Dragon's Tooth
Written by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

The last place Tara expected to find magicd itemswasin atourist shop on the rue de Rivoli. The shop
was tiny, perhaps twenty-five square feet, with glass shelves recessed into the wall and a one-person
counter made of brick. Most of the touristy merchandise—the usua postcards, canvas bags with pictures
of the Eiffd Tower, and Toulouse-Latrec mugs—were on rack displays on the sdewak outside.

Insde, though, she found atreasure trove. Mingled among the delicate Limoges chinaand the petite
Ldique glass sculptures were unique items: cloisonné that looked authentically medieva, perfume bottles
made from glass so old it was cloudy, and little crosses that appeared to be made of hammered, stamped

gold.

She wasthe only customer inside, but outside tourists gathered around the postcards, discussing the
choicesin loud voices. A few of the tourists spoke English; the rest were speaking Japanese or German.

It was her persond curse that she understood bana conversation in dl three languages.

Horns honked and someone shouted an expletive in French. She made hersalf focus on the items on the
backlit shelf before her, trying not to fed overwhelmed.

It had been eight months since she had been to Paris. Eight quiet monthsin which she revamped the store
she' d taken over inthe Loire Valley. It had taken two months to cleanse the stench of the dark artsfrom
the place, and two more to find the right merchandise. Then she had to suffer theridicule of thelocals
who did not believe an American—no matter what her experience—should run amagic shop that had
beenintheir fair city for hundreds of years.

Shewasn't making a profit yet. She doubted that would happen for another two years or more. But she
was finaly making enough to hire an assistant, and the assistant’ s presence enabled her to cometo Paris

onabuying trip.
And to get away.

Mogt of the items on the backlit shelf were smal—ruby-encrusted thimbles and chinatea cups so tiny
that no doll could hold them. But in the middle of the shelf, someone had laid afringed bit of tapestry. Its
ragged edges suggested that it had been torn off alarger piece.

Above the tapestry, someone had taped asmal sign. In black Indiaink, someone had caligraphed a
sngleword. Relique. Rdlic, in English. Or, more properly, relics.

Bitsand pieces of apast that probably had not existed: a splinter of wood from the True Cross; shards
from aRoman burial urn; and alock of dusty-looking hair shaped like abroach, purported to be taken
from St. Peter’ s body shortly after he died.

Next to the hair was along bone-colored piece in the shape of adagger. At first, Tara peered at it,
thinking it to beivory. Then she noted the yellowish stains at the base, and the hollowed remains of
something else, something—

“May | help you?’ the voice, not friendly, poke English instead of French.

Taraturned. A man stood behind the tiny glass counter, his hands resting on it, but leaving no marks. His
black hair was cut short, accenting his hawklike nose and sharp eyes. He wore a perfectly pressed white
linen shirt, open at the collar, reveding atuft of dark hair that disappeared down the button line.



She had no ideawhat tipped him to her nationality. She was not wearing the American uniform of jeans,
at-shirt, and sneakers. Instead, she wore black pants and amohair sweater purchased herein Paris. As
an indulgence, she had wrapped asilk scarf—the only Hermes she owned—around the swester’s
turtleneck.

“Oui,” she said in French, alanguage she had been fluent in since she was three. “1 am curious about the
relics”

Hisface did not soften as she had expected it to. Usualy French shopkeepersloved to discuss their
wares. Perhaps the attitude was different here on the Right Bank, near the Louvre, the Tuileries, and the
Seine, one of the greatest tourist areas of Paris.

“I cannot vouch for the True Cross,” he said, gill speaking to her in English. “ They did not give
certificates of authenticity at the Crucifixion.”

Taradidn’t smile because he hadn’t meant that as humor. He' d been completely serious. It seemed
everyone she met lately had no sense of humor, and she missediit.

Shewas afraid shewaslosing hersaswell.

She frowned at the man. She did not know him; she was certain of that. She hadn’t seen him when she
was Abracadabra Incorporated’ s most successful troubleshooter. Nor had she run into him during her
corporate climb. And she was certain he had not come to her new shop, Enchanté.

