers on the living room floor are much more my dyle”
And, | redized, thisindoor picnic in front of the fireplace was a lot more romantic than the limo ride and
the fancy restaurant, with or without the weird disruption we' d had.

“Good. And | guess| didn't redize how little | know about you. | fed like | know the kind of person
you are because we have been through some pretty extreme Suff together, but | honestly don’'t know
what you like or what you do enjoy.”

“It's hard to carry on a good conversation when every time you're together, you're escgping from a
firg, fdling through ice, fighting off dragons, working, fending off a maob, or anything ese we' ve done
together.”

“l had to enchant that necklace to know what to give you for Chrismas.”

“I bought you a scarf. | think that's lamer.”

“So, tdl me, what would have been a good gift for me to give you?’

“| like the one you gave me. The necklace redly has been useful.”

“Okay, then, let’s try this another way. You dready know my favorite childhood movie was Robin



Hood. What was yours?’

“Hmm. Let's see, | think | was partid to Seeping Beauty. They re-released it in theaters when | was
about five or 9x, and we made a specid trip to the city to seeit. Afterward, | thought that going to livein
the forest with a group of wacky fairies seemed like a pretty good life. As an adult, | must admit to being
drawn to the dashing prince who fights a dragon.”

“Now, | would have got that one wrong. | saw you as more of a Cinderélla girl. You don’t lie around
waiting for other people to take care of the Stuaion. You pull yoursdf together and head out to the ball
to get what you want.”

“Yeah, | guess that does make sense, but | ill liked Seeping Beauty's prince better, and let’s face it,
the prince is the part we redly like in those movies. It's your turn now. Let's see, what can | ask you?
Favorite movie now?’

“l haven't been to the moviesin so long that | couldn’t begin to say.”
“Okay, then, how about favorite grown-up movie?’

He worried hislower lip in his teeth while he thought, then said, “A ot of it depends on the mood I'm
in. But Casablanca is a congstent favorite”

“Oh, so you're aromantic.”

“Wel, that’s not the main thing,” he said, even as he turned dightly pink. “1 like the idea of knowing
you're part of something bigger than you are, and at the same time, no matter how epic the scope of a
gtuaion is, it sdill about people. Plus, Humphrey Bogart was incredibly cool, and he aways knew just
what to say ina stuation. I'd love to be able to toss out smooth lines like that instead of thinking of them
hours later or not having the nerve to say them evenif | do think of them at the right time.”

“Yegh, you're a romantic. And worse, you're an idedidic romantic. You'd totdly make the grand,
sacrifida gesture for the greater good and then stride off into the fog.”

He dipped hisarm around my waist and pulled me againgt him. “Well, maybe | am a bit of a romantic.
Enough o that | deliberately ordered our burgers without onions.”

“And you think you're not smooth,” | said just before he kissed me. It was even better than our very
firg kiss, which had been magicdly influenced. We'd kissed a few times since then, but not with the same
kind of intendty. Asin dmog every other thing he did, he was thorough, meticulous, and quite skilled.
Fortunatdy, this time he didn’t withdraw in horror, like he had once before after redizing he was under
meagicd influence. Instead, he kept kissng me, and | let mysdf relax enough to redly kiss him back. After
dl our sruggles of the past weeks, once we got over the initid awkwardness, it fdt so very right between
us

Then just as | was getting into it, my necklace began vibraing furioudy.

Sixteen



I should have known it was too good to lagt. “Um, Owen?’ | said between kisses.

“Mmm hmm?’
“Unless you' re working some serious mojo on me, there' s magic going on.”

He pulled away, keegping his aam around me, and we both turned to look at the tdlevison. “What do
you see?’ he asked.

“l wasright. It's a mattress commercid.”

“That's not what I'm seeing. But | don't think it's any better than the mattress commercid in
production values”

“Yep, that would be the ad | saw the other night.”
“And ther€ s no indication that there’ s anything unusua about the ad you' re seeing?’

“No. It's not even a new ad, just that same annoying mattress ad that's aways on. It makes you
wonder if he actudly bought the airtime, or if he's hijacking it and the station thinks they’ re showing the
same old ads.”

“He dill had to produce the ad and somehow get it on the air, Snce we know that there redly is an ad
there. Itisn't an illuson.” The ad ended and he picked up the remote to turn the TV off. “I guess that's
misson accomplished for the night,” he said. “Now, where were we?’ He bent to kiss my temple, then
my cheek, and then my neck.

| leaned back againgt hmwith a 9gh of contentment. “I dill fed like there€' s something we' re missng.
There' s a connection we haven't seen yet between the funding and the person who seems to be running
things. Like maybe why they’re doing this when it doesn't look too profitable. And where did dl this

come from, anyway?’
“All whet?’

| turned to face him. “You. For the last couple of weeks, you've barely touched me, even though we
were supposedly deting, and now, wdl, wow. We re not under enchantment again, are we?’

He tapped the locket where it rested in the hollow of my throat. “Whet does thistdl you?’
“Thet there' s nothing magica going on nearby right now.”

“ g7

“So, excuse meif my head is pinning.”

“You sad it yoursdf, there was Ari’s escape, the fire that wasn't afire, the ice, my family, the crigs of
the day, the dragons, the messed-up dinner plans. Thisisthefirg timein along time it's been just us with
nothing crazy going on, and | was determined to make the most of it instead of panicking, getting
nervous, or chickening out.”

“Y ou were channding your inner Bogie” | said, resting my hand againg his cheek. “I get it now. | like
it”

He wrapped both arms around me and pulled me againg him in a warm embrace. “Sometimes | wish



we could forget about magic and saving the world and dl of that and just be us for awhile”
“But without the weirdness, would it dill be us?’
“Good point. | guess we're stuck with it.”

“l don’t mind dl that much.” | rested my head on his chest and could hear his heart beating. “Now we
know that dl we have to do to have a successful relationship is never go out again.”

“That sounds like one of your better plans”

But we did have to go out again, since the rest of the world was ill pinning and we had things to do.
After another hour or so of qudity shuggling mixed with a kind of twenty questions quiz as we swapped
ligs of our favorite things, he walked me home and arranged to meet me the next morning to head over to
Times Square. Thistime, | got my good-night kiss on the front steps. Things were definitely looking up.

| got homein time to catch my roommates in the middle of planning their costumes for the party. “Ooh,
someone' s dl aglow,” Gemma said when | waked into the bedroom. “We could turn out the lights in
here and dill find our way around, thanks to Miss Radiance USA.”

“| take it you had a good date,” Marcia said, rasing one eyebrow.
“Yegh. Good date.”

“What did you do?" Gemma asked, flipping through a carton of masks.
“We ate dinner on hisliving room floor and talked.”

“Tdked, hun?" She held up a black mask shaped like cat’ s-eye glasses frames. “What do you think of
this one?’

“Veary sy,” | said. “And, wdl, there might have been alittle more than talking going on.”
“Then you're home awfully early,” Gemma remarked.
“It was't that much more than taking,” | said.

Marcia came over and patted me on the head. “Our Katie is an old-fashioned girl. And a smart one.
Better to be sure of the Stuaion before you get in too deep.”

Gemmarolled her eyes” Just don't be so smart you miss the fun. Now, any costume plans for you?’

| shrugged. “I was thinking of usng those red shoes, maybe doing a Dorothy outfit, assuming | can find
ablue gingham pinafore.”

Gemma and Marcia looked a each other. “Tdl me she didn't jus mention dressng as Dorothy,”
Gemma said. She then turned to me. “This is not a Halloween carnival. It's a New Year's Eve masked
bal. You will not do anything cute or sweet. You're going to have one of the hottest guys there. You
mug do sexy. But good idea to use the red shoes. Let's see what else we can do with them. Oh, | have
anidea”

She disappeared to the back of the closet. There were times when | wondered if our closet had a spell
on it to expand it from within. It shouldn’t have been able to hold Gemmad s extensve wardrobe, let done



Marcia s and my clothes. Gemma returned with a red sin dress and one of my red shoes. “The reds
aren't a perfect match, but it's not too bad.” When she hdd the dress up againg hersdf, | saw that it had
apointy tall coming off the back of it. “The horns that go with this should be in the accessories box over
there”

“But if that’s your dress, it won't fit me” | said. Gemma was tdler than | was, and dthough she was
dimmer, she dso had more curves. It redly wasn't fair.

“Try it on,” she ordered.

It turned out to be good that | was severd inches shorter than she was, for the dress came to
mid-thigh on me. On Gemma it must have been indecently short. It was rather formfitting on me, except
in the chest area, where there was extra fabric. “That's okay,” Gemma said. “That's why they make
Wonderbras.” She stuck a horned headband on me and turned me to face the full-length mirror that hung
on the back of the bedroom door. “And voila, a she-devil. | can’'t decide if you should wear fishnets or
seamed stockings. Maybe seamed fishnets. WE Il have to see what we can find. You're gonna knock
your guy’s socks off.”

As| twirled my tal and looked a mysdf in the mirror, | was dmost looking forward to the party even
though | was garting to have a nagging suspicion that it was a recipe for disaster.

Instead of heading to the office the next morning, Owen and | went sraight uptown to Times Square.
“How will I know that my immunity is gill gone?’ | asked him while we waited for an uptown train.

“Do you see anything odd?’ he asked as my necklace hummed.
1] NO_”
“Y our immunity is gone.”

He was remarkably chipper, which | chalked up to our firg truly successful date. “I figured out my
codume for the party,” | told him, taking his hand and leaning againg him. “Now we have to find
something for you.”

“Oh redly, what isit?’
“It sasurprise” A train pulled into the station, and he ushered me on board.

We got off the train at the Times Square station, then made our way aboveground. The impect of dl
the giant Sgns and lights was somewhat diminished during the daytime, but it was dill pretty splashy. My
necklace had intendfied its hum, but | couldn’t be sure exactly what was causng it, as I’ d noticed magica
people in Times Square before. It was one of those parts of town where things were so crazy, megica
people could do whatever they wanted and nobody would notice anything weird, so long as nobody
dropped dl the magical vellsin the area a once on ardatively quiet night. The locds had on blinders and
the tourists would think it was just another one of those odd New York things Besides, some of the
nonmeagicd things going on there were weirder than anything the magica world had to offer. No magicd
person would be crazy enough to stand outside playing guitar in just his underwear in the dead of winter,
for example.

“What do you see? Owen prodded when we reached the treffic idand where we'd studied the



Spdlworks ads on Chrismas night.

“It looks like Times Square, the way it usudly is. Some soft drink ads, some computer ads. No magic
ajs.”

“So it's like the other velings he's done, hiding the magic behind the last ads that were there. That
does make you wonder if he redly is paying for the space.”

“The billboards aone wouldn't be cheap, so he dill needs money. But we might not be at multinationd
corporation leves of financng. Just one good backer—say, Sylvia—might be enough. Maybe things
aren't as bad as we thought. Knowing Idris, | wouldn't be at dl surprised if he gets bored with thisin a
week or two and moves on to something else”

“Let’s hope s0.”
“You know, that may be the way to ded with this” | said as a thought crossed my mind.
“How?

“Wdl, I'd imagine that whoever is making Sylvia bankroll him is doing so for a reason and ig't likdy
to lose interest. If Idris gets Sidetracked and moves on to something else, his boss is't going to be
pleased. That's bound to disrupt ther operation. What we need to do is come up with something sure to
digtract Idris”

Owen nodded and chewed on his lower lip, deep in thought. After he'd processed the thought, he
broke out in a huge grin and grabbed mein an enthusiagtic hug. “You're brilliant!” he said before bending
me back in a dip and kissng me thoroughly. A flashbulb went off, and | turned to see a tourigt taking our
picture. That was when | redized we'd more or less mimicked the pose from that famous photo of a
slor kissng a nursein Times Square at the end of World War [1. The degp blush on Owen's face told
me he'd just become aware of the same thing. He carefully pulled me back up to a proper standing
position while | fought off a bad case of the gigglesthat | knew would only embarrass him worse.

“Let’s check out the store now,” he said, meking a vdiant attempt at looking cam. “I doubt we can
get in, but we can see what's going on outside.”

“Yeah, they probably have our pictures up behind the cash regigter, like they do with people known
for writing bad checks.”

We passed one of those kitschy Broadway souvenir shops, and | tugged on Owen's arm. “Let’s go in
here a second.”

“Why?

My main reason was to escape the tourists who were dill giving us odd looks and to give him time to
compose himsdf, but what | said was, “I need to get some postcards. Are you that desperate to get this
over with and get back to the office? It's practicaly New Year's Eve. It's even a short day.”

“Whatever makes you happy.” He didn't say it in the resigned way that people usudly said that sort of
thing. He sounded more like he actudly meant it.

| flipped through the posters and T-shirts for shows | hadn't seen, and then | spotted something
henging on the wadl. “I have an idea for a costume for you,” | told Owen, pointing to the white Phantom
of the Opera mask. “You have a tux. All you do is wear that and the mask, and you've got a costume.
You' d essentidly be wearing evening clothes and a mask, but it would dill count as ared costume. Rod



would have nothing to complain about.”
“l don’t know,” he hedged, looking at the mask.
“It doesn’t involve wearing tights or makeup.”

“Vey good point.” He bought the mask, and then we got coffee from a street vendor before
wandering over to Ffth Avenue to stand across the street from the Spellworks store. | now saw nothing
more than a vacant, boarded-up storefront. We stood there for a while, under a bus stop sgn as though
we were waiting for a bus, and watched the foot traffic around the store. | saw afew people stop to look
inthe window, and Owen said he saw them enter the store when they disappeared from my view, but the
maority of pedestrians passed it by.

“Wdl, thisisexditing,” | said after a while. “For this, | gave up my immunity. | think our work here is
done, if you want to head back to the office”

He turned asif to go, then did a double take. “Wait a second, in't that Ari over there? That woman
looks exactly like the illuson she was wearing the other day.”

“I wouldn't know. | didn’'t see her illuson then, and | can't see any diginguishing Ari festures now.”

“Come on, let's see where she goes this time” He grabbed my hand as he took off, and | had no
choice but to follow him.

“Are you sure that's a good idea?’ | sad as | hurried to keep up with him. “Remember what
happened last time? And | can't look out for her if she decides to swap illusons or do something ese to
throw us off.”

“But that's only if she notices we're following her.” By the time we got across the street, though, it
became apparent that she wasn't actudly going anywhere. She looked like she was oying on the store,
like we were.

Idris soon came running out of the store. “What are you doing here?” he shouted. “Don’'t you know
it's dangerous for you to be out? Y ou're supposed to be hiding.”

Sherolled her eyes. In the human disguise | saw, she looked like a dub kid who wasn't used to being
out in daylight. “ Do you know how boring it is down there? I'm going crazy.”

“You'll be even more bored if they get you. Then you won't have any vigtors.”
“Likethey’'ll catch me. I'min disguise”

“They have immunes, remember?’

“| thought you were taking care of that.”

“It'snot as easy asyou think, and as | recdl, you weren't even that successful at it. Now, go. | have
work to do.”

“You're no fun anymore. It's that Sylvia bitch, isn't it?”

He sghed in exasperation. “I’'m not getting into this with you again.” Then | had to blink because the
woman I’ d been watching talk to Idris had vanished. “Not a smart movel” Idris shouted. The pedestrians
on the sdewalk just kept pushing around him.



Owen edged me away from the store. When we were a block away, | sad, “Looks like there's
trouble in paradise.”

“I'm surprised a how busnedike he was” Owen said. “He's got to be exhausted a the end of the
day from the effort of maintaining that.”

“l bet it only lasts a few minutes a a time and we caught him during one of his spdlls of busnesdike
activity. In a few minutes, hell be off playing video games or trying to think of ways to make his
employees dance the can-can.”

We headed back downtown, and as we crossed City Hdl Plaza on our way to the office building, he
asked, “Do you want to get together again tonight?” Before | could answer, he shook his head and
added, “And | just redized how that sounded. | know | shouldn’'t assume you never have any other
plans. | should think to ask you a few days in advance. But | didn't redly meen it as a date. You don't
have your immunity and I’ d fed better if | could keep an eye on you.”

“Asl| recal, you warded my place” | sad. “And I'd eventudly have to go home, like | did last night.
I'll be okay.”

He looked away for a second, and when he looked back a me there were bright pink spots on both
of his cheeks. “Okay, then. It's not just for your safety. I'd like to see you. Last night may have been the
fird entirly uneventful time we' ve ever spent together, and I’ d like more of it.”

“That does sound tempting, but | do dready have plans with my roommeates. I'm sorry.”

“It'sokay,” he said with a shrug, but his ears had turned pink. | hoped he didn't take it as a rejection,
but | did have plans, and | didn't want to be the kind of gifl who ditched my friends as soon as a man
cameinto my life

We dropped coats and his mask off in his office, and | took off the necklace before it drove me insane
ingde the magicaly charged office building, then we went upgtairs to find Merlin. Unfortunately, we found
Kim firg, gtting a Trix's desk. She mugt have been filling in while Trix took the day off, but even so,
she'd dready made that area her own, much as she'd taken over my office. She'd moved her pictures
and plants and had even put a nameplate with her name on it on the desk.

“Did you have an appointment?’ she asked curtly as we approached the desk.

“No, but | imagine Mr. Mervyn is expecting us” Owen said with the cdm he usudly displayed in
gtuations like that. He may have struggled with his inner Humphrey Bogart in his persond life, but a
work he often managed to be just thet cool.

“I"d better check with him, anyway,” she said, attempting a flirtatious look a Owen, who remained
utterly oblivious. In fact, he ignored her entirdly, waking toward Merlin's office doors.

She was opening her mouth to protest when the doors opened and Merin greeted us with a amile
“Ah, you mugt have a report for me” he said, ushering usindgde. | resisted the impulse to throw a gloaing
look over my shoulder a Kim as we went indde. Merlin gestured us to take seats on his sofa before he
went to the counter on the far Sde of the office. “1’ve just made a pot of tea, o your timing is excdlent,”
he said as he poured. He solved the problem of having three cups and two hands by letting one hover
aongsde as he carried the other two over to us. Thethird cup settled itsdf on the amdl table next to the
wing chair he took. “Now, what have you seen with your immunity gone?’

| described what I'd noticed about the subway ads, tdevison commercids, and Times Square



billboards, as well as the appearance of the store. “It's possible they haven't necessarily spent as much
money on advertising as we thought because the media companies may not even have noticed that there
are ads. Still, it would have been an impressive logigticad operation just to get those ads up physcaly, and
that would have taken money.”

“So they're possibly not quite on the verge of taking over the world,” Merlin surmised with a wry
twinklein his eyes.

“Katie aso had an idea for away to ded with Idris,” Owen said.

| swallowed and hoped this sounded as good now as it had when I'd firg brought it up. “Weve
noticed that Idrisis a bit digtractible. That seems to have been the main thing holding him back. Before he
can bring any of his evil schemes to fruition, he's become bored and moved on to something else. For
indance, he never redly took advantage of dl the turmail he caused when we thought we had a mole in
the company. | think he became so fascinated by watching us run around in a tizzy that he forgot to
actudly do anything with that opportunity.”

“That dso fits the way he used to work,” Owen added. “He seldom finished projects. He'd dabble in
one thing after another ingtead of gticking to a particular line of thought or research.”

“But now that he's apparently got someone interested enough in what he's doing to bankroll him, he
may not be able to get away with that,” | continued. “His boss must have something planned, and he's
not going to want to just move on to the next great idea. So if we could come up with a way to redly
digract Idris, it might mess him up with his boss or force the boss to show himsdf.”

Melin stroked his beard and nodded. “Yes, | could see how that might be effective. It might not stop
the plan entirely, but it could buy ustime. We' d dill need to find away to discover who is behind him and
what he' s trying to accomplish, but this could make that task somewhat easier. Very good thinking, Miss
Chandler. It'sdmogt a pity you're not magicd, for I'd be interested in seeing how you might innovate in

thet respect.”

“l guesswe ll never know. And maybe | have to think outside the box because | don’'t have access to
any powers. If | had magicd powers, | might be a redly boring wizard.” | hestated, then asked a
question that weighed heavily on my mind. “How are things going up here? Is there anything you need me
to take care of 7’

“No, Kim is quite effective. A trifle overeager, perhaps, but she is getting her work done. You can
focus on this project in good conscience.”

“Good, good.” | hoped my amile didn’'t look too obvioudy fake. | tried to remind mysdf that Kim
getting my work done didn't mean | was out of a job. It only meant | could concentrate on stopping
Idris, which meant far more to the company than typing memaos and making sure no one pulled a fast one
inmeetings.

She was 4ill there, stting smugly a Trix's desk as we left Melin's office, which undermined my
mentd pep tak. There are some people who just bug you, and Kim seemed to be my person of the
moment. There was nothing she could do that wouldn't get under my skin.

“Next time, it would help if you' d schedule an gppointment in advance,” she said.

And a lot of the things she did seemed designed specificdly to push my buttons. Fortunately, Owen
had my back and | didn't have to stoop to her levd to respond. “Mr. Mervyn seddom needs anyone to
schedule appointments. He Il know before anything important happens,” he said. “You may notice that



there's never a conflict, even when something comes up unexpectedly.”

“Thet does take some getting used to when you're managing his schedule,” | added, trying very hard
to avoid sounding patronizing. The stunned expression on her face was more graifying than any gift I'd
received for Chrismas, and | hurried to get out of the office suite before she thought of a clever
comeback that would diminish my triumph.

By the time we got back to Owen's lab, the short preholiday workday was dmogt over. “I'll see you
home” he said. “I fed like | ought to do at least that much with your immunity gone.”

| was darting to regret having made plans with my roommeates. Going home with him would have been
redly nice. “I'm megting Marcia down here to go to lunch. She works in the financid digtrict. And then
We re going uptown to meet Gemma for some shopping.” | took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “But |
do appreciate the offer. Normaly, I'm dl in favor of having you keep an eye on me”

He squeezed my hand in response, but his expression remained serious. “1 don't like the idea of you
being unprotected, especidly after what happened this morning. They know we' re onto them.”

“Have you met Marcia? I'd like to see the magicd creature that could take her on. And aren't there
my usud bodyguards? I'll be fine. But I’d better get going. She's the punctud type, and I'm more afraid
of her than of mongersif I'm ever late meding her.”

| decided to wak to meet Marcia at the restaurant she'd chosen rather than ride the subway to the
next gation. 1I'd only walked a couple of blocks when | noticed an ederly lady who seemed to be
falowing me. | tried to ignore her and kept going on my way. That was one of the city surviva lessons
Marcia had taught me when | firg moved to New York. | reached the restaurant and stepped indde to
find Marcia dready waiting in the foyer. “You're right on time” she said, greeting me with a hug. “They
sad our table should be ready in a moment.”

| opened my mouth to respond, but then avoice a my ebow said, “Wdl, now, aren’'t you being rude
today?’

| turned to see the lady who'd been fallowing me. She stood next to me, looking at me as though she
was astonished that | hadn't recognized her. | mentdly ran through every place | might have met
someone during my timein New York so | could figure out why | might know her. No bells rang.

“I know you were angry with me” she said, “but that’s no reason to snub me entirdly.”

Only then did | natice her facid structure and put it together with her voice to recognize Ethelinda. So,
that’s what the rest of the world saw. Without her wings, tiara, and layers of out-of-date evening weer,
she looked like an entirdly different person. It would have been niceif | could have ignored her, but | was
afrad Ethdinda would make a scene. “I'm sorry, | guess | didn’'t recognize you right away,” | sad,
franticaly scrambling for an excuse to get rid of her.

“Whao's your friend?” Marcia asked.

“Oh, thisisEthd—" | cut mysdf off because Ethd was a perfectly reasonable, if a little old-fashioned,
name, unlike Ethelinda. “She, uh, we...”

“I'm her fary godmother,” Ethdlinda declared proudly, putting an arm around my shoulders.



Seventeen

I froze. This waan't how 1'd planned to tdl my friends about magic. Then | tried to recover. “Ha, ha

Y eah, that’s what we cdl her at work. She's like afairy godmother to dl of us in the office. She gives us
such great advice on dating, rdationships, and Suff like that.”

Marciadidn't act like she’' d noticed anything odd, which made merdax alittle. “It's nice to meet you,
and you must be doing a good job, from what I've heard. It seems like Katie has found a good man.”

“The best,” Ethdinda said, beaming proudly, as though she had anything at dl to do with it. “Now, if
only we can make sure things work out for those two.”

“Yeah, wdl, everyone goes through that,” | said with a forced smile

“Why don’t you join us for lunch? Marcia asked. | groaned inwardly because there was nathing |
could say to stop Ethdinda from joining us and it would have been rude to uninvite her.

The hostess returned to her gation and glanced at us, then asked Marcia, “Waan't it just two in your
party?

“Our friend’'sgoing to join us” Marcia sad.
The hostess then swept us back to our table. She plunked menus down and said, “Enjoy your lunch.”

Ethdinda grinned glesfully once we were dl seated. “1 haven't had lunch with the girls like thisin ages.
Now, what romantic problems do you want hdp with?’

Marciagiggled nervoudy, then lined her slverware up in precise rows. “Funny you should mention it,
but I did want to get some advice about something.”

“Ian't that Gemma s area?’ | asked. | wasn't sure it was a good idea for Marcia to tak about her love
lifein front of Ethelinda, not if she didn’t want it completely screwed up.

“l definitdy don’'t want to talk to Gemma about this right now. Her view of reaionships doesn't
aways match mine, and you, well, you seem to be pretty level-headed.” She turned to Ethdinda and
added with aamile, “And I’ d appreciate any wisdom you' ve got, too.”

“What did you want to tak about?” Ethdinda asked.

“My boyfriend, Jeff. | thought for awhile that he helped balance me. He's a live-for-the-moment guy,
and I'm Ms. Spreadshest. I'm ambitious and driven. But there's balance and then there's functioning in
different universes” She looked a me and said, “You knew him before | met him. What do you know?’

All I knew was that he'd been gtting naked in Central Park, thinking he’'d been turned into a frog
when it was only an illuson because of a practical joke spdl, until I'd kissed him and broken the spell.
Unfortunately, the next effect of the spdl was that he became obsessed with me until he met Marcia and
fdl for her. “I don't redlly know much about him,” | confessed. “I'd just run into him around town a few
times”

“I don’t think I’'m a snob, and it's not like I’'m ashamed to take him with me to work functions, but I'm



not sure | can stay with him. | just think we're fundamentaly incompetible on a long-term basis. I'm a
grown-up, and he' s like an overgrown frat boy. Do | sound horrible?’

“No. You sound sensble” Ethdinda said. “If you're not happy, then there’s no need to keep & it. It's
not as though you're married.” Which was pretty much what I'd planned to say. Why could Ethdinda
give such sane advice to my friend when she only messed things up for me?

“Gemmawould say I’'m avoiding intimacy, that I’'m not Ietting anything into my life that’s not in perfect
order.”

“Then Gemma can go out with him. It's your life” | said.
“I'm not convinced you' re meant to be together,” Ethelinda said.

Marcia sighed, and | could practicaly see the tenson leaving her body. “I'm glad you see it that way,
because | broke up with im last night. | guess tha means I'm the fifth whed for the New Year's Eve
party, since I'll be going solo. But don't tdl Gemma yet, okay? | know she'd say | should at leest have a
date for New Year's Eve” She chuckled. “It does make me sound like a man, breaking up right before a
maor holiday.”

“But it dso means you redly didn't want to be with him, if you were willing to go dateless at New
Year's” | sad.

“True. And did you say that gorgeous friend of yoursis going to be at the party?’

It took me a second to redize who she was taking about, Snce | normadly didn't think of Rod as
gorgeous. “Oh, yeah, he' s the one hogting it.”

“Is he seeing anyone?’

“Uh, Manhaitan? And maybe even some of the outer boroughs. Oh, and definitdly a few foreign arline
flight crews. He' s kind of a player. | love him to death as a friend, but I’'m not sure I’d encourage anyone
| cared about to date him. It would be a recipe for heartbreak if you actudly liked him enough to want to
go out with im more than once or twice.”

“He s going through a phase,” Ethdinda said. “A phase he should have outgrown by now, but | don't
believe it reflects his true persondity. Still, he may not be ready yet to move out of that phase.” There she
went again with the sane advice.

Marciatwirled her hair around her finger. “Hmm. Sounds like a chdlenge”

“Don't say | didn't warn you.” | looked up, and wouldn’t you know it, Rod was waking through the
door. There had to be some unconscious spel that made the person you were talking about show up, it
happened so often. “ Speak of the devil,” | muttered.

“Why, what a coincidence!” Ethdinda said glesfully. “Here that very young man is”

Marcia turned to look, and while her back was to the table, Ethdinda waved her hand and a
soup-and-salad lunch for four appeared. Rod saw me and came draight to our table. “How are you
ladies today?’ he said smoothly. Marcia batted her eyelashes a him flirtatioudy, and | tried not to gag.

“Jud great. Marcia, you remember Rod, don't you? And this is Ethd. | was jud tdling Marcia that
she's like the fary godmother of the office” | gave the words “fary godmother” particular stress and
hoped he’ d sense her magic and figure it out.



“Yeah, that's what we say,” Rod said, giving me ady wink and the barest hint of a nod.
“Won't you join us for lunch?’ Ethdinda said. “We aready have food for you.”
“Hey, when did that get there?” Marcia asked.

| shrugged. “The waitress brought it when you weren’t looking.” At that moment, the waitress came
out of the kitchen with a tray, saw our table, frowned, and went back into the kitchen. The sound of
raised voices filtered into the dining room as the kitchen door swung in and ouit.

“What romantic advice have you been giving? Rod asked Ethdinda | wondered if it was my
imaginaion, or if he'd done something to dter hisilluson. He was 4ill very handsome, but it didn't seem
quite so over-the-top as it usudly was. Maybe | was getting used to it, or maybe the contrast with his
usud appearance wasn't so strong now that he was meking an effort.

“Marcia here has decided to break up with her boyfriend,” Ethdinda sad smugly, as though it had
been her idea. | was getting the feding that Cinderdla and her prince had aready worked things out, and
it was in spite of the glass dippers and pumpkin coach rather than because of these things that they got
together, while Ethdlinda took credit and coasted on that laurd for centuries.

“Oh, redly?’ Rod asked, rasng an eyebrow and leaning closer to Marcia. If he'd been dtting next to
meingead of across from me, I'd have kicked him in the ankle. Then | redized that | gill wasn't getting
any sense of his usud atraction odl. The lagt time | lost my immunity, it had taken dl my willpower to
keep from throwing mysdf a him. Now | didn’'t fed so much as a nudge. Had he redly given that up, or
was he just being alot more focused about it now?

Marcia gave him a rueful amile “Yeah, | guess so. Bad timing, huh? It looks like I'll be flying solo at
your party. You don't mind me coming without a date, do you?’

“l don't have a date, ether, and it's my party.” Rod not having a date for New Year's Eve, when he
hed a date for just about every night of the other three hundred and sixty-four days of the year, was
amost unbelievable. Then again, it probably meant he was hoping to hook up with someone there
without an officd date to get in the way. “Y ou can keep me company.”

Marcia blushed and looked flustered in a way I'd never seen with her before. She had to be under a
gpell, but Owen’s necklace gave off only a low-levd hum that was probably accounted for by Rod's
illuson and Ethdlindd s valing. | hadn’t fdt anything stronger or any surges of magic, other than when
Ethelinda conjured our lunches.

The waitress, dill looking confused, dropped off our check. “This one’'s on me!” Ethdinda declared.
Money appeared on the table. | hoped for the sake of the waitress that it was real money. “And | believe
my work here is done. It was lovely medting you. | hope things work out.”

We thanked her for the lunch, then | held my breath, hoping she' d leave the normd way via the door
ingead of her usud vanishing act. If she vanished, | told mysdf I’d let Rod explain it. Fortunately, she did
use the door. Rod soon excused himsdlf to go take care of some find party-planning details.

Marciaand | then went uptown and met Gemma as she got off work in the garment didtrict. “Therésa
huge Victorids Secret nearby, so we can go over there and get dl the accessories we need for our
cosumes” she said after gregting us.

Once we were indde the store, she headed draight for the bra section. She skimmed through the
displays, then pulled one off a rack. “This should do the trick. It adds a full cup sze. The red stin one



would be redly sexy and would work under that dress, but you'll probably get more use out of the nude
one because you could wear it under other things What Sze do you wear?’

| was just about to tdl her when | looked up and found mysdf looking sraight a Mimi, my evil boss
from my lagt job. Her amirk told me she'd heard everything Gemma had just said. She had to be feding
snugly superior, for she'd never need a padded bra. That was one of the many ways she fdt she was
better than me. “Why, Katie, imagine seeing you here” she said, doing afake air kiss that | didn’t bother
returning. “I thought you were too sweet and wholesome for thiskind of thing.”

“Too sweet and wholesome to wear underwear?’ | asked with exaggerated innocence. | mentdly
high-fived mysdf for having a good comeback. There was something about Mimi that dways made me
fed about an inch tall, evenif | was no longer working for her.

She laughed. “Very funny.” Suddenly, she was acting like Good Mimi. That was part of what was s0
evil about her. She could change persondities a the drop of a hat. She'd start the day acting like your
best friend, Iull you into complacency, then pounce with claws bared. “Whatever did you do with that
gorgeous guy you were with the last time | saw you?” Thelagt time I’d runinto her around town, 1'd had
Owen with me. He'd jumped vdiantly to my defense when she' d gone on the attack.

“I'mgiving him a break today to rest up for New Year's Eve” | sad, then grabbed something sheer
and naughty looking from a nearby display. “And that would be why I'm here”

She looked at what | was holding, then glanced over at the heavily padded bra Gemma dill held.
“Then, word of advice—you don’'t want to disgppoint him by dtarting with dl that padding and then
showing him the sad redlity that you can't hide in that.” She'd made a good, singing barb and she knew
it, S0 while | was dill thinking of a better comeback then “I know you are, but what am 17?7’ she turned
and headed to another part of the store.

As s00n as she was gone, Gemma and Marcia said in sunned unison, “What a bitch!” Gemma then
asked, “Who was that?”

“That was the infamous Mimi.”

Marcia shook her head as she watched Mimi berating a sdes clerk on the other side of the store.
“And | dways thought you were exaggerating when you talked about her. How did you survive that long
without killing her?’

“l needed the job if you wanted me to pay my share of the rent.” | put the sheer thing back on the
rack, then said, “Okay, show me this miraculous bra.”

“You're not going to get that?” Gemma asked, rasing one eyebrow.
“That? Are you kidding? It would give im heart failure”
“That'stheidea”

“No, when I'm ready for that kind of thing—and | mean after we've been going out for more than a
few weeks—I’ d need something alittle more classy, less caculated and obvious”

“Okay, then, try the bra on,” Gemma said, herding me toward the fitting rooms with Marcia a her
sde. They didn’t give me much choice but to go with them.

Thet didn't stop me from protesting. “I know what sze | wear,” | ingsted.



“It can be different in different styles. In fact, you should try a couple of different Szes”

| redly dug my heds in when they followed me into the fitting room. “I can do this aone, thank you
vay much.” Gemmaand Marciaignored me, barging into the smal room with me.

| changed out of my top, and with my back turned | took off my bra and tried on the one Gemma
handed me. Then | turned around to get their opinion and found that they were holding my blouse, my
purse, and my coat. “ Okay, snce we' re dl here, we need to tak,” Gemma said.

“What'sgoing on?’ | asked.
“WEe re having an intervention,” Marcia said.

“A wha?' | moved toward the door to get away from them, then redlized that unless | wanted to go
out in just a bra, | was stuck because they were holding my blouse and coat.

“We re worried about you,” Gemma said. “You've been acting odd lately. And we ve been getting
the feding that you' re lying to us about something.”

“You never used to lieto us” Marcia added. “You can't tdl a good lie and not look like you're lying,
which is why we know you're hiding something from us. But we want you to know that no matter how
bad it is, you can tak to us. WE I try to understand, and we |l be here for you.”

“I have no ideawhat you're taking about,” | said, sure | was proving their point about looking like a
liar. “And do we have to get into this here?’

“We planned to do this here,” Marcia said. “At home, you could lock yoursdf in the bathroom or go
out. But right now, you're stuck, and you have to ligen to us”

“Ydl are blowing this out of proportion,” | said, feding frantic.

“You've got symptoms of drug abuse, or maybe mentd illness” Gemma said. “1 looked it up on the
Internet. Y ou' re gone alot with no explanation, you lie about where you' ve been, you're associating with
different people. You don't enjoy things you used to enjoy.”

“I'vegot anew job,” | pointed out. “Of course I’'m associating with new people, and I’'m gone more
often because | have more responsibility.”

“Thisjob ison the up-and-up, isn't it?” Marcia asked. “And the new boyfriend, he's not a drug dedler
or an abuser, or anything like that?’

“You met him. What do you think?’

“l gpent about twenty seconds with him before you hustled him out the door. Hey, wait a second, you
aren't ashamed of us with your new work friends, are you? You didn't seem crazy about your friends
joining us for lunch today.”

“No, it'snot likethat at dl.” | tried to think of an explanation, but | was afrad I'd only make matters
worse snce they were definitdy onto my lies and cover-ups. As a lagt resort, | decided on tdling the
truth—wdl, some of it. “It's just weird to mix worlds like that, you know? I’ve dways had my work
friends and then y'dl, and | never had to mix the two groups. | kept my persond life and my work life
separate. Now that I'm daing someone from work and some of my coworkers have become red
friends, it feds like my worlds are calliding, and it's teking some adjusting.” Oh boy, was it. “I mean,
look at how fresky it was to run into my old boss here. Lunch today was that kind of thing for me”



Gemma handed me my blouse. “We just want you to know we're here for you if you ever want to
tak. And that bra fits you perfectly. You should take it.”

“But we will be getting to know your boyfriend better at the party so we can be sure about him,”
Marcia added.

“l can assure you he doesn’'t have me under mind control, and he's not trying to recruit me into a
dangerous cult and separate me from my friends and family. Now, can | have some privacy?’

They were wating out in the store when | returned, fully dressed and my wits more or less about me.
Thishad been possbly the closest cdl I'd yet had in hiding my magicd double life. Gemma had picked
out a pair of flesh-toned fishnet tights. Mimi was torturing a saes clerk by making her open and search
through every drawer to make sure the bra she wanted wasn't hiding from her. | certainly fdt the clerk’s
pain. | was sure that as soon as the sdlesgirl found the bra, Mimi would change her mind and warnt to find
adifferent one.

I"d just checked out and was moving toward the store exit when Owen's necklace went nuts. It was
vibrating so hard it was dmogt painful. That meant big magic was in use nearby. Even without the
necklace I’d have fdt the power flying around. Before | had a chance to react, someone grabbed me and
pulled me toward the exit.

Gemma and Marcia flew into action, hitting the guy holding my arm with ther shopping bags and
purses. My attacker was probably my old friend, Mr. Bones. Under my roommates assault, he let go of
me, but | wasn't sure where to turn. | didn’t want to run out of the store because there were likdy more
goons out there waiting for me. | threw a few good kicks into the mix, and soon he was the one running
from the store.

But that didn’'t stop the chaos. When the door opened to let my would-be kidnapper out, something
else seemed to comein. | ill felt magic in use and wondered if my magicd bodyguards had come on the
scene. | hated being without my magicad immunity because it meant | could only guess a what was going
on. A negligee-clad mannequin toppled over, then tried to right itsef before faling over on the other Sde,
right on top of Mimi. Thistime, she was the one to shove the mannequin upright, but she didn't seem to
notice that she had something lacy and filmy hanging off the back of her head. That sght done made up
for the scary moments earlier.

“Let’'sget out of here” Gemma said. She and Marcia each took one of my arms and marched me out
of the store. “That was bizarre. See why we' re worried about you?’

“Hey, you're not blaming me, are you?’ | asked, trying to keep up with their longer strides. “Did you
think | set that up?’

“Of course not, but that guy went sraight for you,” Marcia said.

“It was random. Crime often is, you know. | was the closest one, and maybe | looked distracted
because my friends had just accused me of being crazy or doing drugs, S0 | was an easy target.”

“But then dl that other Suff started hgppening,” Gemma said. “Things flying, mannequins faling over.”

“Okay, | admitit,” | said, pulling my arms out of thelr grasp and throwing my handsin the ar in defest.
“I’ve got magicd powers, and | used them to torment Mimi. Are you happy now?’

Gemma laughed. “Well, you might have a point there. We can’'t blame you for that. It was just typica
New York weirdness. But you are okay, aren't you? You'd tdl usif something was wrong?’



“I'm okay,” | indsted, skipping over the part about tdling them. They didn't seem to notice my
omisson as they nodded and put ther arms around me. | dill had a feding they weren't going to stop
worrying about me anytime soon.

As| sat New Year's Eve with a head full of hot rollers while Gemma painted what fdt like an inch or
more of makeup onto my face, | wished I'd gone for Owen's stay-at-home idea. “Hold Hill and don’'t
blink,” she ordered, waving an eydiner brush a me. | was dmog afraid to look at mysdf in the mirror
when she was through.

When | did get the nerve to look, | didn't recognize mysdf. She'd done a cat’s-eye effect with
eyding and eyeshadow, and she'd managed to make my lips look plump and red. “Now, go get
dressed,” she said, “and then we'll do your har.”

By the time | got on the pneumatic bra, the fishnet tights, the red dress, and my red shoes, | fdt I'd
been transformed even more. With the hp of the bra, | dmost filled out the top of the dress so that it
hugged every curve—natura and artifica. Gemma took out the haot rollers, ingtructed me to bend over
and shake my head while running my fingers through my hair, then patted the touded waves into place
and sprayed thoroughly with hair spray before gticking on the horned headband. “ There we go,” she sad,
admiring her creation with satisfaction. “One she-devil.”

| had to admit, | looked pretty good, though even with my hot red outfit | wasn't sure | was anywhere
near as sexy as Gemma was in her skintight black catsuit and knee-high black diletto boots. And then
Marcia came out of the bathroom.