Instead of answering him, she turned back to the relics, and continued studying the ivory dagger. Its
surface was uneven, chipped dightly, and lined. Most ivory was smooth, even after hundreds of years,
and it had not turned yellow at the base.

She peered into the hollow end and started. No one had removed a hilt. Instead, there appeared to be
organic materia ingde, dried and molded to a hollow center that went halfway down theivory itsalf. Not
adagger then.

A tooth.

Her sscomach tightened. The tooth was’t round enough to be awha € stooth, nor wasit long enough to
be an eephant’ stusk. The tooth wasflat on both sides, and sharp on the edges, coming down to a
perfect point a thetip, amost like an arrowhead, only without the groves so often found in anything
manmede.

“May 17" she asked in French, her hand hovering over the tooth.

“The sgn says not to touch.” Histone was as surly as he was, and his English wasformal enough to let
her know that he didn’t practice it much.

“That’swhy I'm asking,” she said, giving up and switching to English. Let him be surly, and let him know
he was right. She didn’t care now. She wanted to see the tooth.

Heleft the brick counter. She could see him reflected in the glass shelves. His black pants were as nestly
pressed as hislinen shirt was. He wore a pair of shiny black bootsthat clicked on the ancient enamel
floor.

He stopped beside her, and brushed her hand away, asif he were afraid she was going to get something
noxious on his preciousrdics. “What isit you want to see?”’



“Thetooth,” shesad.

A dight tension seemed to run through his body, then he nodded once. He opened asmall cupboard
benesth the shelves and removed asingle leather glove.

Ashedipped it on, Tararedized how quiet the shop had grown. She could no longer hear the constant
shush-shush of traffic or the conversations of passing tourists. Insteed, al she heard was her own
breathing, short and raspy, and the rustle of the shopkeeper’ s expensive clothing.

He dipped his gloved fingers beneath the tooth, moving gingerly. The tooth hung off both ends of his
hand, looking impossibly large as helifted it away from thelight.

“Y ou may not touch,” he said. “It istoo sharp and you might get the cut.”

Hisvoice had lost some of its surliness now that she had responded in her native language, so she did not
think to correct his English nor did she give any indication that he had misspoken.

Instead she studied the tooth, itching to touch it, to seeif the linesin the surface ran deep or were aresult
of usg, like the chips seemed to be,

“What kind of tooth isit?’ she asked.
“A tooth of thedragon,” he said.

Even though a part of her had expected that answer, a chill ran down her spine. All of her desireto touch
it vanished. She had to resist the urge to clasp her hands behind her back.

“If that’ strue,” shesaid, “it'sadangerousitem to have lying around.”
His gaze met hers. Obvioudy, most tourists did not have that response.

“It guards my treasures asit was meant to,” he said, finaly reverting to French. “ And my signsdo warn
you not to touch.”

Not to touch. Such asmple command for such acomplex action. She had never seen adragon’ stooth
outside of the Academy, and that tooth had been defanged, so to speak. It had had centuries of white
magic practiced over it and in later years, it had been bleached to remove the poisons.

Stll, that tooth had throbbed with an energy that she hadn’t encountered anywhere else, an energy that
could easily become addictive if shewasn't careful.

And the memory of that energy left her struggling to keep her hands clasped in front of her, to play the
part of acurioustourist instead of aformer employee of Abracadabralnc.

“Areyou sureit’ sauthentic?’ she asked.
His gaze met hers. He recognized the game she was playing.
“Itisnot for sde” hesad.

They were speaking French and his surlinesswas gone. In fact, he seemed alittle frightened, asif hedid
not want to think about the liability he held.

“Thenwhy isit on the shelf?’ she asked.



“I havetold you. To protect my merchandise.”
“ S0 you have something even more vauable than adragon’ stooth?’

That would be hard—and rare. Pure dragon’ steeth were priceless, as difficult to find as the creatures
that they came from. She had never met adragon. She' d heard that afew till survived, but then she'd
a so heard that dragons were the comedians of the magicd set, which shedidn’'t believe.

A funny dragon couldn’t be scary, and a scary dragon couldn’t be funny. She knew that much.

She aso knew that modified dragon’ steeth were somewhat common. In the Middle Ages, wealthy
mages drilled holesin the poisonless back teeth, and inserted precious gems. Those teeth could till be
found in most of the real magic shops throughout Europe, athough they too commanded a hefty price.

“I haveitems,” the shopkeeper said, sotto voce, “if you are certified.”

He dmost made it sound like he kept pornography in the back. She half expected him to show her adirty
picture.

But she knew what he meant. He wanted to know if she had amagic certification, aconvenience certain
areas had adopted to make the sale of magical items easier. Shops that required certification from
strangers were more common in places with a heavy tourist trade.

She supposed she should not be surprised that she encountered one on the Right Bank.

But she was surprised. Paris had been her home base, more or less, for the decade she ran around the
world like an insane person, trying to make sure that al the little magic shops franchised by Abracadabra
Inc. followed corporate policy. Eventudly, she gave up trying to find an gpartment—it was difficult for
the French to get an gpartment in Paris; an oft-traveling American had an even tougher time—and got a
permanent suite at the Hotel Intercontinental.

She was staying at that hotel thistime. They had missed her, called her by name, told her that they had
been quite reluctant to give up her suite.

She hadn't really missed them. She had spent most of her timein that suite adeep on the decadently thick
meattress of the queen-sized bed. Adeep or being awvakened by yet another urgent phone call.

Initidly she had liked the hotel because it was closeto LaPlace de I’ Operaand the Venddme and some

of the best shopping in acity that was made for shopping. But in those days, she never had timeto go on

anything except an emergency spree when she needed new clothing for yet another country in yet another
dimae

So when she came back to Paris, she promised hersalf that she would spend three whole days shopping,
sghtseeing, and partaking of the heady nightlife. Then she would get down to business, visiting the dusty
shops behind twisty stairwellsin Le Marais and the less-traveled areas of the Left Bank aswell asthe
arrondissements where the touri sts never went.

A buying trip, she had told her new employee—but she had never said al that she would buy. Y es, things
for the shop, but aso afew thingsfor her like an extraordinarily expensive pair of shoesthat shewould
probably never wear at home, a skimpy little designer dressthat would St in the back of her closet
waiting for agpecia occasion, and the most perfect scarf she could find—one that cost more than the
shoes, one that was made of the finest silk and yet was casual enough to wear in Enchanté every day of
theyear.



“Mademoisdle,” the shopkeeper said, and Tarablinked a him, looking up dowly.

She had been staring at the relic and thinking about her trip. Imagine if something else had been on her
mind—the amount of money in her pockets, for example, or the safety of her jewelry in the hotdl safe.

She had heard about magics that pulled surface details from the mind. She had never so easily
succumbed before,

“You are certified?’ he asked, only thistime he was spesking English.

And he had cdled her Mademoisdlle, which was accurate. She was thirty-five, and she’ d had surprisingly
few relationships—certainly none strong enough to turn her into aMadame.

She amiled a the thought. It didn’t play in English. The shopkeeper looked at her strangely.
“Yes” shesaid. “I am certified.”

Then she dug into her bag—aterrible Gucci knock-off that she' d brought along precisely because she
was going into atouristy area. She had wanted the pickpockets to think she was a poor tourist, not
worth their time, rather than awoman whose decade of overwork had |eft her moderately wealthy.

She showed the shopkeeper the ridicul ous piece of parchment that the Society of French Mages had
given her gratisfor al the work she had done, controlling and destroying the dark arts throughout France.
Normaly, certification through the Society cost severd thousand dollars and included along (exceedingly
dull) course on the history of magic, aswell asatest for the most basic skills. She’ d been ableto skip all
of that. First, because it was more than clear she had the skills, secondly because in her position as Chief
Troubleshooter for Abracadabra Inc, she probably knew more magicd history than most mages, and
thirdly because they wanted her on their sde.