We dmog didn't recognize our own roommate. She wore a Mailyn Monroe-style dress, and with
her hair curled she looked very much like Marilyn. It was more overtly sexy than I'd ever seen her.
“What do you think?’ she asked, sounding alittle unsure.

“You'll have to walk over a least one subway graing,” | said, and she grinned as she mimicked the
famous pose.

The buzzer from downgtairs sounded and Gemma ran to answer the intercom. A moment later, she
opened the door to let Philip in. He was dressed like a storybook verson of Prince Charming, complete
with cape and crown. He gave dl of us a sweeping bow, then put a green frog mask up to his face. | had
to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud. He gave me ady wink as he took the mask away from his
face. “Ismy costume adequate?’ he asked.

“It' s great,” Gemma said, Stepping forward and giving him a quick kiss.
“Absolutdy brilliant,” | agreed.

The buzzer sounded again, and this time it was Owen. When he came upgtairs, he was wearing a tux
and a full-length opera cape. His eyes went huge when he saw me, and he'd just started to blush when
Marcia asked him, “And what are you supposed to be?’ With adgh and a pained look a me, he put on
abroad-brimmed black hat and the Phantom mask. Marcia nodded in approval. “Nice, but | think you
might be alittle too cute under that mask to be a proper Phantom of the Opera.”

He turned one of his better shades of red. “I guess we're ready to go,” | said, trying to direct attention
away from him even as | wished Marcia had given him a chance to react fully. It wasn't often that a men
looked a me that way, and | didn't get the full effect of that look when he had the mask on. “Shdl we
head downgtairs and try to get a couple of cabs?’



“Wait a second,” Gemma said, turning to Marcia. “Where's J&ff?’

“He s not coming tonight.” Marcia picked up her coat. “Let’s go.”

Owen took his mask off. “I cdled for a car, if you don't mind.”

“Not one hit,” Gemma said, blowing him a kiss that made him turn pink again. “Thank you.”
Aswedl trooped downgdtairs, | hung back with Owen. “Nice cape and hat,” | said.

“l borrowed them from James. | headed up there for a short vist last night. | was scolded for not
bringing you. And, by the way, |, um, like your costume. It's a little out of character, but maybe it's an
entirdy different sde of you. One that could be fun for an evening, | suspect.”

“Thank you. | think.” | didn’t dare look a him because | was sure | was turning redder than my dress.
| couldn’'t hep but wonder what he meant about my she-devil persona being fun. We got down to the
sdewak, and before we joined the others, | glanced a him. “When you said you ordered a car...” The
look on hisface sad it dl. “Oh, no, you didn't.”

But the squedling tires of the car that came to a stop with one of its front wheds on the curb said it dl.
Instead of the two goofy gargoyles, though, one man got out of the driver’s seat. He had bulging eyes
and Rocky’ s long, thin face, but his legs were short and stocky. Owen and | sat in the front seat, with me
in the middle next to the driver(s), and the others got in the backseat. “And, we're off!” Rocky’s voice
sad as we shot out into traffic. My friends didn’t seem to notice anything strange about the driving, but |
clutched Owen's hand and squeezed my eyes shut during most of the trip.

The party turned out to be in a spacious SoHo loft with large arched windows overlooking the street
many floors below and cast-iron columns throughout the room. Rod greeted us as we entered. He wore
apurple frock coat that reminded me of the Gene Wilder verson of Willy Wonka. “You remember my
roommates Gemma and Marcia?’ | said. “And thisis Philip, Gemma s boyfriend.”

Rod kissed the girls and me on the cheek and shook Philip's hand. Then he turned to Owen, who was
back in full Phantom regdia, and did a mock double take. “And who are you, stranger?’

“Not Robin Hood thistime” Owen said. “Now, if you'll excuse us, there are some shadows | need to
haunt on the other sde of the room.” He swept me away with an arm around my wais.

“Don't get too deep into character,” | teased him. “1 mean, unless you redly want to drag me off into
the basement away from dl these people.” We were farly early, but the place was dready packed. With
the costumes, it was hard to tdl who was who. I'd left Owen's necklace a home, assuming the place
would be full of magic, so | couldn’'t even tdl how many people were wearing illusons ingtead of red
costumes.

“The basement idea is tempting, but we should probably save it for later,” he said, scanning the room.
“Do you want something to drink?’

“Sure. Whatever you can get to eeslly.”

He took off into the crowd, and while | waited for him, Gemma and Philip joined me. “| think that
cosume went to Marcia's head,” Gemma said. “She's back there flirting with your friend.” | glanced
across the room to see Marcia doing the Marilyn over the subway grate pose in front of Rod.

“Ian't that the idea of a costume party? To leave yoursdf behind and have fun?’ | asked.



“l just hope she does't regret this later.”

While Gemma glared in Marcia s direction, Philip Sdled up to my other side. | ill had to fight off afit
of the giggleswhen | saw hisfrog mask. “I mugt thank you for your referrd to the attorney,” he said.

“You're welcome. And how are things going?’
“Ethan and | have a meeting with them to raise the issue after the holiday.”
“Good luck with that.”

A masked pirate with Tinkerbell a his Sde then joined us. | recognized the fairy as Trix, which meant
the pirate had to be Ethan. He wore leather pants and a shirt open dmogt to hiswaig, and | didn’t think
the hoop earring he wore in one ear was a clip-on. When he decided to explore the wilder sde of life, he
didn't do things hafway.

“Katie? Isthat you?" Trix asked, then gave atinkling fairy laugh.
“Yeah, I'm expressng my inner sdf.” | gave my pointy tail a swish for punctuation.
“You couldn’t be evil if you tried,” Ethan said.

Philip perked up when he heard Ethan’s voice. “Mr. Wainwright?' The two of them then recognized
esch other and were soon logt in legdl conversation.

“What's up with them?’” Gemma asked.

“They’re working together on some business thing. It's a very amdl world.” And even smdler when
you factored in magic. Then | remembered that Trix was 4ill there, left stranded while her date taked
shop. Ethan might have been interested in exploring the wilder side of life, but he was dill a lawyer, fird
and foremogt. “Gemma, you remember Trix, don’t you?’

“Oh yeah. Hi. | dmogt didn’t recognize you with the wings. Great cosume!”

Owen showed up then with drinks. | couldn’t see his face wdl behind the mask, but | could tdl he was
flustered. “Y ou would not believe the wait a the bar,” he said as he handed me a drink. “I’'m not even
sure what thisis. | just grabbed whet | could get my hands on.”

“If it swet, I'm happy.”

Gammadunk over to Philip and whispered in his ear. | was't sure what she said, but soon she was
leading him to the dance floor. Trix and Ethan weren't far behind. “Do you want to dance? Owen
asked, with atone to his voice that told me he'd love me forever if | said no.

“The only time | can remember dancing in public was when | was under a spdll, and | don't intend to
change that anytime soon.”

“Thank you,” he said. “It's actudly more fun to watch everyone dse make fools of themsdves. Gloria
taught me to watz and foxtrot, of course, but | don’t think you can do that to this music.”

Philip certainly seemed to be trying. He had Gemma in a proper balroom dance hold and moved her
smoothly around the floor to the beat of the thumping house music. It worked better than | would have

thought.
“What I'd redly liketo find is a place to St down,” | said, trying to wriggle my toes within my shoes.



“These shoes aren’'t made for stlanding around for long periods of time” | was aready logng feding in my
middle toes.

“There are some chairs over there. And they're even empty.”

“You hurry over and grab them, and I'll hobble behind you.” As hot as these shoes were, | never
would have bought them if | hadn’t been under an enchantment at the time, but now | was stuck with
them. They were impressive, but they were best for occasions spent modly seated. “Ah, that's better,” |
Sghed as | sat down.

The room was getting more and more crowded by the minute, and though we were far from the man
dance floor, the dancers were getting closer to us. That made for prime people-watching. | soon began
to wonder if inviting my friends was a good idea. It would be hard for them to avoid noticing that there
were some pretty odd things going on. Then again, would anyone redly think that odd meant magicd if
they didn’t know the truth?

“You'd better look out for your friend,” Owen said, gesturing toward the dance floor. | followed his
gesture urtil | saw Marcia dancing rather closdy with Rod.

“She just broke up with someone, so he wouldn't even need to turn on the juice to lure her in. He may
be just what she’ s looking for.”

“And she may be more than he can handle, from what | can tell. This could be interegting.”

| thought for a second that | saw Ethdinda on the dance floor, but it turned out to be Isabel, Rod's
secretary, dressed as afary godmother. She looked much as Ethdinda mus have looked afew centuries
ago in her prime, but wearing only one outfit and about four times Ethdinda's sze. | was pretty sure
|sabel was part giant.

She danced up to us, waving what | hoped was a toy wand. “Hey, you two,” she boomed. “Great
costume, Katie, and | presume the mysterious gentleman with you is one Mr. Pamer.”

Owen raised his mask dightly to verify hisidentity and gave her aamile

“Why aren’t you two on the dance floor?’

We looked at each other, then Owen said, “Watching everyone eseis more fun for us”
“It gives us better office blackmail materid for after the holidays” | added.

She fluttered her fake wings at us as she returned to the dance floor. Others might have considered us
to be wallflowers, but | had a good time sitting with Owen and trying to guess the identities of the various
party guests in thar costumes. Marcia and Rod were dill dancing together, and dill quite close. From
whet I"'d heard about Rod' s socid life, that may have been the longest he' d spent with any one woman in
years. Philip had findly given up trying to balroom dance in that crowd and was atempting to follow
Gemma s more contemporary dance gyle, even as he seemed to be a bit distracted by that catsuit. At
least one fary was floating and spinning above the crowd, and if | saw it, that meant my friends could see
it, so | hoped they were too busy dancing to notice.

“I"d say it'sa successful party,” | remarked to Owen.

“Rod does know how to throw a party,” he said. He checked his watch. “It's not long urntil midnight.
I"d better fight my way back to the bar to grab some champagne.”



While he was gone, | dipped my feet out of my shoes and pointed and flexed my toes a few times to
try to get the circulation going again. As | bent to put my shoes back on, a sudden wave of dizziness
gruck me. Maybe | should have asked Owen to grab some food before he got the champagne, |

thought.

Owen returned more quickly then | expected. “They had the champagne dl lined up on a table,” he
explaned. After he handed me my glass, he reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and withdrew two
of those party things you blow into and make uncurl. “And we have something to hdp us usher in the
New Year,” he said, handing me one of those. “I wasn't sure if you'd want one of these or one of the
noisemakers, but | figured there' s enough noise in here”

“Very good choice” | said, then blew it a him.

The band stopped playing and Rod took the microphone. “Are we ready for the countdown?’ he
asked.

Owen and | stood up and moved to join the rest of the crowd. Everyone counted down from ten
together, then baloons and streamers floated down from the cealling—where | hadn’'t noticed anything
henging previoudy—and everyone cheered. Owen and | dinked our glasses together, then he leaned
forward to kissme. “Happy New Year,” he sad.

“And happy New Y ear to you, t0o.”
| drank my champagne, and then things started to get alittle fuzzy. And then things went kind of blank.

The next thing | knew, | was waking up in my bed with a killer headache, in my bedroom, in our
gpartment, and ill wearing the red satin dress and fishnet tights.

Eighteen

I t was hard to tdl what time of day it was from ingde my bedroom because 0 little light came through

the arshaft no matter what time of day it was, but this didn’'t look like morning sun. | had to squint and
force my eyes to focus so | could read my bedside darm clock. The clock had to be wrong. It sad it
was nearly three in the afternoon. That was impossible. 1t would mean | was missing about fifteen hours,
gncethe last thing | remembered dearly was kissng Owen at midnight.

| reached to rub my aching head and found the horned headband, Hill dinging precarioudy. Removing
it eased the headache a little bit, but not enough. With a supreme effort, | willed mysdf into a gtting
position. Maybe a shower would help, | thought, if 1 could make it dl the way to the bathroom. The
wooden floor seemed to have turned to ice, it was so hard to keep my feet under me, and | had to hold
my arms out like a tightrope waker to maintain my balance.

A long, hot shower didn’'t do as much to clear my head as | hoped. A large part of my brain was ill
out cold and the other part was having to lug it around like deadweight. My balance had improved some,
S0 navigding the path back to the bedroom wasn't quite as difficult as the wak to the bathroom had
been. | threw on a swesat suit, and then | ventured out into the living room. | was't yet sure | wanted to
know what had happened during dl those missng hours, but | was sure my roommates would tel me.



“It lives” Marcia said drily from her seat at the dining table when | shuffled in. Gemma glanced up
from the fashion magazine she was reading with a grunt.

“Yeah, it lives. More or less” | sad, gtting very carefully on the sofa to make sure it was where |
thought it was. | fdt like | had a skewed perception of the world, as though everything was just a bit off
from where it seemed to me to be. | noticed as | sat down that one of my red dilettos lay on the floor in
front of the door. There was no 9gn of the other one. Maybe Prince Charming had snagged it when | lost
it while fleeing the ball and he'd use it to find me again. “Would anyone mind filling me in on what
happened after midnight?’ Cause I’'m drawing a blank.”

“Oh, it'squitethe saga,” Gemma said. “I’'m not sure we have time to tdl the whole story.”
“How about we start with what should be the easy part: How did | end up a home and in bed?’

Marcia got up from the table and came over to stand in front of me. “When things got out of hand at
the party, Owen and Philip dragged you out of there. Owen caled for a car to drive us home. Owen and
Philip got you up the gtairs between them, and then Gemma and | threw you in bed.”

| nodded. “Okay. That makes sense. Well, the coming home part does. But what do you mean by
things getting out of hand?’

“Ha” Gemma s response was somewhere between a snort and a laugh.

“Comeon, y'dl. What happened? I’'m mising a lot of time here, and | don't know why. | remember
kissng Owen a midnight, and after that everything is a big blank.”

“Let’sjust say | never had you pegged as a mean drunk.” Marcia tossed her hair, which gill held some
of the Marilyn curl, and stalked off to the kitchen.

“But | wasn't drunk,” | protested. “1 had one cup of punch, which seemed pretty watered-down even
to me, and then a glass of champagne at midnight, and | don’t remember drinking dl of that.”

“l hope you were drunk,” Gemma snapped. “Because if you weren't and you were acting that way,
wal, you aren't the person we thought you were.”

“Whet did | do?’

“You got nasty. You said some redly mean things to us and to Owen, and then after you told him how
pathetic he was as a boyfriend, you came on to every other man in the place—especidly those who were
there with dates.”

I moaned and buried my face in my hands. I’d only ever been truly drunk a few times in my life, and
even then, never to the point of passng out, so it was hard for me to compare the experience. Still, it
seemed like | should remember more than a couple of drinksif I’d had enough to pass out. Or was it like
a concussion, where sometimes you forgot the whole day, even the time before you got conked on the
head?

“What did | say to y'dl?’ My voice came out muffled from behind my hands.

“For one thing,” Marcia said, “you told everyone about me bresking up with Jeff. How did you put it?
Oh yeah, ‘Like she thinks she's too good for him.””

Sill with my face behind my hands, | said, “You know that’s not what | think. | told you that.”



“Yeah, and | dso recal asking you not to tdl anyone.”

| looked up to see her Stting once more at the kitchen table, a seaming cup of coffee in front of her.
My mouth watered at the Sght. Coffee, that was what | needed. If | got some ceffeine into my system |
was sure I'd be able to think gtraight. And would it have killed Marcia to offer me a cup while she was
up? | recdled having brought many a cup of coffee to her when she wasin asmilar sate.

“l don’t remember saying that, honest. | didn’'t mean to blab.”
“Wha was the big secret, anyway?’ Gemma asked. “Why didn’t you want me to know?’
“It smy business, in't it?

While Marcia and Gemma argued, | eased mysdf off the sofa and amed for the kitchen, hoping there
was dill coffee in the pot. | nearly wept with joy when | saw that there were a least two cups left. |
poured hdf a cup for mysdf, added some sugar and milk, then took a cautious sp. One thing |
remembered from the few hangovers I’d experienced was such a strong nausea that the thought of food
or drink made my stomach churn. But my stomach fdt fine. | was able to drink the whole cup, and soon
my head fdt alot clearer, even if the headache hadn’t eased at dl. Actudly, it was even worse.

| wandered over to the front window while Gemma and Marcia argued. It was snowing outside, in the
dage of a snowstorm when it's modly flakes dancing to the ground from the sky, but before much has
accumulated yet on the ground. At any other time, this would have been the perfect day to tay inade
with my friends, watching old movies while egting popcorn and chatting. Apparently, today wasn't going
to be one of those days. | tried to force my attention back to my roommetes.

“It' s not like you' ve had perfect relationships, yoursdf,” Marcia said.

“What? Because | hit a rough patch with Philip? Well, we talked last night, and he sad work was
digracting him. He' s going to try to be better because he misses me”

“That's great!” | said, trying to radiate enthusasm for my friend’s good fortune.

Both of them turned to glare & me, looking like they wished I'd just vanished. “You say that now,”
Gamma sad, “but that's not what you said lagt night. | believe there was something about what a dut |
was because | was thinking of dumping him for not degping with me yet.”

| cringed, though to be far, she had pretty much said something dong the same lines, except for the
part about her being adut. It wasn't like I’d broken any new ground there,

Marcia chuckled. “Yeah, and ironic, wasn't it, congdering she went from that to complaining about
Owen doing the same thing with her? And then she must have been thinking of poor Philip's reputation
by giving im a chance to show he wasn't a cold fish.”

By thistime I'd cringed so hard | nearly had a cramp. “How did Owen react to the things | did?’ |
asked. My heart clenched at the thought of what he mugt have felt.

Gemma shrugged. “It's hard to tdl with that mask he had on. But he went redly quiet, dill-like. He
made sure you were looked after. A lot of guys would have left you there to find your own way home,
and he wanted to make sure you'd be okay. | think he redly, redly likes you. And he/'s a good guy.”

| shook my head as though that would clear out some of the deadness. “I just don't get it. | don't
know where that Suff could have come from.”



“It had to have come from somewhere,” Marcia said.
“We should have known that nice routine was too good to be true,” Gemma added.

| went from contrite to angry. “Come on! How long have you known me? We' ve lived together at
leadt five years, off and on, and you've seen me drunk more than once. You'd know by now if | had
anything ugly hidden undernesth the surface” | tried to think of an explanation for whatever had
happened. The most obvious, of course, was tha I'd been enchanted. I'd done some pretty
out-of-character things not too long ago, the lagt time I'd lost my immunity, when 1’d been enchanted. It
would have been easy enough for someone in that crowd to have zapped me with a spdll. Unfortunately,
| couldn’t tel them that. “Maybe it was one of those drugs people dip into drinks, like the news shows
are dways warning you about. My mom sent me a magazine dipping about that the other day.”

My heed findly cleared completely, dthough | Hill felt like my brain was too big for my skull, and | felt
like | was truly, fully awake for the firg time today—even more awake than usud. | could now assess the
gtuaion and see it for what it was. They were lying to me, a voice in my head said, winding me up to
make me regret drinking too much. None of that Suff had redly happened. I'd probably fdlen adeep on
acouch and missed the whole party.

| laughed. “Okay, | think your little prank has gone on long enough. You've run it into the ground, and
it's not the least bit amusing.”

It would have been niceif | could have grabbed a coat and stomped out of the gpartment, but the
snow was coming down hard and | didn’'t want to be out in it. Instead, | went back to the bedroom and
dammed the door. | thought about caling Owen to get the red story of what happened at the party, but
then | redlized | didn’t have his home phone number. That certainly said something about our relaionship.
| hoped he might cal to make sure | was okay, but he didn’t. | spent the rest of the day curled up on my
bed and trying not to dream up revenge fantasies againg my roommeates. | had the light out and was
pretending to deep long before Gemma came to bed.

Because I'd gone to bed so erly, | woke before my roommates did. | got up, got dressed, and left. |
figured I’ d let them worry about me and stew dl day, and then maybe they’d be sorry enough to come
clean and gpologize that evening. Leaving early dso meant that | might stand a chance of missng Owen.
If he didn’t care enough to cdl to see how | was doing after a night when he'd had to carry me home, |
didn't want to see him. It would serve him right if he worried about me.

| picked up a sweet roll and coffee & addi | passed on my way to the subway sation, but when | got
into the gtation, | found mysdf heading for the uptown platform instead of my more usud downtown
platform. | noticed the mistake and tried to correct it, but nothing happened. | kept heading for the
uptown platform, as though someone ese controlled my body. | saw an df pass me on the staircase, o |
figured | had my immunity back and no one could be contralling me magicaly. Maybe my subconscious
was trying to tdl me something and | should just go with my guit.

| got on an uptown express train, then got off a Times Square and indinctively made my way over to
the Spdllworks store. | stood on the corner across the street from the store, wating and watching. After
awhile, | got cold from standing ill, and just waiting there seemed pointless, but when | tried to move,
something in me resisted. My subconscious was being redly, redly stubborn. | put up an even stronger
fight and findly succeeded in moving one leg, but then | saw Idris gpproaching the store and decided to
day for awhile

Of course, the moment | decided to stay, my subconscious got other idess. | darted out across the
street, dodging honking cars, to reach him. It took him a moment to notice me, and then yet another to



recognize me. “What are you doing here?’ he asked, his eyes bugging. He immediatdy scanned the area
around me like he was looking for my magicd bodyguards. Come to think of it, | hadn’'t noticed them,
mysdf. | must have thrown them off by leaving so early, before Owen got there to wak me to work.

| opened my mouth to answer him, but what came out was, “Are you missng anything? Or have you
been too busy with your lady friend to notice?” My subconscious was a very strange place. | had no idea
what | was taking about.