Certification lasted alifetime. They couldn’t revokeit.
The shopkeeper’ s bushy dark eyebrow raised. “Y our certification is French.”

Hisvoice held surprise. She was getting irritated enough at his attitude that she dmost added she had
been certified in each country that had joined the program, but she didn’t. The French Society had the
strictest regulations, the toughest test, and the most prestige.

So far as she knew, she was the only American to have their blessing.
“I wouldn't have thought French certification aproblem,” she said.
“No, no, itisnot,” hesad. “It issmply—unusua.”

She amiled a him. “Then we are both full of surprises”

“Oui.” He st the dragon’ stooth back on its shelf. Theivory glistened in the light. Then he pressed a
button on the sde of the counter. “ One moment.”

She crossed her arms and resisted the urge to tap her toe. She didn’t like being this close to the tooth.
The longing to touch it had returned. Just one finger long itsedge, to seeif the ridgeswere scaly like she
remembered...

A poster moved toward her, startling her. Then sheredlized she waslooking at adoor asit opened. The
door obvioudy led to the supply room. A delicate woman came out, her black hair cut in aperfect
wedge, her make-up—in varying shades of red—dramatic against her pae skin.



Shewasydling at the proprietor even before she stepped into the shop—something about interrupting
her valuable work.

He snorted. “Watching soap operasis not vauable, except to the television, nor isit work, not even for
you.”

The woman's eyes narrowed. Her black turtleneck and tight black Capri pants showed off a perfect Cyd
Charissefigure.

It was't until she turned toward Tarathat Tararedized the woman wasn't beautiful at al. Her nose was
too big, her eyestoo smdl, but with that alchemy that al French women seemed to know, she had
transformed those features into something more than beauty, something arresting.

That aspect of French femininity, or more precisaly, Parisian femininity, had aways unsettled Tara, and
made her fed like the hayseed American no matter how trim her figure or how perfect her clothes.

Perhaps that was how the shopkeeper had recognized her nationaity—it wasinnate, revealed in each
movement, each gesture.

“Y ou do not look magical,” the woman said with al the spite she had shown the shopkeeper.
Tarashrugged. “That' s probably agood thing.”

The woman made a dismissive noise and moved to the back of the counter. There she picked up afistful
of postcards and shook them at the man.

“They do not sdll if they are not on display,” she said as she ssomped toward the spinning racksin the
front.

The man turned to Tara. His movements were dightly courtly now, asif she were the one he wanted to
charm. Perhaps he wanted her to forget the other woman'’ s rudeness.

“Theitemsarein the back,” he sad, asif theinterruption had not happened.

Taragot that vague sense of the pornographic again, asif he were leading her to something unbelievably
dirty.

But she dso knew that was her innate Americanness coming out. The things Americans thought were
pornographic, the French often caled art.

The man looked over his shoulder. “Come with me.”

Hetook akey from the counter, and walked to a gap in the shelves. The gap was covered with a
floor-to-celling poster of the Eiffel Tower in various stages of completion. All of theimages were black
and white photographs, clearly taken by the same photographer nearly 120 years before.

He stuck the key into what appeared to be a girder on the side of the half-finished tower. The tumblers
clicked audibly, and a door opened.

With hisleft hand, he flicked on alight, and beckoned Tarato follow him.

Tarawaked around the counter and to the door. The air here smelled faintly of vanillacandlewax and
Chand perfume—probably from the woman outside. The light coming from that back room wasthin and
narrow.



Tarawent through the door.

And stopped so suddenly that it felt like ahand had shoved her backwards. The shopkeeper frowned at
her from across the space.

“I thought you were certified,” he said.

She was. But she also had |ong-established protections against dark magic. They would not let her go
any further.

“How long hasthisroom been here?’ she asked.
He shrugged. “ Aslong asthe building has, | suppose.”