Herolled hiseyes. “I am not dating Sylvia She's my investor. You may think I'm joking around with
my business, but it'sfor red, and it's going to take that dinosaur you work for down.”

| glanced over a hissingle, tiny storefront, then back to him. “Y eah, we' re sheking.”

“How hig a task force do you have assigned to figure out what I’'m doing and bring me down?’ he
asked, crossing his arms over his chest and taking a pose that made him look like a wannabe rap sar.
“Yeah, you're running scared.”

“We're not scared of you. We're scared about the mess you'll make and the innocent people who'll
be hurt dong the way.” That was metdking, | was sure.

“That's what you say.” He glanced around me again, then asked with a smirk, “Where's your
boyfriend this morning? | thought taunting me was his job.”

“He s too busy to waste time on you.” Part of me wanted desperately to stay there with him, which
made me redly worry about my subconscious, but | knew | needed to get to the office. It took dl my will
to drag mysdf away from him to get to the subway station. While | waited for a downtown train, |
checked my watch. Unless atrain came very soon, I'd be late. | stared up the tunnd, wishing for a train
to get there right away. For once, it worked.

When | got to the office, Owen'’s lab was empty. That gave me a chance to focus on my own work. |
hed a revised marketing plan in response to the Spellworks threat to wrap up and get to Merlin, and that
amog distracted me from obsessing over what might have happened at the party and whatever was
going on with me thismorning. | gill didn't think my friends had told me the truth. After dl, | never acted
like that. | printed the find document, then headed to the departmentd printer room to pick it up.

Trix greeted me with a worried frown when | got up to Merlin's office. “Are you okay?’ she asked.
“You werein redly bad shape by the end of the party.”

“What kind of shape?’ | asked.

She shrugged her wings. “You weren't acting like yoursdf.” Then she gave one of her tinkling fairy
gggles “For amoment, | even thought Ethan might have regretted bresking up with you.”

“That bad, huh?’ | asked, playing aong, though | was sure she was in on my roommeates scheme.

“I’'ve seen worse. Remember, | used to hang out with Ari.” Her eyes flashed in anger for a second,
then she was back to her perky sdf. “What brings you up here?’

“I’ve got this plan the boss wanted to see.”
Theintercom on Trix’'s desk buzzed. “Tdl her to bring it to me” Kim's voice said.

Trix looked up a me and rolled her eyes. “Her mgesty beckons.”



Thiswould have been the perfect time for Merlin to fling open his office doors and ask to see me, but
he didn’t, so | sighed, shrugged, and headed to what used to be my office. “You need to make sure Mr.
Mervyn sees this as soon as possible” | said, trying to give my best impresson of a superior spesking to
alowly office peon. “It's high priority.”

She took the document from me, tossing it casudly into a nearby in-box. “I'm sure hell look &t it
when he hastime”

That was the lagt straw. If | didn't sill have the remnants of a killer headache, I'd have been up for an
dl-out hair-pulling and face-clawing cetfight. Before | redlized what | was doing, I’d snaiched the plan
back out of the in-box. “Look, | don't know what delusons of grandeur you have going on, but you're
just filling in for my clerica tasks untl | finish catching the bad guys yet again. Urttil you've been a big part
of sopping the latest evil scheme a couple of times, you don’'t sand a chance of taking my job, so you
can get over yoursdf.”

She was struck speechless, which was rather satisfying. It would have been even more satidfying if her
elbow had bumped the tal Starbucks cup next to her computer and sent her morning latte into her
laptop’s keyboard, but | couldn’'t ask for everything. While she was dill trying to come up with a snappy
comeback, | sad, “Now, I'll givethisto Trix to give to Mr. Mervyn.” Then while| stood there watching,
the coffee cup tipped over, ssemingly of its own accord. It took her a second to redize what was
happening, and then she shrieked as she grabbed the cup and then tried to mop up the coffee.

In spite of her frantic reaction, the results were less than spectacular. A minor exploson, or a lesst
some sparks and noise, would have been more fun. Just then, the laptop keyboard blew up, shooting
keys and sparks everywhere. Ah, tha was more like it, | thought. “It looks like you're too busy to ded
with this a the moment, anyway,” | shot over my shoulder as | left her to damage control.

“That mugt have gone wdl,” Trix remarked as | returned to her desk. “Usudly you look frustrated
ingeed of stisfied when you get away from Kim.”

“Have you ever had something you wigh for redly happen? | mean, where you think it would be great
if something would happen, and then it does?’

“Of course | have. | can do megic.”

“No, not with you meking it happen. | mean like when someone passes you like you're stting gill on
the freeway, and you think it would be terific if there was a state trooper with a radar gun around the
next bend, and then when you get around the next bend you see a state trooper with that guy pulled over.
It gives you faith thet there is some judtice in the universe”

“| take it Kim just got pulled over?’

“Inaway. She had a cup of coffee next to her computer, and her elbow was awfully close to it while
she did her superior act with me. | couldn’t help but think that it would be funny if while she was playing
power games with me, her ebow hit that cup and knocked it over onto her keyboard. And then the cup
fdl over, jud like that. She's 4ill in there trying to sdvage the computer, but it may be a logt cause,
conddering it blew up.”

She sghed wigfully. “Oh, | wish I'd been there to see that. Too bad you couldn’t get it on video, but |
have a happy picturein my mind. That may be enough to get me through the rest of the day.”

“While you're daydreaming, can you give this to the boss next time he emerges from his cave?’ |
handed her the plan.



“Surething. | owe you for giving me my daily dose of motivation.”

Onmy way back down to R&D, | passed aman who gave me an gpprecidive leer. “Oh, drop dead,”
| muttered under my breath as | kept waking. A moment later, | heard a horrible choking sound behind
me. | soun around to see that man doubled over, coughing and sputtering while his face turned redder
and redder. A bag of cheddar popcorn lay spilled on the ground in front of him. I might not have liked the
way he'd looked a me, but | couldn’'t leave im to die. | ran over, stood behind him, and whacked him
on the back. He was dill choking, so | wrapped my arms around him and did the Hemlich maneuver.
Soon, he was bregthing normaly.

| let mysdf breathe more normdly, as wdl, once the disaster was averted. Then | looked up and saw
that a crowd had gathered. While the women rushed to check on the choker, the men dl studied me
intently. | overheard one whisper to another, “Wdl, she did act like she wanted to wrap hersdf around
him”

I ignored it and turned away to head back to Owen's lab, then dmost choked, mysdf, when | heard
another one muitter, “You know, she's not nearly as cute out of costume. | guess I'd dill do her if she
threw hersdf a me, but I’'m not gonna compete for her. PAmer can have her, but can you picture him
keeping her after dl that?’

Ancther one snorted, “Yeah, our resdent boy scout isn't going to be into that Suff.”

It took dl my strength to act like | hadn’t heard anything as | walked away. This was yet another one
of those times when it would have been niceif the universe would have set things right for me, but the fact
thet the universe had dlowed itsdf a rare moment of balance by getting back a Kim did not meen |
suddenly was going to get everything | wished for. Still, I wouldn't have objected if the caling caved in
on them. | then heard a thud and some screams, and | turned to see aholein the caling in that part of the
hdlway, with celling tiles lying broken on the ground. Two men seemed dazed and had bits of tile in their
hair. This was darting to get freaky. Asde from karma kicking into gear, | couldn’t hep but wonder
about the things those men had said about me. Maybe Gemma and Marcia hadn't been playing games
with me. And that meant that maybe Owen hadn’t been neglecting me but rather had been hurt deeply. |
needed to figure out what was going on, and there was one person | was sure | could trugt to tdl me the
truth without judging me.

| headed dtraight for Rod's office. It was ironic that a guy who habitudly wore a face that wasn't his
own was the person | fdt | could trugt, but enough had happened between Rod and me that | was sure
he'd be honest with me, and athough he was Owen's best friend, | fdt like he could be a neutrd party in
this

Isabel was out when | got there, but Rod was at his desk. “Can | talk to you?’ | asked.
“Sure” he said, gesturing me to a chair. “How are you feding?’

“I have a slitting headache, but other than that I'm okay. | just wanted to ask you, what did | do a
your party? For redl. Don't exaggerate, and don't try to spare me. | need the truth.”

“Are you sure about that?’

The unease on his face made me think twice, but | said, “You don’'t have to give me gory details. A
big-picture overview will do.”

“Soon after midnight, it was like you became another person. You were very, um, flirtatious. You
were loud, and you said some mean things”



| groaned and sank back into the chair. “So, it's true. Gemma and Marcia told me, but | thought they
were putting me on, since | never act like that. | kept waiting for them to say ‘gotcha’ But they didn’t.”

“Y our immunity was dill down during the party, wasn't it?’ | nodded. “It's possible you were under a
spdl. Someone other than your roommates may have been playing a prank on you.”

“You think that's it?’

“l know it is. You're not mean. You'd never act that way if you were in control of yoursdf.” He gave
me awam gmile and added, “Don’'t worry, Owen knows that, too. HE ll brood and sulk for a while, but
hell get over it. In fact, | bet he's researching possbilities right now.”

When he smiled that way, he redly looked nice—even nicer now that he was doing something with his
har and was taking care of his skin. | redized then that his red face and his illuson weren't dl that
different. Hisilluson just looked like someone had Photoshopped hisred face to remove his worst flawvs
and make everything look just alittle bit better.

With a deep sigh, | stood up. “1 have a killer headache, and I’ m feding utterly humiliated, so I'm going
to go home early. Would you mind tdling anyone who needs to know? About the headache, | mean. Not
about the humiliation, though | suppose that goes without saying. | want to make sure this has dl worn off
before | face the office again.”

“Don’'t worry, I'll take care of it.”

| gave him a quick hug before | left. “You're ared pa, you know? You might even be good enough
for Marcia”

“I'm glad you approve, because | was going to ask her out anyway,” he said with a pat on my back.

Owen was in his office when | went back to the lab for my purse and coat, so | didn’t try talking to
him. That could wait until | fdt a bit better. | left the building and trudged across the park by City Hdl to
et to the subway dation, my head feding heavier with each step. When a train arrived, | boarded and
managed to get a seat. The womean Stting across from me wore what had to have been the uglies shoes
ever. Although she was wdl dressed, her shoes were repulsve—and probably the expengive kind of
repulsive. In other words, they looked like someone had pulled them out of the trash and patched them
up, but they were desgned to look that way. There were even dlvery bands across them tha were
probably inspired by duct tape. Staring at the shoes, | wondered what she' d think if she had the red thing
indead of the designer verson. Red duct tape holding her shoes together wouldn’t be nearly as nice,
epecidly if she'd spent hundreds of dollars to buy faux-trashed shoes.

| glanced away for a moment, then when | looked back & her, | saw that her shoes looked even
worse. The duct tape wrapping around them curled up around the edges, and the sole was coming off in
places. | blinked to make sure | saw what | thought | saw. No, it was dill the same way, and | was sure
those shoes had been in better shape before | started thinking about them.

| could have written off a lot of duff that had happened that day to chance. There were logicd
explandions for the train coming when | wanted it to, for Kim’'s computer, the choking guy, the cdling
fdling. But shoes didn't change right before your eyes just because you thought they should. That is it
didn't happen with me. | knew people who could do things like thet, but | dso knew | wasn't one of
them. At leadt, | shouldn’t have been.

If 1 wasn't mistaken, | had somehow developed magicd powers.



Nineteen

I forced mysdf to take a couple of deep breaths and cdm down before | had a panic attack on the

subway. | knew there were a lot of magicd people in the city. It was entirdy possible that one of them
was on the train and shared my taste in footwear. Just in case, though, | focused on the shoes, trying to
remember what they’d looked like before. | was farly certain | fdt the tingle of power in use, but much
stronger than anything I’ d ever fdt from others doing magic near me. | blinked, and the shoes were right
back the way they'd been before. Their owner didn't seem to have noticed. She crossed her legs and
kept her eyes on her book.

Tha sedled it for me. Evenif | wasn't redly doing magic, this was suspicious enough to have checked
out. I'd learned the hard way not too long ago that tdling Owen when something odd and potentialy
dangerous was going on could save me alot of trouble. | got off the subway a the next stop and walked
back down Broadway toward the office. | barely noticed where | was or the fact that it was cold and
windy as | hurried down the sdewalk. The pedestrian lights dl turned to “wak” just as | reached them,
but | couldn’t be sure that was because of magic. If you walked a the right pace and no one got in your
way, you could hit the lights in synchronization like that. | was tempted to try something ese to test my
newfound powers, but | knew that doing magic where people might see it was forbidden, and | didn’t
know the firg thing about valing the effects of magic from public view.

| had alot to learn if thiswas for red. | wondered what had happened. Was this a weird side effect of
Owen'’s potion? Maybe it had backfired, not only meking me susceptible to magic, but dso able to do
meagic. Or it could have had something to do with whatever happened at the party. As much as | liked the
idea of being able to get whatever | wanted with a wave of my hand, it was aso alittle frightening.

When | got to the MSI office building, | balked at the front door. It was like earlier in the morming
when I’d fdt compelled to go to the Spelworks store. My subconscious must have wanted to play
around more with magic, but | overruled it and forced mysdf to open the door. | ran up the airs and
was breathing heavily by thetime| got to Owen’s lab. He and Jake were in there working. “We need to
tak,” | blurted as | burst through the doorway.

He looked up from the document he was reviewing with Jake, blinked, frowned, and then looked like
he was having a root cand. “Can we have this discusson—"

“Now,” | interrupted. “Don’t worry, it's not a rdaionship talk, but it is pretty damn crucid. Your
office, ASAP.”

While he was dill looking a me like I'd lost my mind—and maybe | had—I headed draight for his
office. Only when | reached the doorway did | remember his wards. | could usudly get into his private
office because | was immune to magic, but what about now that | could do magic?

| was able to get through the door, but | thought my head would explode as | crossed the threshold. |
couldn’'t help but scream in pain, and that brought Owen running. He caught me as | swayed, gill holding
my head in agony, and helped me into the nearest chair. “Katie, what is it?” Now he sounded gentle and
concerned but dill alittle distant.

“Something very, very weird is happening,” | said, choking back a sob. Before | could change my



mind, | blurted, “1 think | can do magic now.”
Thet got his atention. “What? How long has this been going on?’

“Today. | don't know, maybe I’'m imagining things Maybe I'm going crazy, but it's too much for
coincidence. This morning, the dightest thought that it would be funny if Kin's coffee turned over and
spilled on her computer crossed my mind—and then it happened a few seconds later. | chalked that up
to karma because she totdly deserved it. Then some redly strange suff happened in the halway on my
way back here. | decided to go home because | had a headache that was getting worse, and on the train,
there was this lady with redly ugly shoes. | thought about changing them, and they changed, then changed
back again when | wanted them back the way they were. So | gaot off the train at the next stop to come
back here and see what was going on.”

He studied me like he was looking a a laboratory specimen. “While there are certainly other possible
explandions for everything you' ve described, the number of events in that short atime is highly unlikdly.
Y ou've had a headache, you say?’

| nodded, then regretted it as that intendfied the ache. “Yes, ever snce | woke up on New Year's
Day. At firg | thought it was a hangover, but it wasn't the typica hangover headache. | fdt like my brain
was too big for my skull. 1t's not as bad now, but it's a congtant ache. And just now, when | waked
through your doorway, thet was the worst.”

“Hmm. Okay, | want you to try doing some magic.”
“Like what?’

“Think about something you want to make happen. Something Smple and obvious that iaT't likdy to
happen on its own by coincidence.”

| looked around his cluttered office. There was very little in there that didn’t look like it was bound to
topple over onits own at any moment. | findly pointed to the magnifying glass that lay on top of a pile of
parchment on his desk. “I’'m going to make thet flip over.”

He nodded. “Okay, go for it.”

| concentrated, imegining the magnifying glass turning onto its Sde, and then fdling over onto its other
sde. Sowly at firdt, and then more surdly, it rose, turned over, and then landed again on the desk.

“Son of abitch,” Owen said as he stared at the magnifying glass. It was the closest I'd ever heard him
come to swearing in alanguage | recognized. Gloria probably didn't approve of profanity.

“Soit'sforred,” | sad, just to confirmiit.
“It sred, dl right. | fdt the power, mysdf.”
“So, isthis good or bad?’

“l don’t know. It depends on how and why it happened. The headache has me worried, though. That
part’s not good, if it's related.”

“How do we find out how and why it happened?”’

“l don't know thet, either.” He shook his head, his forehead knit in a deep frown. “I’ve never heard of
anyone spontaneoudy developing magica powers, epecidly not a magicd immune. That should be



absolutey impossible. If it is possible, then it changes everything we think we know about magicad
potentid.”

“Wdl, obvioudy it's possible because, wel, helo!”

“Agan, that comes back to how and why.” He kndlt next to me, closed his eyes, and held his hands
out toward me. Then he frowned even deeper and sat back on hishedls. “That' s redly odd.”

“A lotisredly odd. Care to narrow it down?’
“You don't fed like, wdl, you.”

“That would actudly explain alot about the past day or so, aswdl as what happened a the party, but
wouldn't I notice it if I'm not me?’

“As| told you earlier, every magicd person has a sort of Sgnature. Y ou can learn to recognize megica
people by the magic they emit once you get to know them and know their magic, even when they’re not
actudly usng magic.”

“Like the magicd equivaent of a Sgnature perfume.”

“Exactly. But because you' re magicaly immune and have absolutely no megic in you, you're magicdly
blank. If I logt dl my other senses, 1'd 4ill be able to find and recognize a familiar magica person. You
would be modlly invisble to me”

“Moglly?’

He turned red. “There are other things about you I’ ve learned to recognize that aren’t in the redm of
the usud physicd senses. Anyway, you've got amagicd sgnature right now, and it's not the same as the
dight hints of magic you get when we tinker with your immunity. | need you to do something dse
megical.”

| looked at the water glass on his desk and decided tofill it. As | concentrated on it, | fdt the stirrings
of power within me, and then the glass filled. | turned to look a Owen, who had an absolutely horrified
expression on hisface. “Oh, God, you're Ari,” he said, backing away from me.

“I'm what? No, I'm Katie. | know I've been acting odd, but I'd know if 1 was someone ese,
wouldn't 1?7 1 wouldn't have been able to get through your office door. You have her specificdly warded
out, don’t you?’

He grabbed my wrigt and stood up, tugging me with him. “Come on, we need to talk to the boss about
this” He pulled so hard, | had no choice but to go with him. My head nearly exploded again as | passed
back through the doorway, but he barely gave me a chance to get my feet under me again before he took
off, dragging me behind him. Jake moved as though to ask a question as we passed, but Owen ignored
him and kept going. His grip on my wrig made me fed like | was a prisoner in custody, and | guessed
thet if he thought | had somehow been switched with Ari, | probably was.

This was too weird for me to get my mind around. If | redly was Ari and I'd managed to switch
bodies with me, Katie Chandler, would | redly think 1 was Katie? Wouldn't | be going around thinking
like Ari and gloating about having fooled them dl? It would ruin the point to think | was Katie.
Meanwhile, where was Katie? If Ari wasinmy body, shouldn't | be getting dl kinds of good indght into
Idris and his company about now?

Another stab of pain hit my head, and next thing | knew, | was digging in my heds and resgting



Owen's pull. “Oh, no, not so fadt,” | said.
He turned back to fix me with a glare. “Katie, now is not the time”

“You know, you're kind of hot when you get dl forceful and manly like that. Do you ever do thet in
the bedroom?’ | heard the words coming out of my mouth but | didn’t remember forming them in my
brain. It was like these things came from outsde me. | seemed to have alittle devil Stting on my shoulder
and whispering in my ear, like in the old cartoons. Shaking my head, as though | thought | could shake
thet little devil off, | said, “No!” Then | looked at a beet-red Owen and whispered, “Sorry. | don't know
what’ s hgppening, but | want it to stop.”

He looked sympathetic, and shifted his grip on my wrigt so that he hedd my hand, ingtead. “1 know.
And that's wha we re going to do now, so come on.”

The closer we got to Merlin's office, the harder | had to concentrate to force mysdf to go dong with
Owen and not resist him. | tasted blood in my mouth from biting my lip to keep mysdf from saying dl the
anful things that tried to come off my tongue. The painin my head got worse and worse, to the point that
tears came to my eyes.

Fortunatdly, Merlin's office doors opened as soon as we reached his suite, so we didn’'t have to do
battle with Kim over scheduling an gppointment. | might not have been able to resst whatever crud
things the little devil wanted me to say or do to her because | would have kind of wanted to do them,

mysdf.