Clearly he had no idea how long that was. But she did. At least ahundred years. This closeto the
Louvre, probably more like two hundred years.

Theroom, and itsterrible secrets, had been herejust aslong.

If she squinted, she could see potions foaming in the distance, sending noxious fumesinto the air, athin
shade of aformer resident working on even more nostrums, and an entire cabinet—~built into thewall and
invisble to the untrained eye—filled with body parts from someone sformer enemies.

Tarashuddered. She couldn’t hide her reaction, but she doubted the shopkeeper noticed.
“Y ou did not build thisthen,” she said. “And you are not certified.”

He amiled a her. “Y ou are smarter than you seem. | can’t go al theway back, not yet. There are spells
in placethat are older than | am.”

She could see through most of them. He had no ideawhat he had here. “Y et you managed to collect
thesethings”

She was playing dumb, hoping he would talk. Pride. Pride often worked, no matter who the person was,
no matter how guarded he seemed.

“I wish | could clam that,” he said. “But it isatreasury, that much | know.”
And hiswife—or whomever that woman was—did not agree.

Taradidn't want to seem too inquisitive. Now her main god wasto leave without disturbing too many of
the old spdlls.

“Did you discover thiswhen you bought the shop?’
“Oh, no,” hesaid. “I’ve known about it for years. Isthere anything you would like to see?’

All the dragon’ steeth he had would be anice start. The box of spell recipesin the very back—something
on the edge of it looked like Rasputin’s mark. If something of hiswas here, she wondered if she might
find something from Robespierre or even Charlemagne.

And she shivered again.
“Do you have an inventory?’ she asked.

The shopkeeper looked at her oddly.



She shrugged, making the movement as Galic as possible. “I did not get into the French Society by being
incautious”

Hiseyes narrowed, just like hiswife' shad. He was probably trying to figure out if the American was
being naturdly rude or if shewastrying to tell him that he had been cardess, coming into this place
without the proper training.

“I havenoligting. | suppose | could make one.”

“No,” shesad. “That’sdl right. | am on abuying trip for my own shop—alittle magica placeinthe
LoireValey. That shop's been there since the 12th century, and | must call my assstant before | explore
too deeply in atreasuretrove likethis. | didn’t expect to find something this untouched on the rue de
Rivali.”

“No onedoes,” he said, coming back out. He didn’t seem to notice the green cobwebby film that
encased him. Tara backed away. When she reached the door, she paused, waiting for him. He stepped
out, then stopped to turn the key in the lock.

Ashedid, sheran her fingers together in aremove and dissolve spell. The web disappeared in acloud of
green smoke.

He saw the smoke. “Did you do that?’

She shook her head, and told him only half alie. “1t came from inside your room.”
“The room unsettled you, no?’

“Yes” shesad. “I thought | knew al the magica placesin this part of Paris”

“I am gathering it was a secret for along time. Even | did not know for ten years, and | worked here for
nearly fifteen years before buying the place.”

Now she was getting somewhere. “When did you buy it?’

“Just last year. The previous owner—he—" and again, the shrug “— did not come to work one day.
And then the next, and the next, until | findly caled thefamily. They never found him, but he never came
back.”

Mayhbe the previous owner was the shade she had seen inside the room.

“Eventudly, they had him declared dead or unfit or something like that. Anyway, they received the ability
to digpose of histhings. Hisfamily sold me the shop and itswares at abargain price.”

“And that’ s when you found the dragon’ stooth,” she said.

The shopkeeper shook his head. “1 had aways known of that. Only he had it on adifferent shelf, closer
to thisdoor. | was not to touch it except like | showed you.”

Even then, that was dangerous. But she didn’t tell him.

“Nor was | supposed to sdll it. | suppose | could now, but it seems—I don’t know—di srespectful,
somehow.”

“I would be most interested in it if we can cometo aprice” shesaid.



“Let me consult my books,” he said. “How long are you in Paris?’
“Only afew days,” shesad.

“Tomorrow, then,” he said. “ Come back and we' |l seeif we can reach an agreement.”