Melin shut the doors behind us as Owen swept me over to an amchair and seated me there. He
remained beside me with one hand on my shoulder in a gesture that was both supportive and restraining.
Merlin took a seat opposite us and looked at us expectantly.

“Something's been done to Katie,” Owen said. He ran through what I’ d told him about my odd string
of seeming coincidences. “Then | had her do something for me” he continued, “and it's true. She can do
magic. | saw it, and | fdt the power inuse” | couldn’'t see his face from where | sat, but | heard the
intake of breath as he stedled himsdf for the next thing he had to say. “And here' s the odd part: She's got
Ari’s Sgnature to her magic. If you blindfolded me and had Katie do magic near me, I'd think it was
An.”

“I'm dso acting more like Ari than I'd like” | confessed. “I keep saying things | don’'t mean, redly
anful things intended to hurt people, and | can't seem to hdp mysdf. | don't remember a thing about
whet | did a Rod's New Year's Eve party, but what I've heard was redly awful. My roommetes are

bardy spesking to me”

“Whatever it was that happened mugt have been done at the party,” Owen went on. “She was fine
until soon after midnight and then...” His voice trailed off, and when he spoke agan there was a
roughness to it. “Wel, it waan't Katie.”

Melin nodded. “You're right, that is quite odd. I'd never heard of a magicd immune developing
powers, but Ari’s sgnature could explain it.”

“She dso has a bad headache,” Owen said.
“Hideoudy bad, like an dienis about to burst out of my skull,” | added.

Merin got out of his chair and came over to stand right in front of me. “Katie, | need you to do some
magic now.”



| glanced around his office, which was far neater than Owen’'s, and saw a teacup Stting on a nearby
table. Concentrating with dl my might, | tried to lift the teacup and turn it around. Although | had a better
sense of what to do to make the magic happen, thistime it was more of a sruggle, like | was fighting
agang something within me that didn’'t want it to work. By the time the teacup findly rose from its saucer
and turned around, | had beads of swest dripping from my forehead and my underarm antiperspirant had
given up the ghost.

| let the teacup fdl afew inchesinto its saucer and collgpsed back into my chair. Owen’'s hand on my
shoulder tightened, and Merlin frowned and stroked his beard. “Very, vay intereging,” he said. He
stepped forward and rested his hand on the top of my head. | fdt a dight tingle of magic, and then he
lifted his hand. “ And that is even more interesting,” he said. “When she's not actudly usng magic, there's
another magicd sgnaure lingering.”

Owen lifted his hand from my shoulder and placed it on top of my head, which sent shivers down my
spine. | had to bite my tongue to keep from saying the words to that effect that popped into my head.
“Some other fairy, but not the usud kind?" he asked, moving his hand back to my shoulder.

“That’smy assessment, aswdl.”
Suddenly, | had afeding | knew exactly what was going on. “Ethdinda,” | groaned.
“Whao?' they both asked.

“A fary godmother. A couple of weeks ago—right at the time Owen and | started dating—this crazy
fary lady showed up and told me she was my fary godmother. She even had a book with my entire
dating higtory iniit. | told her | didn’t want her help, but weird things kept happening that she took a little
too much ddight in, and she seemed to think they should have brought us closer together. And then she
decided when those things didn’t work that maybe we weren't meant for each other.”

“That does sound like afary godmother,” Merin confirmed. He glanced over a Owen. “They're il
active?’

“Apparently. I've known a couple of people who had to ded with them. They're not too good at
keeping up with the times, S0 they’ re more annoying now than ever.”

Merlin stroked his beard again. “1 know there are rituds for summoning them, but I'll have to do some
research about this particular one to see how to get to her directly.”

It then dawned on me that | was Hill wearing my coat and ill had my purse over my shoulder from
when I d been heading home. In dl that had happened after | got back to the office, 1'd totdly forgotten
to take the coat off or put my purse away. If | had my purse, that meant | dill had Ethelinda s locket.

| unzipped my purse and found the heart-shaped locket ingde the coin pocket. | pulled it out and held
it up to Merlin. “Will this hep? She gave thisto me as away of summoning her. I've only used it to read
her theriot act.”

His face brightened. “It should help immensdy. Thank you.”

While he did something with the locket, | shrugged out of my coat. Owen took it from me and hung it
on the coatrack in the corner of the office. HE'd judt returned to my side when there was a loud crack in
the ar, followed by something hitting the nearby sofa with athud and a cloud of glver sparkles.

The sparkles cleared, reveding a pair of bloomer-clad legs sticking out of amass of fabric. The feet at
the end of those legs wore pink terrycloth house dippers. The mound of fabric tirred, and then the legs



lowered to the ground while a head and torso emerged. It was Ethelinda, of course, dressed in wha
looked like a high-necked Victorian nightgown over dl the other clothes. She had pink sponge curlersin
her hair and thick, white cream dl over her face.

She darted to act indignant, but then she saw who stood in front of her and fdl to her knees a
Merlin's feet. “You summoned me, my lord?’ she said, bending to touch her head to the ground.

“Yes, as amatter of fact, | did,” he replied, ignoring her bowing and scraping. “You seem to have
been bothering one of my people.”

“Heping!” she indsted, tilting her head up dightly but Hill on her knees. “Not bothering. | never bother
people. | only hep them.”

“Perhaps, then, you can explain the latest trauma to strike Miss Chandler. Do you understand how a
meagica immune is suddenly able to do magic? And don't deny that you've done something to her. |
detected the traces of your spell.”

She rose awvkwardly to her feet, beaming with pride. “That’'s one of the most clever things I've ever
done, if | do say so mysdf. Of course, she's not doing the magic hersdf, but while her immunity was
gone, | was able to plant someone who could do magic within her.”

| couldn’t help but shudder. “Ewww! And why?’

“So you' d understand magic, slly. Y ou weren't willing to lisen when | told you that someone like you
it compatible with a wizard, so | thought if you discovered what it was like to have power, you'd
understand.”

“That makes no sense whatsoever,” Owen sad.

Melin cleared his throat. “At this point, the question a hand is not why this was done, but how, and
who dse was involved?’

Ethdinda tittered and batted her eyes at Melin. “Of course, | can't take full credit.” She turned to me.
“Your friend had the initid idea, and she volunteered to hp.”

Condgdering what Owen and Merlin had dready noted about my “magic,” | knew exactly who that
“friend’ was. “Friend?’ | asked, trying to keep from screeching.

“The friend you were trying to catch up with in the train station. | saw her at the party when we were
both watching you. When | discussed your romance problems with her, she volunteered to hdp. It was
vay brave of her. Not many fairies like being shrunk to that Sze”

If it hadn’'t been for Owen'’s firm hand on my shoulder, | would have come out of my chair. “You
meen I’ ve got afary ingde my skull? And you thought Ari was my friend and was volunteering out of the
goodness of her heart? Are you insane?’

Owen's grip tightened on my shoulder, and | couldn’t tdl if that was because he was trying to restrain
me or if it was because he'd become very tense. “You have to undo the spdl,” he said with the kind of
icy cdm in his voice that meant he was absolutely furious.

She shrugged and flounced down onto the sofa. “I can't.”

“You can't?’ Thistime, | did shriek. “Y ou mean, thisisirreversble?’



“l can't do magic on an immune. It won't work.” She waved her wand at us teesingly. “Surely dl of
you are wdl aware of that. | didn't redize her immunity would return again so soon before | could undo
it.” She pointed her wand a Owen. “If you weren't so eager to get her away from the party, | would
have had a chance to undo it before it was too late”

| couldn’t help but whimper. Owen rubbed my shoulder gently, which made me fed a lot better. | had
to bite my lip to keep from blurting out an Ari-like comment about how much better it made me fed. And
then my duggish brain caught up. “We know how to take care of the immunity issue” | said. “Could you
get Ari out of my brain if we did that?’

Ethdlinda blinked. “Oh. | suppose | could.”

| Sghed in amixture of rdief and resgnation. 1'd just barely regained my immunity, and now | had to
gveit up agan. In this case, though, | was more than willing. Magic powers would be cool to have, but
not at the price of having a psycho evil bitch fairy stuck in my head. As that thought crossed my mind, |
was gruck with another stabbing pain. That made me redlize something. “While she's in my head, it's
very possible that she can read my thoughts” | told the others.

Melin turned his attention from Ethdinda to me. “Why do you think that?’

“Jugt now, | thought something about Ari that was, wel, not very nice, and it fdt like someone kicked
mein the head right away. And one of my roommates told me the mean things | said to her at the party
were things only | knew. There's no way Ari could have known, and I’'m thinking that snce | don't
remember that time a dl, she mus have been totdly in control then. She's possbly picking up on
anything | think, which means she might also be getting anything anyone else says around me. We ve got

asoy dl over agan.”

“That's easy enough to solve” Merlin said, waking over to the kitchenette area of his office. He took
out a glass, then opened the cabinets, fiddled with a few jars, mixed something up in the glass, then
brought it back to me. “Drink this. It's a sedative specific to faries. As it doesn’t rdy on magic to work,
it should dill be effective, even with the current circumstances. Y ou may notice some minor effects, but
I'm &fraid they can't be heped.” | took the glass and downed it in one swalow, even though it tasted

pretty nasty. Anything to get Ari out of my head.

Melin then returned his atention to Ethdinda “It will take a couple of days to remove Miss
Chandler's immunity once more, and then we will have to cdl upon you to undo the spdl. You will
cooperate.” He sad it in away that emphasized that he was Merlin, the greatest wizard who ever lived.

“Why, yes, of coursel” she said. “Anytime you need mel” He waved a hand, and she vanished
indantly.

| was beginning to fed light-headed. “Why do we have to drag her into it?’ | asked, resting my ebow
on the chair's am and propping my head up againg my hand. “We know she's incompetent. I'm not
aure | trust her to do thisright.”

Merlin tucked the locket into his vest pocket. “Unfortunately, a fary godmother’s magic can only be
undone by the godmother, hersdf. There are occasondly ways to counteract her spells, but not to
actudly undo them.”

“Oh yeah, like in Seeping Beauty, where they can’'t undo the curse about pricking her finger on the
spindle and dying. They can only change it to deeping.”

“From what I’ ve heard, that might not have been technicdly a fairy godmother Stuetion,” Owen said,



sounding like he was veering dangeroudy close to launching into a scholarly lecture, “but the andogy is
close enough to work.”

| yawned. “You know, deep sounds like aredly good idea right now.”

“Good, the sedative mugt be working,” Melin said. “Now Mr. Pamer, perhaps you should go
prepare the immunity loss potion. We need to take care of this as soon as possible. | don't know what
damage might be done by forcing magic into a person who has an immunity.”

Owen took off, and | missed his reassuring presence, even if he was dill being a little weird around
me. Not that | could blame him. | mugt have scared him to death, based on what I'd heard. | wasn't sure
| ever wanted details of what Ari had done at the party with my body.

| closed my eyes and let mysdf drift as my head grew heavier and heavier. Just when | thought | was
going to conk out, my head suddenly cleared. For the firg time since the year began, | could think
graight, with no interference from within my head. “Oh yeah, that's better,” | said, stting upright. | saw
then that Owen was back, holding a beaker of potion. | must have redly dozed off for awnhile.

Owen handed me the beaker. “1 don’t suppose thiswould work faster if | took more of it at a time?” |
asked after drinking it.

“No, sorry. It's something that has to build up in your system. I've tried to adjust it to be more
effective, based on our experiences last time, but it will dill probably take a day or two.”

“In the meantime” Merlin said, “you should be watched carefully. We don't want our enemies taking
further advantage of your lost immunity, and while we can continue dosing you with the sedative, I'm dill
concerned about what might happen.”

“You should stay with me” Owen said. “My house is secured and private, and you wouldn’'t have to
worry about explaining any oddities to your roommeates. They' ve seen too much asit is”

| didn’t fed like arguing with him. | knew he was right, and | also knew that thiswas't going to be the
cozy shuggling in front of the fireplace we' d had not so long ago. This would be uncomfortable and tense
inthe worst way. “Okay,” | sad. “I'll invent a businesstrip | have to go on. We can go to my place and |
can pack a bag and get over to your place before my roommates get home from work.”

“Excdlent plan,” Melin said. “And the two of you should stay there until this is resolved. I'd rather
you not take any chances while going to and from the office”

Great. Even more forced togetherness with a guy who was looking a me like I'd grown a second
head. He wouldn’t touch me while there was any hint of Ari about me, even if he wasn't mad a me.
Come to think of it, I didn't want to touch him while she was there and possibly eavesdropping. | was
lucky she was such a bitch she couldn’'t resst showing hersdlf. If she'd behaved hersdf & the party when
she firg got put in my head, it could have been a while before | figured it out, and then there was no
tdling what she might have seen—Dboth work-related and personal.

| forced mysdf out of the chair. “1 guess we' d better get going.” Owen immediatdy went to my side, a
protective hand at my back.

| et like my fate had been taken out of my hands. Having magica powers, no matter how unorthodox
and temporary they were, should have made me fed drong rather than vulnerable. Here | was, findly
able to zap quff for mysdf, and | had men rdlying around me and treating me like | was made of glass.

Owen and | went down to the lab to collect the things we' d need to work from home until dl this got



fixed and then headed to my apartment. | threw afew things in a bag, then wrote a short note explaining
that I’d had to go on an unexpected business trip where my boss needed my help. | didn’t think they’d
beieveit. They’d think I’d run away to avoid them, but at least they wouldn't guess the truth.

When | was ready to go, Owen picked up my bag without a word, and we waked in slence from my
building to his town house. Loony was waiting for him inside his front door, but instead of rubbing against
my ankles in gregting as she usudly did after fird welcoming Owen, she hissed a me and arched her
back. “Eluned!” Owen scolded. | supposed that usng her red name instead of her nickname was the cat
equivaent of when my mom caled me Kathleen Elizabeth.

“It's okay,” | sad wearily. “She's probably confused. They say animds pick up different kinds of
vibes and scents about people, and | must fed strange to her.” 1 nodded my head toward the gairs. “The
usud guest room?’

“Yeah. Make yoursdf at home.”

While | dimbed the stairs, he picked up his cat and took her back toward the kitchen. Up in the guest
room, | changed out of my work clothes and into something more comfortable, but not the old sweet suit
of histhat dill lay on the guest bed. As oddly strained as things currently were between us, it might have
been weird to wear his clothes.

| got back downdtairs to find that he'd removed his suit coat and tie, but otherwise was 4ill wearing
his work clothes. Loony lapped a her water in the far corner of the kitchen. She gave me the evil eye,
then returned to her water. Owen poured bailing water into a tegpot. “I thought I'd make some tea,” he
sad. “That was dways Gloria s cure for everything.”

“l wigh it could cure this” | said with awigful Sgh, leening againg the counter. “I'm sorry about dl
this”

“It's not your fault,” he said, not turning to look a me. All | could see was his back. His shoulders
looked Hiff and tense. | wanted desperately to rub his back to get imto relax, but | doubted that would
go over very wdll. It would only make him more tense.

“Wel, none of thiswould have happened if | hadn’t gone againgt your objections about removing my
immunity so | could check out how the ads were veiled.”

Sill with his back to me, and his shoulders differ than ever, he said, “You didn't overrule me. Mr.
Mervyn did, and he was right to do so. We needed that information, and can you imagine what a disaster
it might have been if this had happened to another immune, one who didn’t know how to recognize when
something was wrong, and who didn’t have the kind of menta control you've got?” He shook his head.
“My objection was for purdly persond reasons, not for the greater good.”

“It was my idea to go to the party. | should have known that wasn't the smartest thing to do in the
date | wasin.”

“And | was with you a the party, which means | was with you when it happened. | let this happen
right under my nose.” He laughed bitterly as he lifted the tegbdl from the tegpot. “And I'm supposed to
be the super-brilliant wizard.”

There was nothing | could say to that. Not that | totaly agreed with him. | wasn't sure how we could
have prevented this, short of locking me in a tower where visitors had to dimb up my har to get indde
and no magic could reach me, but | knew he wasn't ready to hear that. He' d rather take the blame than
admit that there were things he couldn’t control, no matter how powerful he was.



“Why didn’t you tdl me about the fairy godmother?” he asked after awhile, his voice cool and digtant.
| shrugged, even though he was't looking a me to see the gesture. “I didn’t think it was important.”

Hefindly turned around to face me. “Not important? When dl those things were hgppening that could
have got you—and sometimes us—killed, and | was trying to figure out how Idris was involved? Don't
you think it would have helped me to know everything that was going on?’

| felt about the Sze Ari mugt have shrunk to when she was put inmy head. “I thought | had it dl under
control. | kept tdling her | didn’'t want her help, and | was never sure she was actudly behind that Suff.”
| could fed my face growing warmer as | admitted, “And | didn't want you to think | was usng a fary
godmother to get you. | was afraid that would make me look pethetic and desperate.”

“I might have understood thet. | know how those things work and that you'd have very little control if
afary godmother did decide to intervenein your life. What | don’t understand iswhy you didn't trust me
enough to tdl me. It affected me, too, you know.”

“It didn’t have anything to do with me not trugting you,” | protested, but he'd dready turned his back
to me again. He arranged the teapot, a couple of cups, a creamer and sugar bowl, and a amdl plate of
cookies onto atray in a way that would have made Gloria proud. She'd probably drilled him for hours,
just for an occasion such as this. | followed him to the living room and took a seet a the far end of the
sofa. He poured tea for both of us, fixing mine the way | liked it without having to ask. Then he sat a the
other end of the sofa.

The slence between us grew dmost unbearable. “Are you mad a me?’ | findly blurted. “1 know |
mus have done and said some awful things, but that wasn't me. And I’'m sorry about not tdling you
about the fairy godmother. | didn't think it mattered, and | redly didn’t want to worry you when you had
s0 much dse to worry about.”

“l was more hurt and confused than mad. | knew something had to be wrong.”

“Would it have killed you to say something to that effect? | spent the first day thinking my roommates
were torturing me by tdling melies about what I'd done, and then when | findly figured it out, | thought
everyone would hate me. That is the rumor going around the company, by the way. | think there's an
office pool on how fagt you'll dump me”

“l wasn't planning to dump you.” He got a look in his eye that on anyone ese would have looked
amaogt roguish, but he couldn’t quite carry off even the hint of naughtiness. His furious blush counteracted
theglintin his eye. “I actudly found some of your suggestions rather intriguing.”

| noticed, though, that he didn’'t move any closer to me.

Loony joined us, hissng a mein passing, then curled up againg Owen's leg and glared & me as if to
warn me away from him. That was the last straw. Ari had tried to sabotage me with my roommates, the
entire company, and with Owen, but making animas didike me was too much, in spite of what I'd said
earlier about underdanding it. | wished for a moment thet | could give Loony a good reason for hating
me

A Flit second later, she jumped up with a sharp yowl, took a flying legp off the sofa, and darted out
of the room. “There goes psycho cat,” Owen said, watching the doorway where she'd disappeared.
“Sometimes | think this house is haunted, the way she reacts to things even | don't sense or see”

“Oh, cats do that kind of thing, for no good reason,” | said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. |



was not going to admit to Owen that 1'd just zapped his cat. It looked like | dill had access to magica
powers, and | could see where having that kind of power offered some unpleasant temptations.

We passed the rest of the day without much interaction. He dug back into his magic books while |
stared at my laptop screen and pretended to work on areport. | was just garting to think it might be late
enough for me to get away with going to bed when Owen’s doorbell rang. He got up and returned a
moment later with Rod.

Rod looked dricken. There was no other way to describe the mingling of horror and worry on his
face. “What isit?’ | asked him.

“I sMarcia,” he said.

Twenty

11
W hat about Marcia?’ | asked, my heart dready hammeringin my chest before | even heard what
happened. People tended not to look or sound like he did when they had good news.

Rod paced in front of the fireplace, taking as he walked. “I cdled her a the office this afternoon to
ask her out. Her receptionist said she wasn't in, and they didn't know where she was or when she'd be
back. She'd gone out to lunch and hadn’t returned. Then | tried her a your place, but there was no
answer, and | tried her odl phone. It went sraight to voice mail. | called your place again a little while
ago, and your other roommate sad she wasn't home yet. She sounded worried. | take it this is
uncharacterigic of Marcia?’

“It's certainly uncharacterigic of you,” Owen muttered. “You didn't jus move on to the next
candidate?’

Rod scowled at him. “I like her, okay? | want to go out with her, not with the next person on my list.
Not that there is anyone ese on the lig right now.”

“Yes, itisuncharacteridtic of her,” | said, sepping in before they could start squabbling. They weren't
kidding when they said they were like brothers. “ She' s obsessive about kegping us posted on where she
isand when e ll be somewhere, and if you leave her a message, shéll return your cdl the moment she
getsit. Do you think she's been caught up indl this?’

Rod shrugged. He looked utterly miserable. “1 don’t know, but isn't it suspicious that she disappeared
whilewe ve got Ari?” It seemed like word of what was going on had dready spread within the company.

A horrible thought struck me. “It may not have anything to do with Ari. Philip and Ethan were
supposed to have a meeting with Sylvia Meredith today, and that was when they were going to tdl her
that Philip planned to press his dam to get his company back. She may have found out that Philip was
dating one of my roommates—Ari knew that, which means Idris might have known—>but they got the
wrong roommete.”