*kk*%x

She escaped the shop, careful not to make a grimace of disgust as she stepped out the door. The
wife/girlfriend watched her with undisguised hodtility, and Taramade certain to smile &t her.

The woman did not smile back.

Then Tarameandered down the sidewalk, pretending to look in the windows of the other shops, when
redly she was checking her reflection for any other spell that might have been placed on her.

She had suffered two that she knew of: the superficial scan of her mind, started by the dragon’ s tooth,
and thewall of dark magic that her own protections had stopped her from going through. She had no
idea how many others lurked in that place, taking unsuspecting innocents by surprise.

Fortunatdly, the man who owned the shop now had o little magicd ability that he couldn’t go through
that dark wall—not because he wasn't certified, as he believed, but because the darkness didn’t want
him.

The dark arts, particularly the old and subtle kind practiced in that hidden room, required acertain level
of innate ability. Obvioudy the man didn't have it. Taradoubted hiswife did ether.

As she stepped past Angélina s, her gaze caught the pastries displayed in the window. She loved this
restaurant, often having breakfast here on the days when she had time. She resisted the urge to turn inside
now, recognizing the urge for what it was: aneed for comfort.

She glanced over her shoulder, but could no longer see the magic shop and the grumpy woman manning
the sdewalk displays. So Tara picked up her pace.

Some of the spellsin that store could have been repeaters. the scan most likely was, one that triggered
whenever anyone stared at the dragon’ s tooth too long. The spell would happen whether anyone was
nearby to receive the information or not. And the scan spell had been powerful to get through her
defenses.

Tarashuddered, and nearly ran the last few blocksto the hotdl. A row of cabs was parked haphazardly
outside the doors, disgorging that day’ s round of new guests. Taradidn’t want to get near any of them.

If the spells she' d been contaminated with rubbed off, then she was sending unfiltered magic throughout
Paris. She wondered how many visitorsto that shop stared at the tooth, and how many carried that
magic throughout the city.

Fewer now that the tooth had been moved to the back of the main room. Quite afew when the previous
owner had been around.

Thelow-ceilinged lobby was filled with tourists, dropping their bags, talking, looking around. The bellmen
were scurrying from one set of dropped luggage to another, handing out claim checks so that the luggage
would get delivered to the correct room.

Check-in was one of the few times she saw the leisurdly French move with any sense of purpose. She



aways thought that was because they hated the foreign clutter in the lobby, preferring itsusud prigtine
date to the chaos that currently reigned.

Another cluster of people waited in front of the eevators. She avoided them, and headed for the Sairs,
careful not to touch anything. Fortunately, she wasin good shape—her room was on an upper floor. She
got there, opened the door with her keycard, stepped inside, and heard the door latch closed.

Then she dapped the magic off her asif it were acluster of nasty spiders. She brushed and recited
neutraizing spells, and actually dug into her herb bag for secondary remedies.

Each remedy shetried took another layer of magic off her. That place had been poisonous, and her
defenses hadn’t caught it.

Either the mage who had set up the spellswas extremely powerful, or the magic wasredly old.
Or, modt terrifyingly, both.

She showered, washed her hair with a special shampoo Abracadabra had designed for its
troubleshooters, something she hadn’t had to use in months (and she hadn’t missed it—the stuff smelled
like sulfur), and when she got done, she used aspell to gather her clothes, bind them, and stuff themina
laundry bag. The bag would go into a garbage bag she got from the maid, and then they would go off to
the one professiona cleaner in Pariswho could handle magicaly contaminated items.

She hoped her scarf would survive. Sheloved that thing, and like most Hermes, it was old enough to be
irreplacesble.

When shewas dry, dressed, and calmer, she sat on the edge of the bed, and contemplated her options.

If she were till atroubleshooter, she would contact the home office, send the specs about the store, and
ask for back-up. But she wasn't atroubleshooter any more. Her status with Abracadabralnc wasasan
affiliate now, an owner of amagic shop who, if shefollowed the corporation’ s rules, would hear from
them only through the monthly letter and a duestime.