“I'll cal Ethen,” Owen said, heading over to his desk.

Before long, it seemed like we had hdf the magicd people | knew gathered in Owen's dining room,



which made Owen visbly uncomfortable. He'd spent the time after he made the necessary phone cdls
franticaly moving his piles of junk around. | wasn't sure whether he was deaning up for company or
meaking sure people wouldn't accidentaly rearrange anything.

Merlin, Philip, Ethan, Rod, Owen, and | gathered around Owen’'s unusudly bare dining table over
Chinesxe food to drategize. In spite of the food piled in front of us, none of us fdt much like esting.
Philip's lips were pressed into a thin, white line. Rod had lost even the pretense of cool. Owen paced the
room, and even Merlin looked unusudly tense. Ethan was the only one who seemed rddively at ease.
The possihility of excitement was probably rewing his engine.

“| redlize that you vaue your friend,” Merlin said to me once the Stuation had been outlined, “but we
cannot dlow Mr. Vandermeer to give up hisclam. That appears to be the primary funding source for the
Spellworks operation, so we must have it in less dangerous hands.”

“Which iswhy they grabbed her in the firg place” Ethan said. “It's an ironclad case. If it weren't for
the frog factor, | bet | could even get aruling in our favor from a regular judge. In a magicd court, she
doesn’'t stand a chance. She panicked, and then she resorted to kidnapping.”

“You're not going to let them kill Marcia,” Rod said, his voice cracking with emotion. He redly must
have liked her, | redized. Maybe he had findly met his match. | fdt bad that | wasn't the one arguing for
saving my friend, but | knew aswel as anyone did what was at stake.

But then | redized something. “Wait a second—we ve got our own hostage.” They dl turned to me,
looking blank. | tapped my forehead. “Remember my fary parasite? Weve got something we can
exchange”

“But do they care enough about Ari to be willing to exchange her?” Philip asked.

“They sprang her from our custody in the first place,” | reminded them dl, “and it didn’'t even seem like
Idris knew about it, so his bosses must have done it, probably to keep her from taking. They mug Hill be
worried about what she might know and blab about, and if they aren’t willing to free her, you know shell

be angry enough to talk.”

Owen stopped pacing and leaned forward, resting his ams againg the back of a dining chair. “She
might aso be good bait to help us catch someone who would be a vauable hostage for the higher-ups.”

| knew exactly where he was going with that. “Yeah, Idris cares about her on some levd, | think. We
might be able to catch him by letting him know we have Ari, and then we can use him to free Marcia. If
Ari knows enough to do damage, imagine what 1dris could do, and heisther front men in dl this If they
logt him, they’d at least have to make new ads.”

“He is mog likdy the weak link in the chain,” Melin said thoughtfully. “We may not be able to
determine who is ultimatdy directing this endeavor, but if we have Mr. Idris, we might be able to get
information, or we could force them to make a trade if they worry hell give information.”

“Okay, it looks like we' re agreed that we'll use Ari as leverage to eventudly get Marcia back without
Philip having to give up hisdam,” Ethan said. “But we'll need to find afew more ways to stack the deck
inour favor.”

“Medting them in the right place could help,” Owen said. “There are some abandoned ralway tunnds
under Grand Centrd that should be idedl. It's possible that they have some base of operations near there,
s0 they' Il think it'sther territory, but we have other advantages.”



Agan, | was sure | knew where he was going. Being able to read him wasn't dways reassuring, | was
learning. “Oh no,” | moaned. “Not that. Are you sure that’'s a good idea? It might not il be safe.”

“It ssafe” He didn't quite look mein the eye when he sad it.
“Y ou've gone back to check on them, haven't you?’
He turned red. “| felt bad about leaving them tame and then abandoning them.”

“Owen, they'll find a way to fallow you home someday, and your neighbors won't be happy about
that.”

“Would you mind filling the rest of usin?’ Ethan asked.

“Dragons,” | sad. “We found a nest in those tunnels, and the dragon whisperer here seems to have
made pets out of them.”

“He' s dways been that way,” Rod said. “You should have seen the things that followed him home
when he was a kid.”

“l don't exactly have them tamed,” Owen said, dill blushing, “but | think they will do what | ask, and |
can make sure nobody gets away from there without my say-so. It gives us some benefit having an extra
force on our sde”

“Okay,” Ethan said with a nod. “Now, how do we want to do the exchanges, in what order?
Choreographing this thing should be interesting.”

“We do them both at the sametime” Owen said. “But they don't have to know they're dl there. Rod,
you're our master of illuson. You can keep them from seeing each other until we're dl ready.”

They went on drategizing, but my ever-increasing headache made it hard for me to concentrate. It
sounded like my main rolein dl thiswas to stay out of the way with Ari in my brain until they absolutely
needed me to prove we had her. | picked a the food on my plate, but it had gone cold. Then |
remembered that | could temporarily do magic, so | concentrated on rehesting my dinner. When | put a
forkful of food in my mouth, it scorched my tongue. It seemed that there was a lot to learn in order to
have the precise control Owen and the others had.

Fndly, the others settled on the complex choreography of who would do what and when. All that was
left was to set it up and see if the bad guys were willing to play dong. “Mr. Wainwright,” Merlin said to
Ethan, “you will contact Miss Meredith in the morning to arrange that exchange. Make it sound like your
diet is planing to give in to her demands, but say nothing that sounds like it might be a pledge.
Meanwhile, | will go to the Spellworks store and give them the message for Mr. Idris. Someone & the
store has to know how to contact him, and under the circumstances, I'm sure they’ll do so.”

I’d have loved to be afly on thewadl for Merlin's vigt to the store. Imagine being a magic store clerk
and having the real Merlin walk into your store. It would be like Elvis walking into a neighborhood record
store.

“What about Gemma?’ | asked as the thought occurred to me. “If they figure out they have the wrong
person, she could be in danger.”

“We dready have her guarded,” Melin said.
“Shell be worried sick, though. She's probably caled the police by now.”



“Why shouldn’'t she cal the police?” Rod asked, his voice and face hard and grim. “Marcia is in
danger.”

“I have one more question,” | said, raiang my hand. “When do we ded with Ari?’

“After everything is secured, we will get you to a safe place where we know we can retain custody of
her, and then we will summon your fairy godmother to do the sodl,” Merlin said. | tried not to groan at
imegining any more time spent with Ari in my head.

Once everyone had synchronized their watches and verified their parts in the plan, the others went
home. | helped Owen clear away the remains of the mogly unesten Chinese food. “Do you think we
have a prayer of meking thiswork?’ | asked.

“Well find out tomorrow. I’'m sorry your friends have been caught up in this” His voice had warmed
alittle toward me since our earlier conversation, but | dill fdt a bit of a chill.

“It's Ari’s fault, redly,” | said, forcng a light tone into my voice in an attempt to ease the
awkwardness. “ She was the one who broke the spdl on Philip in the firgt place, which left hm wandering
the park for Gemma to find when she decided jogging in the park on Saturday mornings was a good way
to mest men.”

“| assure you, | will do everything in my power to make sure your friend is returned safdy.” He said it
like he meat it as a solemn vow, and | knew his power was consderable enough tha he wasn't

swearing anything lightly.

“Thank you,” | whispered. He just nodded in response. | could have redly used a hug, but he didn’t
look like he wasin the mood, and | could practicdly fed the barrier between us.

Before we headed to bed, he gave me the immunity potion and the fary sedative. 1I'd have to go
through magicd detox when dl this was over, given the number of magica drugs | was taking.

| wasn't sureif it was the potions or my overdl weariness, but | dept hard and woke feding heavy and
lethargic. When I'd showered and dressed, | found Owen in the kitchen, making breakfast. As soon as
he noticed my presence, he gestured to the two glasses that sat on the table. “Ah, yes, the moming
doses” | sad.

“Drink those, and then you can have some coffee” He looked even more tired than | fdt. | wouldn’t
have bet on him having dept at dl. He certainly hadn’t shaved, and he dill wore his glasses.

| drank the fairy sedative firg, then chased it with the tea-flavored potion. As | put the second glass
down, Owen put amug of coffeein my hand. “Blessyou,” | said before taking a good, long swallow.

He dished up scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast, and we ate in near dlence. | didn't fed much like
taking, and he waa't one to tak just to fill slence, whether or not he was mad a me. Normdly, | would
have ingsted on heping him wash dishes after breakfast, but this time | sat there and let him clear the
table. “You know,” 1 mused out loud while | watched him wash dishes, “when this is over, | think | want
avacdion. | want to go somewhere quiet and liein a hammock or St on a front porch and read a big,
juicy book—and have no magic anywhere around me. No fairies, gargoyles, eves, gnomes, none of it.” |
looked up to see him gazing a me. His eyes looked hurt. “Magicd people would be okay,” | assured
him. “As long as you don't actudly do magic. And it's not that | have anything againg dl the other
species. It's judt that they remind me of things that I'd prefer to forget while I'm on this hypothetica
vacation.”



“Maybe you ought to take it.” | noticed he said “you” and not “we,” even after I'd darified mysdf to
show he might be welcome,

“l don’t have any vacation time accrued yet.”
“I'm sure we could make an exception. Cdl it hazard pay or comp time.”

| decided to start taking my comp time immediady. | knew | couldn’t concentrate on work. Owen
hed his head buried in a stack of magicd tomes, probably working out some wonder pdl he could usein
the big showdown. | discovered that he had an impressve collection of paperback spy thrillers, so |
Seitled on the sofa and read while he worked.

Late that afternoon, he brought me another dose of the immunity potion. “I’'m going to stop giving you
the fary sedative now,” he said. “Wel need Ari awake and functioning in case you have to prove you
have her. Itll be afew hours more before it dl wears off, but we'll need to start being careful.”

“Apologiesin advanceif | do or say anything particularly bitchy,” | said after drinking the potion. “I'm
not in the best of moods, mysdf, and with her influence | could be awful.”

He gave me a crooked amile that was dmost enough to warm my heart, snce amiles of any kind had
been rare lady. “I'm sure | can cope withit,” he said.

By the time we were ready to leave for the big multihostage exchange, my headache was worse than
ever. It fdt like someone was kicking at my skull from the indde, and come to think of it, someone
probably was.

We got to the tunnd firg, so that Owen could get his dragons settled down. They were overjoyed to
see him, and he had to play a game of fetch before they’d stand dill. Merlin, Rod, Sam, Rocky, and
Rallo soon showed up. Sam sduted Owen with one wing and said, “I’ve had my people watching dl the
comings and goings &t the store. Anyone we're farly sure is part of their outfit has a tall on them. That
doesn’'t mean we ve got everyone, but we' ve got alot of ground covered.”

Owen nodded. “Good. | don't know what ese he might try to pull tonight, so | wanted to be
prepared.”

Ethan and Philip arrived next. Ethan was in full lawyer mode, suit, briefcase, and dl. Owen directed
them to the other side of the cavern. “Okay, Rod, do your thing,” he said.

Rod rubbed his pdms together. “I'll use a sdectiveilluson. All of us should see everything, while they
should only see their own Sde of the room until you give me the Sgnd to drop or change it, and | can
drop it in one direction ether way.”

“And none of it will work on me, so | can make sure everyone's being honest,” Ethan said. Normadly,
that was my job, but | couldn’t do it with my immunity to magic stripped away so we could get Ari out of
my head. Whenever it happened, it wouldn’t be soon enough. She'd thoroughly awakened from the
sedative, and she was redly pissed off. | had to bite my lip to keep my mouth shut so | wouldn't say dl
the things that came into my head.

Owen directed his dragons off to the sides of the room, then waved a hand, and they disappeared.
“We'redl set now,” he sad.



Melin pulled out a pocket watch and checked it. “Mr. Idris should be here & any moment.”

“He's here now,” a voice said from the darkness. Phelan Idris stepped forward out of the shadows,
dong with afew of his henchmen, the ones who'd been with him in the big megicd battle we'd fought a
couple of months ago. They dill looked more like they were on ther way to a science fiction convention
to meet up with a bunch of other people who'd seen The Matrix a few too many times than like anyone
you'd expect to be on the cutting edge of magic.

Then again, our Sde didn't look dl that inimidating unless you knew what they were capable of.
Melin looked like alittle old man in a dapper suit, while Owen looked like an astonishingly good-looking
verson of the boy next door. Sam and his people could have starred in their own Disney cartoon.

“Let’'s make this happen,” Idris said. “What isit you want? Thet is, if you redlly do have Ari.”
“Oh, we've got her, dl right,” | said, rubbing my temple.

“We understand that one of your colleagues has taken custody of Miss Chandler’s friend,” Merlin
sad. “We would like you to secure her return.”

Idris's eyes grew to the Sze of dinner plates. “What?" he sgueaked, his voice going up about an
octave. “Whoa, | had nathing to do with that! | may have mentioned that the dude trying to take back his
company was daing one of Katie's friends, but it was just a conversation, you know? | didn't think
she'd do anything about it.”

“Neverthdess” Melin replied, “we would like her safe return, and we do have someone who must
have some meaning to your organization, or else she would not have been freed earlier. Your superiors
will not be happy that sheisin our custody.”

“And you think | can do anything about that?’
“Youwill if you want Ari back,” Owen said. “Unless you want to tdl your bosses that you logt her.”
Idris looked even more panicked. “I'll see what 1—I’ll try—this could take time, you know.”

“Reax,” | told him. “It's not like we're going to cut off one of her fingers every fifteen minutes or
torture her.” If there was any torture, it was the other way around. My head fdt like she was throwing a
hissy fitin there.

“And what if | don't care whether or not | get her back?’ Idris switched tactics, which played
beautifully into our plan. We were supposed to gal him until Sylvia and her crew showed up with
Marcia

“Then we keep her. She might not think so favorably of you at that point,” Merlin said.
“Wdl, where is she?”’

“Rightin here” | said, tapping my head. “It's along story invalving a fairy godmother.”
He laughed, long, loud, and hard. “Y ou expect meto bdieve that?’

Reuctantly, | eased my tight control on my tongue and let the foreign thoughts that had been weling up
inmy brain aill out. “You moron! | bet you didn’'t even notice | was gone until they told you, did you?
You were s0 busy with your precious busness. | hate thid This wasn't what | sgned up for!” It was
weird to hear someone else’'s words coming out in my voice.



Idris wasn't convinced. “Anyone who's spent five minutes around Ari knows she'd say something like
thet.”

Before | knew what was happening, I'd put my hands on my hips. “Oh yeah? Well, how about this |
know you' ve got a mole shaped like Mickey Mouse on your—"

“Okay, | believe you!” he shouted a exactly the same time | bit down hard on my tongue. | didn’t
want any more details like that about him. “What do you want me to do? | can’'t do anything to get your
friend back. | don't have that kind of pull with these people.”

“You need do naothing more than you dready have” Merlin said. “Your presence is enough.”
“So you're going to give Ari back, just because I'm here?’
“Not exactly,” Owen said, his voice soft but ill ringing through the cavern.

| glanced over to Ethan and Philip and saw that Sylvia and Mr. Bones were there, with Marcia
Marcia was blindfolded, much to my rdief. | didn't want her seeing any of this. | couldn’'t begin to
imegine the cover story I'd have to concoct.

“You see” Owen continued, “we just needed you as our prisoner. You're what we plan to exchange
for Marcia” He dgnded Rod, who made a waving motion with one hand. | assumed that meant Idris
could then see the other Sde of the chamber.

“What if | don’'t want to stay and be your prisoner?’
“l wouldn’'t suggest you try running.”
“What are you going to do, stop me?’

“No. They are” Owen snapped his fingers, and dragons appeared, blocking every exit. One of the
dragons obliged us by shooting a mighty burst of flame at Idris.

Idris tried to act unimpressed, but there was fear in his eyes that he couldn’t quite mask and he jumped
as the flame got too close for comfort. “Illuson, right?” he said with a snort.

“If you'd like to test it, be my guest. Y our friends are free to leave, however.”

They didn’t need much encouraging. Owen raised a hand, holding the dragons back, while the geek
brigade took off, leaving Idris done. He went pale, and his hands trembled, but he seemed to be trying to
look brave, for which | had to give im the tiniest bit of respect. “ So, you're trading me, huh?” he said. “I
guess after | go over there, you'll let Ari go?’

“Whatever gave you that impresson?’ Melin asked, his voice like ice. “You have no choice in the
matter. You are our prisoner, and Arid was our prisoner before she was illegdly freed. We will merdy
be returning her to custody once we ve removed her from Miss Chandler’s head. Now, shdl we make
the exchange?’

He nodded at Rod, who did something complicated with his fingers. “Miss Meredith, | presume?’
Melin said.

She whirled to face him. “You!l” she shouted, asif she'd just met her old nemess.

“Yes, | an here, and | request that you release the young lady there. She has no part in this”



“Why should I do thet?

“Because | have two of your people in my custody, and I’'m sure they could be persuaded to give us
some interegting information on your operation.”

Rod did something ese with his fingers, and then Sylvia went white. “How did you get yoursdf
involved in this?’ she hissed at Idris. “You were told to refrain from contact.”

For a split second he looked like a schoolboy being scolded, but then his posture relaxed and he said,
“Don’'t worry, though, I've got it under control.” He turned his head toward Owen. “You're not the only
one who has a threat to make. | happen to have people placed dl over the city. One word from me, and
theillusons | have covering dl of my ads are gone. The whale city will learn the truth about magic dl at
once. How do you like that?’

| couldn’t help but laugh. The rest of them turned to look at me. “You have got to be kidding. Those
ads won't convince anyone of anything. People will think it's a prank or publicity stunt, if they even see
the ads. They once put a seventy-foot robot in Times Square to promote a movie, and not only did no
one notice the robot, nobody saw the movie” | wasn't sure if the words were mine or Ari’s. The tone
was meaner than I'd like to think | ever sounded, but | agreed with the content.

| thought | saw a hint of worry cross his face, but then he put his usud sneer back on and said, “And
my people are ready to demondirate the magic to anyone who's there to see it. They'll act if they don’t
hear from me”

“Youidiot!” Sylvia screeched. “You'll ruin everything if you reved it dl right now. WEe're not ready.”
Thet deflated Idris. His shoulders dumping, he said, “Oh. Wdl. Never mind.”

Owen and Merlin exchanged a worried look, then Sam nodded at them and took off, flying past the
dragon in one of the doorways. The dragon made as though to try to play with Sam, but Owen cdled it
back to attention.

“Very wdl, then,” Sylviasaid. “You can have the girl. But this isn't over.” She addressed Philip. “You
can'timagine 'l give up easly.”

“I've waited a hundred years. | can be patient, but | will have what's mine” he said.

Sylvianodded a Mr. Bones, who shoved Marcia forward. Rod moved to steady her. “What's going
on?’ she asked in a voice more frantic than anything I’ d ever heard from her.

“It's okay, you're safe,” Rod said. He removed her blindfold and started moving her toward the exit,
Rocky and Rallo flanking them. | hoped for Marcia's sake that he was usng illuson to hide the rest of
the madness from her.

But before they were clear of the room, Sylvia launched a magicd attack at Philip. All the good guys
rushed in to help. Owen managed to deflect most of whatever she'd sent toward Philip, but Philip gill
froze, then dumped to the floor. Ethan put himsdf between her and Philip’s motionless form. “He's dive,
but out cold,” he reported.

A scream rang out, echoing panfully in the chamber. | spun to see Marcia looking horrified. Rod must
have dropped hisillusons when he went to help Philip. “Marcia, it's okay, I'll explain later,” | said, then |
told Rod, “Get her away from here”

“I'm not leaving until | get some answers. Katie, what the hel is going on here?’



| knew her wel enough to know that she'd dig in her heds and refuse to go uniil she was satisfied.
“Okay, short verson: Magic isred, the guys are dl wizards. I'm not, but | work for a magica company.
Those are the bad guys We Il do the Q and A later. Now, Rod, get her out of here”

While | was talking to Marcia, Sylviaand Mr. Bones made arun for it, only to find themsdvesfading a
roaring dragon. Owen brought it into view just before it got to roast Sylvia Marcia screamed again.

“Oh yeeh, there are dragons, too,” | told her. “But these are good guys. They love Owen.” | had to
gve her credit for not fanting. Marcia was made of pretty stern Suff.

“l demand you let me leave,” Sylvia said to Melin. “I gave you what you wanted.”

“And with you here, I’ ve gained even more of what | wanted. With you in our custody, we might even
be able to find out who's directing you,” Merlin said. His voice and bearing made him seem like he'd
look alot more appropriate in old-fashioned wizard's robes and a pointy hat then he did in his modern
business auit. This was definitdy the guy who'd put King Arthur on the throne.

“You may not dlow meto leave, but | dare you to put your hands on me”
“Yeah, or me” Idris said, broadening his stance defiantly.

A magicd battle of wills ensued. Enough power flew around to practically make my har stand on end.
Ari added to the uproar by throwing a few zaps of her own insgde my head. I'd need a bottle of Advil
when this was over. Apparently, though, Sylvia was right. We were a a standoff. | knew Owen could
take out Idris, but Sylvia seemed to know her suff. With Sam gone, Philip out, and Rod looking after
Marcia, the two sdes were evenly matched. | supposed we could leave them with the dragons urtil they
begged for mercy, but that wasn't an ided solution.

Then | remembered that | temporarily had Ari’s power. | had to fight her to use it, but the next time
Idris sent a burst of magic in Owen's direction, | focused as hard as | could on deflecting it, raisng my
hands as I’ d seen wizards do. | was surprised to see sparks shooting from my fingertips and turning back
Idris's magic. That gave Owen an opening, and he caught Idris in a pdl that immoakbilized him. “Nice
work,” Owen said to me.

“| thought you said you weren't magicd,” Marcia said.

“It's temporary,” | said before returning my atention to the standoff. The odds had moved in our
favor. Keeping Idris was the god, and Sylviawas a bonus.

A loud pop echoed in the chamber, and Ethelinda appeared in a burst of slver sparkles. She wore a
Viking maiden’'s costume out of a low-budget production of a Wagner opera, complete with brass
breastplate and horned hdmet. The outfit looked funny with bits of ruffles lace, tulle, taffeta, and velvet
peeking out from under the brass. “My senses tdl me you're ready for me” she said. “I’'m here to relieve
you of your burden.”

Twenty-One

B efore any of us could stop her, Ethdinda pulled back her wand and pointed it a me while saying



some nonsens ca-sounding words. If 1'd thought | had a headache before, that was nothing compared to
what | fdt next. | couldn’'t stop mysdf from screaming, and | would have hit the ground if Owen hadn't
caught me. Through the blinding red haze of pain | thought | saw atiny spark floating in front of me. That
spark grew until it was a human-szed fairy.

“There you go,” Ethdinda said with satisfaction.

“Get her!” | shouted. Owen was closest, S0 he left my sde and got a grip on Ari’s am before she
could reach Idris. | moaned, and not just because of the headache. Ethdinda, bless her wdl-intentioned
but incompetent heart, had redly complicated matters. Ari had been our one sure bet in this whole
gtuation, and now she was loose.

| had just got back to my feet when something grabbed me. “Hey, what isthis?’ | shouted. | couldn’t
see anything. An invisble force hed mein place. With my immunity gone so | could be rid of Ari, and
without access to Ari’s magicd powers, | wasin red danger.

Idris leered at Owen. “Okay, then,” he said, histone full of smug superiority. “You've got my girlfriend
hostage. I’ ve got your girlfriend hostage. And 1’d be willing to bet that you like yours better than | like
ming, so | think | have the advantage.”

“Hey!” Ari ydled. “Maybe | want to stay with them. I’ll tdl them everything. So, there.”

Idrisignored her. “Either you cdl off your dragons and let Ari, Sylvia, and me leave, or I'll take care
of your girlfriend. Y ou might be able to protect her, but that would mean dropping your attention to me,
even for a gplit second.”

| struggled but couldn’t move a muscle. For a moment, everyone dse seemed stuck in the spdl | was.
They just stared at me. Then | noticed what they were garing at. A blue magica flame pooled around my
feet, moving toward me. In moments, it would be on me, and | could dreedy fed the heat. Meanwhile,
Sylviaand her goons were taking off toward the exit that led deegper into the tunnds. Ethan tried to catch
her in atackle, but Mr. Bones shoved him aside, sending him sprawling. The dragons roared, but Sylvia
did something with her hands, and | feared for the dragons safety. “She's getting away!” | ydled. When
the others dill focused on me, | inggted, “I1t's just alittle blue flame. No big dedl. Go!”

When Idris grabbed Ari and made to fallow Sylvia, the others findly jolted out of their shock and took
action. Owen did something to counter whatever it was that Sylvia was doing to his dragons while Merin
took on Sylviaand Rod tried to stop Idris and Ari, with some dive-bombing from Rocky and Rallo.

Marciaran to my sde. “What's going on, Katie? Are you okay?’

“l don't think it s serious,” | said. “I just can’'t move. Trust me, thisguy doesn't ever do anything redly
serious, and hell lose interest before long.” The blue flame was coming closer to me, and growing in
intengty. | had a feding it wouldn’'t have done anything to me in my magicd immune state. Now, there
was no tdlling what might happen, and it didn't look like the kind of fire a fire extinguisher could put out.
Marcia tried somping on it, then she blew on it, like she was trying to blow out a candle.

“No!” | said to stop her. “It's not a candle. If you blow on afire, it gets more intense.”

The magicd battle continued to rage. Marcia yelped as Rod was tossed aside and hit a wall, and |
winced when Idris sent a chunk of rock flying toward Owen. Owen got out of the way intime to avoid all
but a glancing blow, but it seemed to me he staggered allittle.

The flame came closer and closer to me. | was sweating, and not just from the fear. It was getting



awfully hot. | was dl for saving the world from bad magic, but that didn’t mean | wanted to pull a Joan of
Arc. I'd like to think I’ d be willing to sacrifice mysdf to save the world, but when you're saring at flames
coming very close to making thet aredlity, it has away of changing your perspective.

“You're awfully cadm about this” Marcia said.

“All'in aday’swork, I'm afrad.”

“| guess thisiswhy you' ve been acting weird, huh?’

“Yeah. It was kind of hard to talk about, and | wasn't dlowed to tdl you about magic.”

Jugt as I'd expected from my association with Idris, the flame started to die. | could move my fingers
and toes, which wasn't very useful, but it was a good Sgn. He wasn't great & multitasking, so when he
got sidetracked by fighting Owen, he couldn’t sustain what he was doing to me,

Then suddenly the flame flared up again, and | couldn’'t help but scream. Marcia jumped back, ydling,
“It'sgaing to kill her!”

“Yes itis” Sylviasad. “If you don't cdl off your dragons, she will die” Now, | was worried. Idris
was a flake, but Sylvia was focused, powerful, and kind of a bitch. | had no doubt that she'd kill me to
secure her own escape.

Owen whigtled, and the dragons left the doorways to come to his sde. “You're free to go,” he sad,
his voice even softer than usud. It dill carried dearly and echoed in the cavern. “Release Kdtie”

And then alot of things happened very quickly. Sylvia shouted, “Release her yoursdf,” and ran for the
exit. Idris grabbed Ari’s hand and ran after her. Ari pulled back a him, dowing his escape. Mr. Bones
got ahead of them and took off down the tunnd while they struggled with one another. The fire snged the
edges of my shoes, but then Owen whirled to do something to it. For the firgt time since I’'d known him,
there was red fear—panic, even—in his eyes.

Melin went after Sylvia, Ari, Idris, and the henchmen, shooting spdlls to restrain them, but Owen
cdled to him, “It's alayered pdll, | can't stop it done” Merlin hesitated only for a second, then spun to
join Owen.

I"d bardly fdt the flameslick at my feet when they vanished entirdy and | could move again. | swayed
and for amoment thought my legs might buckle under me, but | caught mysdlf, got my legs under me, and
took off running. “Don’'t let them get away!” | shouted as | ran.

The dragons had tried to go after the bad guys but could only go so far before they were too large to
et into the passages. | didn't have that problem. | could see Ari and Idris ahead of me, im dragging her
behind him. Sylviamugt have been ahead of them. Ari findly broke free, and that gave me the chance to
catch up with her and tackle her. Owen caught up with me and sidestepped Ari and me on the ground as
he ran after Idris and Sylvia

| fet the tingle of magic while | tried to get a better hold on Ari. Melin then reached Ari and me and
sad, “l have her. You may get up now, Miss Chandler.” | stood shakily. Ari dill lay on the ground, but
ghe looked up & me in an odd way, with some of her usud hodility gone. That was more than a bit
unnarving as | remembered that she'd had access to the ingde of my head. How much did she know
about me? Melin waved at her, and she shrank back down to a point of light, like the way they depict
Tinkerbdl in stage productions of Peter Pan. Another wave of his hand sent the point of light to rest
ingde his vest pocket. “She should be safe there” he said, lightly patting the pocket. He then held out his



am to me and escorted me back into the main chamber, where the dragons hovered anxioudy near the
exit where Owen had disappeared.

Marciawas & Rod’s sde, hdping him st up. On the other sde of the room, Ethan was dirring. Philip
was dill out cold. | opened my mouth to ask Melinif he'd be okay, but a shock wave shook the whole
underground chamber. | ducked indinctively as dust showered us from the celling. The dragons twitched
and whimpered. Ethdinda—who'd stayed out of the fighting—took to the ar, and Merlin looked
darmed.

A moment later, Owen returned. “I couldn’t catch them,” he said with aweary sgh. He had ared spot
on one cheekbone that would probably develop into a bruise, and there was a bleeding cut on histemple.
There was ds0 awildnessin his eyes.

“You certainly tried,” Merlin said, and there was an unusua degree of sternness to hisvoice. “That use
of power was unnecessary and could have been dangerous. | expect you to have more control then that.”

Owen ignored him, grabbing mein a fierce hug. He then shoved me out in front of him a arm’s length.
“Are you okay?' he asked. Before | could answer, he pulled me againg him again and held me like he
would never let go.

“l just love a happy ending.” | looked over to see Ethdinda dabbing at her eyes with a ydlowed lace
handkerchief.

“Yeah, you redly helped here tonight,” | said, unable to hide my sarcasm. | figured | deserved alitile
snottiness, congdering I'd practicaly been burned at the stake, thanks to her interference.

| expected her to deny messang up anything, but instead, she burst into sobs. “It was supposed to be
an easy assgnment. You can only go so long based on reputation, and Cinderella was centuries ago.
They weren't even dl that happy ever after, you know. They had naothing in common. Sure, the firs few
years were fine, but then he started going on more hunting trips and she got caught up with the children,
and they were like strangers living in that enormous cagtle” She gave a big siff, then blew her nose so
loudly thet it startled the dragons. “But now | can't seem to do anything right.” With that, she dissolved
into shuddering tears.

She'd just about ruined my life, and had come pretty close to ending it, but | couldn’'t stand to watch
her cry. “Wait,” | cdled out, tearing mysdf from Owen’s embrace. “Y ou know, those two—" | gestured
toward Merlin’'s pocket and down the passage where Idris had disappeared “—seem like they could use
some help. He doesn't appreciate her properly.”

Her facelit up and her tears dried immediatdy. “Oh, yes, that young man does need to learn a lesson
or two, and she would have better luck if she were more ladylike. Very good suggestion. I'm on the
ca2l”

Melin bowed to her. “Thank you for your assstance, but | would appreciate it if you'd leave my
people aonein the future”

“Oh, | have no need to meddie further here. Things seem to be perfectly peachy. And now, if you'll
excue me, | have work to do.” She vanished in her usud burst of Slver sparkles, and | hoped that was
thelast | saw of her.

Owen squeezed my shoulder. “You never did tdl me. Are you okay?’
“Yeah, I'm fine | want to deep for aweek, but | seem to be mogly unsinged, except maybe the soles



of my shoes. But why did you let them go in the firg place? Y ou had them.”

He looked a melike | was crazy. “Because they were going to kill you!” he shouted. It was the firg
time |’ d ever heard Owen Pdmer redly and truly ydl a someone, and he was ydling a me.

“But you let them go. Now what're they going to do?’

He shook his head. “I don't know, but we've dways managed to stop them before. We can stop
them again.”

“What about the whole saving the world from bad magic thing?’
“It's not like my choice was you or the fate of the free world.”

| Sghed and rubbed my dill-aching head. “1 know. I'm sorry. I'm glad you saved me. | redly wasn't
enjoying the idea of being a human torch, but | hate the idea of them getting away. They're dill in
business, and we haven't learned anything about who's redly in control.”

“We might be somewhat better off,” Merlin said. “They seem to have acquired amgor hindrance, due
to your efforts. And we once again have our origind prisoner. | honesily believe that Ari will be willing to
cooperate now, even if it's only enough to make him suffer for insulting her. In addition, we have freed
your friend and preserved Mr. Vandermeer's dam on his busness, which may ultimady cut ther
funding.”

Owen gamiled then as he put an am around my shoulder. “If that fairy godmother works with them the
way she did with us, then they won't get anything done for weeks. We said we needed to distract Idris.”

“And Ethdindalis the ultimate distraction,” | said.
“Not such a bad day, after dl, then,” Owen said, giving my shoulder an extra squeeze.

“Spesk for yoursdf,” | groaned. “Can | take a break from being a victim for a while? | don't enjoy
playing damsd in distress.”

“Next time I'm in terrible danger, you're welcome to come to my rescue,” Owen said with a teesing
orin. He sounded dmost giddy with relief. | guessed he wasn't mad at me anymore. All it took to make
hm get over his hurt fedings and restore our reationship was me nearly getting killed. It wasn't a
relationship counsding technique I’d recommend.

“Count on it,” | assured him. “But | wouldn't mind if we avoided terrible danger for a while I'm
looking forward to some typing and filing, maybe updating our marketing campaign. Just aslong as I'm
not being chased by anything or put under any spells. And in case anyone is wondering, I'd be happy to
help train some other immunes to cope with immunity loss, but | am not going through that again.”

“No, you're not,” Owen sad firmly.

“Now, | believe dl of us need to rest and tend our wounds,” Merlin said. Marcia helped Rod up, and
| thought he looked steady enough to walk on his own, but he kept his am tight around her. Ethan
managed to get back on his feet, and then Melin did something magicd over Philip, who soon sat up,
blinking. The weary lot of us headed out of the caverns, much to the dragons dismay, and ran into Sam
before we reached the train Sation.

“It turns out he was only bluffing partway,” the gargoyle said. “He did have someone set up in Times
Square to demonstrate magic, but we apprehended him under the code provison againg public use of



meagic with intent to expose magic to outsders. We aso caught a few minor incidents around town that
weren't too difficult to ded with. The secret dill seems to be safe, and there's no buzz about the word
being out.”

“It sagargoyle, and it'stalking,” Marcia said.

“Yes, it is jus like the other gargoyles back there, and can we tak about it later?” | replied, patting
her on the arm.

Thetrain gation was deserted except for afew security guards who didn’'t seem to see us. Rocky and
Rallo's car was dill gtting in front of the station. “I'll get Katie home,” Owen said. “She should probably
stay with me until she gets her immunity back.”

The others piled into the car. | heard Marcia ask, “Hey, how are the gargoyles going to drive?’ as
Owen turned me away and summoned a cab. | was not looking forward to the conversation | knew
would bein my future.

| fdl adegp on Owen's shoulder between the dation and his house. He nudged me awake, then
helped me out of the cab. He waked me up the steps and then guided me up the indoor gairs to his part
of the town house. Loony met both of us at the door, and this time she rubbed againg my ankles instead
of hissing a me.

“Lookslike I'm fully me again,” | commented as | listened to her purring a my feet. “I just wish | fdt
more like mysdlf.”

“| think both of us could use a giff drink.”

“Oh, very good idea”

“As you know, I’'m not much of a drinker, but | do have a medicnd bottle around.” He winked.
“Even Gloria approves of that.”

| wished | could amile a his joke, but | didn't fed like joking a the moment. | wasn't sure what
freaked me out more, nearly being magicdly burned at the stake, Marcia being in the middle of it dl,
Owen letting the bad guys go to save me, Owen having nearly blown up Grand Centrd in an attempt to
catch the bad guys, or Owen having actudly ydled at me, which was possibly a once-in-alifetime thing.
Whatever it was, | fdt deeply unsettled, like my universe had gone out of whack and | didn’t know how
to set it right.

In contrast to my dark mood, Owen was in bubbly overdrive. He practicaly bounced as | followed
him back to the kitchen and watched him rummeagein cabinets. He pulled a bottle out of the back of one
cabinet. “1 doubt you'd want to drink this sraight, but I'm sure we could put it in something. Hot or
cold?’

| blinked out of a stupor. “Huh?’
“Do you want a hot drink or a cold drink?

You'd think that after dmost being burned | wouldn't want anything hot for a while, but | redized |
was shivering like I'd never be warm again. “Hot, please.”

“Okay, then how about that hot toddy like | made when you fdl through the ice?’
“Sounds good.” While he made drinks, | sat weearily at the kitchen table. Loony jumped up into my lap



and | stroked her fur automatically, letting her purring hypnotize me. | bardly noticed when Owen put a
drink in front of me. Loony put a paw on my hand and meowed to get my attention, and | blinked back
to redlity to see the drink.

Owen sat across from me and took a few gps of his own drink before saying, “The boss sad we
don’'t have to go to the office tomorrow. | think he wants to make sure your immunity returns, and we
could dl use some rest.”

“So | guess you have to put up with me one more day.”

“I wouldn't say I'm having to put up with you. | don’'t mind & al.” He looked down into his drink and
turned a rosy shade of pink. “I actudly like having you around. Y ou're good company.”

“| take that to mean you' re not mad at me anymore.”

“l waan't redly mad. Just disappointed. | wish you' d trusted me enough to tdl me what was going on.
| thought I’d shown you before, the first time you lost your immunity, that | can dedl with alot.”

“And you're going to have to get used to the fact that I’m stubbornly independent. If | think | can ded
with it mysdf, | will. I don’t like dways having to run to others for hdp.” | dlowed mysdf a amile “But |
will admit that when it comes to magica things | don’t know much about, | should probably try to get
over that. And don't | get credit for going to you the moment | redized | was doing magic, even though |
thought you were angry with me at the time?’

“WE Il cdl it even,” he said with a amile that lit up his eyes and warmed my heart. We were going to
be okay, | was sure, in spite of afew little misgivingsin the back of my mind that refused to give up.

“Tha's good, because it's entirdly possible you'll be stuck with me for a while When my ‘business
trip’ ends wéell seeif my roommates let me back in.”

“I don't think you'll have any problems. Marcia should understand.”

“If she doesn’'t hate me for getting her mixed up indl this” | hesitated, then added, “1 am going to tdl
my roommates the truth, dl of it. Will you back me up?’

He nodded. “Yes, especidly after what happened tonight. They need to know, for their own safety as
well as thar acceptance of you.”

“Okay, then. Tomorrow evening when they’'re home from work. You can take me home, and then
well tdl them the whole story.” | drained my cup, then said, “But for now, I’'m going to take a shower,
then deep until | can’t degp anymore.”

| trudged up the dtairs, took along, hot shower, then put on my pgamas. Loony was wating for me
on the bed, and | was grateful for her presence. | didn't want to be aone, but | wasn't sure | wanted to
be with Owen. It was dawning on methat | redly mugt have meant something to him. He hadn’t thought
twice about letting his enemies escape because his sole priority had been saving me. It's the kind of thing
it'sfun to dream about when you put yoursdf in the place of a heroine in a book or movie, but in redlity,
it was unsattling.

While it was nice to know that Owen would do anything to keep me safe, | wasn't crazy about the
feding that | was in his way. He had to besat Idris and whoever was running this show. There was no
doubt about it. I'd read enough magicd higtory laidy to know that when someone tried to use magic to
gan red earthly power, things got redly bad. They had to be stopped, and could Owen do that if his firs
concern was for me? In this case, being cherished that much was nicer in theory than redity. If anyone



was harmed by ther activities from now on, | wouldn't be able to help but fed responsible.

Astired as | was, it took me a good hour to fdl into a deep deep. | was sure | had nightmares, but
they were too vague to recdl when | woke. When | findly dragged mysdf out of bed, | fdt weary. | sat
on the Sde of the bed for a while before | could summon the energy to get up and get dressed. | found
Owen lying sprawled on the sofa, a book in hishand and Loony draped across his chest.

“Whet timeisit?’ | asked.

He looked up from his book. “A little after two. | haven't been up long, mysdf, and I’d have probably
dept longer, but a certain cat couldn’'t stand me being in bed one minute more.” He put asde his book,
then shifted Loony from his chest to hislap as he sat up. “Are you hungry for breskfast or lunch?’

My impulse was to say | wasn't hungry at dl, but then my somach growled. “Breskfast food would
be good right now.”

“Breskfast food | can do. That's my specidty.” He moved Loony from his lap to the sofa, then stood
up. “I've dready made coffeeif you want some.”

| wasn't sure coffee would clear my head, but | was willing to give it a shot, so | went back to the
kitchen with him. He poured the coffee for me and doctored it up with milk and sugar the way | liked it.
“Are you okay?’ he asked as he handed me the mug. “You don’t look so good.”

“Geg, thanks a lot,” | muttered, then when he flushed bright red | hurried to add, “I’'m sorry. | know
what you meant. And I’'m not feding great.”

“Y ou've been through alot.”

| sat at the kitchen table. “Y eah, that week in a hammock or on the front porch is sounding better and
better. But we have work to do, what with the bad guys on the loose and dl.”

He expertly cracked eggs, then beat them with more vigor than was probably necessary. “I'll take
care of that. Idrisand | are due for a good showdown one of these days.”

“Is that something you' ve seen or just something you'd like to happen?’
“A little of both.”

It was a showdown that | couldn’t help but think would go more smoothly without mein the picture.

That evening | repacked my bag, and then Owen waked me over to my gpartment. It was ill a little
early to expect Gemma and Marcia to be home, which was fine with me. | thought things might go better
if I were dready there ingead of waking in on them. | was relieved and a bit surprised not to find my
belongings stting in the halway. My keys dill fit in the locks, and when | opened the front door the place
looked pretty much the same way it dways had.

“They haven't kicked you out,” Owen said.
1] Not ya.”
“They won't.”

“You've seen that, too, | suppose?’



“No. But you and your friends have been through alot together. | don't think they’ll give up on you so
eedly. Look a Rod and me. We're dill spesking after dl these years and some worse suff than you
know about.”

“Redly?’
“Remind meto tdl you sometime.”

Marcia was the first one home. She looked startled when she saw us there, and then she hugged me.
“Areyou okay?’

“I'vefdt better. I'm tired. I’ ve been through alot, but I'll be fine. How are you halding up?’

“I'm confused, but | presume you're here to explan? She frowned. “It did redly happen, didn't it?
That waan't dl just a dream?’

“It wasred.” | paused, then asked, “Do you know if Gemmawill be home anytime soon?’
“She didn’'t say anything about being out late. Why?’
“We need to tdl her, too, and | only want to go through it once, so let’ swait for Gemma, okay?’

All three of us jJumped when the key turned in the lock and Gemma entered, with Philip right behind
her. He was 4ill pale, but looked like he was recovering from the night before. | was glad to see him.
He'd be good for backing up my story as a neutra third party. “You're back,” Gemma said. She
sounded chilly, so Marcia mugt not have told her theful story yet.

“Get yoursdf aglass of wine” Marcia said. “Katie has something to talk to us about.”

She went to the kitchen and got some wine, offered some to Philip, who declined, then joined Marcia
a the table. Philip sat next to her. “Okay, what isit?’ she asked.

Twenty-Two

I glanced & Owen, then faced my roommates and took a deep breath. 1 have something to tdl you.
It'sgoing to sound crazy at fird, but it's absolutely true, and by the time I’'m done, it'll explain alot.”

“Induding New Year's Eve?” Gamma asked.

“Induding New Year's Eve, but it goes back further than that.” | had to pause then and think. As
many times as I'd imagined how 1'd tdl my friends about everything going on with me, | hadn't ever
come to a concusion of the best way to go about it. Should | tdl it like a story as it happened to me, or
just launch into the part about magic being redl?

| decided to fdl somewhere in the middle. “The company | work for is a little unusud,” 1 began. “It's
not quite as boring as | let on. In fact, it's redly rather interesting, but most of what goes on there is top
secret.” Philip's eyes went wide, and | could tdl he'd figured out what | was going to tdl them. He
frowned, but Owen gave him a reassuring nod. “The product this company sdlsis magic, more or less.”



“Like magic tricks?” Gemma asked.

“No. Red magic. Spells and guff like that. For people with real magic powers.”

Gemma laughed. “Good one, Katie. But there' s no such thing.”

“Uh, yes, thereis” Marcia said.

Gemmawhirled on her. “You know about this?”

“It has something to do with where I’ ve been, but let them tel the story. | only know parts of it.”

A vase of flowers appeared in the middle of the table, and Gemma jumped back. “Magic does exigt,”
Owen said softly before making the vase disappear. He waved his hand, whispering some words, and
Marcid's red wine turned to white, complete with beads of condensation dripping down the outsde of
the cool glass. Another wave, and the wine returned to red.

Gemma shook her head. “Nice tricks, but...” She shook her head again, unable to even form a
question.

“Itisred,” Philip put in. “I can vouch for ther truth.”
She turned to him, openmouthed. “What, you' re mixed up in this, too?’

“l am like heis” He gestured toward Owen. “However, & an entirdy different levd. | don’'t have his
degree of power.”

“How do you fit into that? Marcia asked me.

“I'm immune to magic. Wdl, | normaly am, but I'm not at the moment and that's a very long story.
Remember back when we fird met Rod and he was recruiting me? It was because they’d discovered |
have this magic immunity, where nothing they do works on me. | don’'t see the illusons they use to hide
megic from everyone else. That's auseful aaility in their company.”

They looked dazed. | couldn’'t be sure that they bought it or even understood it fully, but | forced
mysdf to go on. “Meanwhile there's a bad guy usng magic the wrong way, and our company is trying to
stop him. Owen'’sinthe thick of it. | got mixed up in it, and that's brought me to the attention of the bad
guys A lot of the strange Suff that’s been going on with me in the past few months has been because of
that.”

“Induding New Year's Eve?” Gamma asked.

“Egpecidly New Year's Eve” | confirmed. “It's a redly complicated explanation, but the smple
versonisthat | was possessed by one of the bad guys and dl the suff | said and did was redly her. |
just got rid of her last night.”

“But | thought you were immune to magic.”

Owen stepped forward. “We had to remove her immunity temporarily to check on something. They
took advantage of the vulnerability.”

“And dl that quff last night?” Marcia asked.

“I'm afraid that was because of me” Philip said. “One of ther enemies is my enemy, as wdl, a
descendant of the man who enchanted me to take over my family’s business” | noticed that he left out



the nature of the enchantment, but that was his secret to tdl Gemma when he was ready for that leve of
sharing. “If | regained the business, they lost funding for their schemes. They seem to have known | had
fedingsfor one of Katie's roommates, but when they took one of you hostage, they got the wrong one.”

“We ve spent the lagt couple of days trying to find a way to get Marcia back and get rid of our
enemies” | wrapped up the story as smply as | could.

“You besat the bad guys, | take it?’

Owen and | looked at each other. “Not exactly,” | sad. “We haven't yet had the ultimate showdown,
but we've managed to head off each of ther evil schemes before it gets out of control. They're dill out
there, and that’s why | wanted to tdl you guys the truth. It may get even hairier in the future, and you
need to know what’s going on.”

“Why haven't you told us before now?” Gemma asked.

“WEe're not supposed to let outsiders know,” Owen said. “We could only tel you now because of
what Marcia saw last night. If knowledge of the existence of magic and the fact that there are people with
fantagtic powers waking among you got out among the generd public, the result would be chaos. The
rule is to protect you as much as it is to protect us. If we're forbidden from showing our power, that
makes it harder for us to use it agang you. The problem with our current enemies is that they’re not
abiding by the rules. We re worried they might try to use their magic to gain red power.”

Gemma nodded, glanced at Marcia, then said, “Okay, we' re in. What do you need usto do?’

I’d been expecting to have to go into hours of explanation, lots of demondirations, and even then face
skepticism. This was dmogt too easy. “You mean, you bdieve me, redly? You're not just humoring me
to keep me cam while you go off and cdl the funny farm to reserve me aroom?’

“l was there,” Marcia said with a shrug. “It makes more sense than most of the stories you've told to
cover it up.”

“What do we need to do to hep fight this bad guy?’ Gemma asked. “Or is there something we need
to do to protect ourselves? Hang garlic from the doorways? Wear crosses?’

Owen had to fight to keep a sraight face. While he got himsdf under control, | said, “This isn't Buffy,
and we're not deding with vampires” | turned to Owen. “There aren’'t vampires, are there?’
“Not in this country, and they’re not like in the movies”

kay, no vampires to worry about a the moment, so stakes, crosses, and garlic won't do you much
good.”

“Your apartment is warded againg magicd attack,” Owen said. “No one can get in here usng magicad
means or use magic to get anything esein here”

Philip nodded. “I thought I'd sensed a barrier here”

“Modly, | just need you to keep dert,” | said, “and give me the bendfit of the doubt when things get
weird. | seem to have made mysdf afavorite target of the bad guy. If anyone approaches you and daims
to be my friend, assume they aren’t unless you' ve met them with me, and even then, it's entirdy possible
thet there are illusons a work.”

“WE Il need passwords,” Marcia said. “Or questions to make sure everyone' s who they say they are,



something about you that nobody ese would know. So if someone daiming to be you does't know your
childhood pet’s name, well know it in't redly you.”

“That's actudly a good ideg,” Owen said, nodding. “ Other then that, though, it's best that you stay out
of this as much as possible. You're especidly vulnerable snce you are susceptible to meagic being used
on you, yet you don't have any power of your own.”

Marcia got up and went over to her briefcase, from which she took a notepad and pen. “Okay, let's
get to work on passwords to start with. And | want a complete lig of contact information for everyone.”

While she grilled everyone on secret info to use for identity verification, Owen edged over to me and
put hisarm around me. “That went better than | hoped,” he said.

“Yeah, I'm kind of surprised, but | guess | shouldn't have been. They seem to take everything in
gride”

Once Marcia had her phone ligt and secret passwords, Owen took off for the night. | followed him out
into the halway. “Thanks for hdping with this” | whispered so neither my roommates nor my neighbors
would hear us.

“You handled it pretty well on your own. | just provided the proof.”
“Inyour usud dramétic fashion.”

He ducked his head and blushed. If | had to name a mannerism that defined him to me, that would
have to be it. It had been one of the firg things he' d done when we met, and it was gill something | could
count on him doing regularly, even though he did it less often as he grew more comfortable with me.
Watching him, | fdt my heart swdll inmy chest. | hadn’t had the chance to prove definitively how strong
my fedings for hm were the way he'd proved it to me the night before, but | knew now that if our
positions had been reversed, I'd have probably made the same choice he'd made. We could fight the
bad guys again some other day, but | couldn’t replace him. It might be early to start thinking along these
lines but | was pretty sure | was fdlingin love with him, if | hadn’t already fdlen.

“Y ou should probably take tomorrow off,” he said. “It's not quite your front porch or hammock, but it
would be a chance to unwind and recover—and get your immunity back.”

“Good ideg,” | said, nodding.

“Okay, then, | guess I'll be going.” He turned to leave, but | caught hisarm and pulled him back. Then
| stood on my tiptoes and gave him a very thorough kiss. It took him a second to recover before he
kissed me back. He wrapped his aams around me and hed me like he had in those tunnds, after he'd
saved me from the fire. “I'm glad you' re okay,” he whispered. “If something happened to you...”

“I'm glad I'm okay, too, thanks to you,” | said. | forced mysdf to break away from his embrace.
“Take care of yoursdf.”

“l try,” he said with a crooked grin before he turned to head down the gairs. | watched him until he
disappeared to the floor below, then | went back into the gpartment.

Philip was getting his coat on and preparing to leave as | entered. Once he was gone, | sank into one
of the kitchen chairs next to my roommates. “So, magic, hun?” Gemma said after awhile.

“Yeah, magic,” | said, nodding.



“Wow.”
“And your boyfriend turns out to be a grown-up Harry Potter,” Gemma said.
“Nah, he's cuter than Harry,” Marcia said.

“l don't know, Harry's pretty cute for a kid. You can tdl he's going to be a knockout when he's dl
grown up.”

“Movie Harry is cute, but | don't get the impression from the books that he's supposed to be dl that
gorgeous,” Marcia argued. “Besides, Harry has green eyes in the books, and Owen definitdy has blue
eyes. Plus, Harry wears glasses”

“Owen wears glasses sometimes” | said. “But mogt of the time, he wears contacts. No scar, though.”
“And didn’t you say something about him being an orphan?’ Marcia asked.

“Yeah, but he doesn’'t know who his parents were, so it doesn’'t look like they were killed by the bad
guy. The people who brought him up were drict with him, but they’re bascaly good people and it
doesn’'t sound like they made him deep under the sairs” | pondered it for a moment, then said, “I think
he's more like Superman, except for the part about being an dien and the exact kinds of powers. And
maybe being a bit shorter.”

Gemma nodded. “Yeah, the dark har and blue eyes fits that, as wel as beng brought up by good
people who aren't his parents.”

“And I'm his kryptonite,” | said with a deep sgh.

“What makes you say tha? Marcia asked. “Is it something like your immunity cancels out his
powers?’

| shook my head. “No, not like that. But I'm &fraid | may be his weakness. Owen chose to rescue me
indead of catching the bad guy.”

“Wel, of course,” Gemma said. “H€e s crazy about you.”

“But it was his big chance to catch this guy who's been causing dl sorts of trouble and find out what
he's up to. Because of me, he didn't.”

“At least you know for sure how much you mean to him,” Marcia said. “That's something very few
people get to have demonstrated for them in such avivid way.”

“I'm afraid I'm holding him back, though. | don’'t want to be what stops him from doing what needs to
be done. I'm his biggest weakness.”

“| think you also give him strength,” Gemma said. “ Saving the world is an abstract concept, but making
the world safe for you is something he can care about. That boy needs you, no matter how powerful he

may be.”

That thought made my head spin. It was a red paradox. How could | manage to be both Owen's
greatest srength and his greatest weakness? It was too much for an ordinary girl like me to cope with.

| dept so hard that night 1 didn’t notice my roommates leaving for work in the morning. When | findly
woke up, | was astired asif I'd stayed up dl night.



| put on my robe and dippers and sumbled into the kitchen to make some coffee. While the
coffeemaker went to work, | looked out the front window. It had snowed again during the night, but after
the rush-hour traffic, the snow had aready turned to gray dush that piled up in the gutters and on the
edges of the sdewaks. The gray dush matched the gray brick of the buildings and the gray sky above.
Theonly color | could see through the window was the ydlow of taxis. Even the row of trees down the
Street looked gray, ther winter-bare limbs blesk and slvery, with no sgn of life

This was the downside of winter in New York, once the Chrismeas lights were gone and everything
returned to normd. As| recdled, I'd nearly packed it up and gone home at this time last year. Mimi had
been going through a particularly nasty pell, and the grayness had been dmost too much to bear when |
saw on the weather report that it was sixty-five degrees and sunny back in Texas.

Now home sounded good for another reason. It was the most normal, safe place | could think of. I'd
have my choice of front porch or hammock for plenty of rdaxing and reading, and while we might have
the odd cold, gray spdl, it would only last a day or two before we saw the sun again.

| poured mysdf a cup of coffee, then went back to the window. | doubted my immunity had returned,
50 | had no way of knowing if the people | saw on the Ssdewak below were what they seemed to be.
Were there creatures lurking in the trees or hovering outside my window?

Were |ldris s henchthings waiting for me outside, ready to grab me now that they knew | was Owen's
Achilles hed? If they’d bothered me before, | could only imagine what it would be like now that they
knew Owen would do anything to keep me safe. That was bound to be a digtraction for Owen. How
could he focus on what he had to do if he had to worry about what the bad guys were doing to me? It
figured. | findly found a great guy who liked me, and our raionship threw a monkey wrench into his
lifeswork. And since his life's work was saving the world from bad magic, our rdaionship had bigger
potentia consequences than just keeping him off the corporate fast track.

That was when | knew what | had to do. Actudly, I’d known the night before. It had just taken me
awhile to convince mysdf. | got dressed, got my laptop bag, and headed out into the cold, gray day,
taking the subway downtown to the office. Sam was in his usud spot at the front door. “Hey, dall,” he
sadin gredting. “I didn’t expect to see you here today.”

“l just want to wrap up a few things” | told him. | then went sraight up to Merlin's office, hoping
desperately that | didn’'t run into anyone ese | knew dong the way. | knew it would be far too easy to be
blown off course. To do this, I'd have to focus on my resolve, and | couldn’t do thet if | had to face
anyone | redly cared about.

“You'reright ontime” Trix said to me as | entered Merlin's tower suite. “Go right in” Merlin's office
doors opened for me, and | took a deep breath before crossng the threshold.

“Good morning, Miss Chandler,” Merlin said when he saw me. “How are you faring?’

“I'm okay. Still tired. My roommates took the news about magic pretty wel, and they don't seem to
have any grudges about what | did under Ari’ s influence”

“I'm pleased to hear that.” He gestured me toward a chair, and then sat in the chair next to me. “I
bdieve you handled the Stuaion admirably, from determining the problem to heping find the solution.
You even helped salvage the operation by capturing our prisoner.”

“l was highly mativated. I'm just worried that Owen was willing to let them go.”

His expresson darkened. “Yes, that isa concern. He cares for you, and that can be dangerous under



these circumstances if he puts his personal desires ahead of the greater good. I'm aso worried about his
loss of control. That in't like him, from what I’ ve seen.”

It was exactly what I'd been thinking, but | didn’t like hearing it confirmed. | had to take a couple of
deep breaths before | could bring mysdf to say, “I think | might be in the way. Whatever | bring to the
table in terms of magicd immunity might be outweighed by the fact that the bad guys now know that
Owen will choose to save me instead of choosing to stop them.” | took another deep breath, hoping to
et rid of the tremor that had taken over my voice, and threw out the idea that had been sewing in my
head dl morning. “Maybe | should take mysdf out of the picture for awhile”

“That might be the best option,” he replied somberly.

My breath caught in my throat. | hadn’t redly wanted him to take me up on the offer. I'd hoped he'd
Sy it wasn't necessary, that he had a plan for dealing with the stuation, and then | could Stay, guilt-free.
He wasn't supposed to agree with me. “If you think it's best,” | hedged.

“I'm primarily concerned for your safety. Mr. PAmer can take care of himsdf, and | have full
confidence that he will eventudly prevail. But now that our enemies can be sure where you stand in his
priorities, that makes you even more of atarget in the future”

“Okay, then. | guess | could go back to Texas for a while, a least until things settle down here. My
parents will be glad to see me”

He raised an eyebrow. “I'm not sure things will ever truly settle down. Not around here. | do hate to
see you go, for I've found your input quite vauable, but you're right, it would be best for you to be
away. Kimis handling your tasks wel enough thet | believe | can get by without you.” And there she'd
doneit. She had my job. It was amost enough to make me change my mind and Stay, regardiess of the
consequences.

But this was for the greater good, | reminded mysdf. It wasn't about how vauable | was. It was about
beating the bad guys, once and for al. Maybe when that happened, | could come back. I'd managed to
get from Texas to New Y ork once before, when | hadn’t known what I'd be facing in the city, and with
nothing to draw me there other than my college roommates. | stood up. “It's been a pleasure working
here—waell, other than the various times I’ ve been enchanted or attacked. Good luck fighting the bad
guys, and dl that. Uh, do | need to hand in aformd resignation?’

“That won't be necessary.” He stood and gave me aformd nod. “Thank you for your contributions” |
was glad he left it at that, without any long good-bye speech. | wouldn't have been able to hold off the
tears much longer, and it's never a good idea to cry in front of your boss—or ex-boss. Lucky for me,
Trix was on the phone when | left, s0 | just waved at her as | passed. | could send her an emall later, |
knew.

But | didn't think | could brush off Owen that easily. | needed to let him know what was going on. No,
what | had to do was end things definitively. What were we going to do, mantan a long-distance
relaionship between New Y ork and Texas? While the idea of him pining for me and us keeping in touch
via phone and the occasiond weekend vist was fun to contemplate in a pink-tinged, romantic way, it sort
of defeated the purpose of me removing mysdf from the potentialy problematic Stuation. If we were 4ill
together in any way, | might dill be in danger, and I’d Hill be a distraction.

| mustered up every ounce of resolve | possessed, even borrowing on future reserves of resolve, and
marched draight to Owen's lab, mentdly rehearsing what 1I'd say as | walked. Then some of my resolve
wavered when the only person there was Jake, who was poring over an old book with a magnifying
glass “Ishein?’ | asked.



“Mesting with Mr. Lanang,” he said without looking up. “He just left. It could be awhile”

“Oh. Okay. Thanks. | can't stay that long, but I'll leave him a note.” | hated to admit how relieved |
was. | knew that tdling Owen in person was the right thing to do, but | wasn't sure | could have gone
through with it when | was actudly looking a him. Just imagining the hurt | was sure I'd see in his
gorgeous blue eyes was enough to dmaost make me turn around and tdl Merlin I'd changed my mind.
Leaving a note was probably the best way to handle things so | could be clear about what | was doing
and dill maintain my resolve.

| went into his office, found a blank piece of paper in the mess on the desk, and wrote him a terse note
about how | didn’'t see a way things could work out between us with everything ese that was going on.
“You have a job to do,” | wrote, borrowing from the ending of his favorite movie so that maybe he'd
understand what | was trying to do. “What you've got to do, | can't be any part of—not without getting
inthe way.” | hestated over giving m my contact informetion back home, then decided not to. If he
wanted to track me down, he knew enough people who'd know how to reach me, and leaving the info
would make it look like | was hinting for him to track me down. | ended the note with an exhortation to
beet the bad guys, wished him the best of luck, then sgned it, threw it in an empty envelope | found on
the floor under his desk, and sedled it before | could change my mind. | wrote his name on the outside of
the envelope and left it in his chair, where | was sure he'd seeit.

Then | went over to the cubicle he'd built for me and gathered my few office belongings. | left my
laptop on my desk and filled my computer bag with my desk caendar, coffee mug, and the other little
things I’d kept on my desk. “I'll tdl him you stopped by,” Jake said as | passed him on my way out.

“Thanks. And let m know there' s a note on his chair.”

And then | walked out of the building one last time, my head held high. To be totaly honest, | couldn’t
help but fed a little proud of mysdf for going through with my noble sacrifice in the name of the greater
good. The world was a crazier place than most people redized, and in the grand scheme of things, my
problems didn't add up to much. | could practicaly hear the dirring music swell on the soundtrack as |
let mysdf disappear into the fog of the crowds on the sdewalk.

After dl, we' d dways have Manhattan.
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