One of the rulesfor affiliates was no interference in other businesses. She couldn’t even act asa
concerned citizen. Instead, she had to go through the baroque reporting procedure, which had only been
dightly updated since the baroque era, and the update was not an improvement.

It was a phone number—a phone number connected to a phone tree.

She hated phone trees. She often thought of zapping them out of existence, but that would be an
ingppropriate use of magic.

Although she had dways felt there couldn’t be a use more gppropriate than zapping the annoyances of
theworld into oblivion.

Fifteen minutes of answering questions and pushing buttons on her cdll phone later, shefinaly got a
person, who ruddly told her that there was no magic shop at that address on the rue de Rivali, and hung

up.

Taragtared a her phone for along moment, and resisted the urge to fry itsinternal components and send
the entire thing to gadget hell. She shrugged mentdly, gave up, and diaed anumber she was supposed to
have forgotten when she quit her troubleshooting job.

She cdled Quinn.



*kk*

Quinn was the coordinator, aman she had never met, one who sent the troubleshooters to their newest
jobs. He had held the position since Abracadabra Inc opened in the 19th century, or so the joke went,
athough Taradidn't blieveit was ajoke.

She had never met him. The entire time she’ d worked for Abracadabra Inc, she had only communicated
with him viae-mail, fax and phone.

For thefirst time ever, she counted six rings before someone picked up. Quinn, who said gruffly, “This
line'snow forbidden to you.”

“Wall, I’ve come across a serious problem, and the voice at the end of your reporting line wasn't that
cooperative. What' re you doing, hiring college students these days?’

“Of coursenat,” he said, but the gruffness had left histone. He knew Tarawel enough to know that
when she said “ serious problem,” shewasn't bluffing. “Isthere aproblem a Enchanté?’

“No,” shesaid. “Infact, busnessis so good, | decided to splurge and treat myself to a Paris buying trip.
I”’m calling from the Hotel Intercontinental now.”

Hedidn't chit-chat. “Then what’ sthe issue?’
“I waked into one of those little tourist shops near the Louvre, and found a dragon’ stooth.”
“Along with a piece of the True Cross, I'm sure.”

She could dmost imagine him rolling his eyes. Almost, because she wasn't redly sure what he looked
like

“Asamatter of fact, there was a splinter of wood next toit, and if that’ sthe True Cross, I'll giveyou a
box of LaMaison chocolates. But the dragon’ stooth isredl.”

“Red?’ That caught his attention, just like she knew it would. She recounted everything that had
happened to her in the store as well as her suppositions and her fears.

Then she ended with, “If thisis an Abracadabra Inc. store, you need to shut it down. Thisowner isn't
powerful enough to maintain what he has. But | don’t remember anything on our listing about arue de
Rivoli store, and thiswas my territory.”

“We don't have anything there,” Quinn said, and she could tell from histone, he was about to end the call
and take care of the matter.

“I want to help your troubleshooter,” Tarasaid.
“It'snot your job any more,” Quinn said.

“I know.” Shewiped a hand over her face. The skin was smooth—no green cobwebs covering it. She
would be checking that for days. “But dmost no one hasthe skill to deal with thiskind of magic,
especidly aone. 1t might take months to get two of your best operatives together, right?’

Quinn sghed. “It fedslike you never left.”

That wasn't ayes or ano, so she continued. “1 think thisistoo much of athrest to leave on itsown while
your people gather, particularly with that undetectable magic being spread around. Pull your best



troubleshooter from whatever she' sdoing—"

“He” Quinnsaid.

“—and 'l hdphim.”

“Y ou haven't done the updated training work,” Quinn said, which was required of al troubleshooters.

“And | won't, snceyou renot hiring me,” Tarasaid. “You' re bringing me out of retirement for one last
shot.”

“I worry that you' re not current with the spells,” Quinn said.

“Neither isthe mage running the place. He' s pretty clueless. We should be able to neutralize the shop
until you decide what to do with it.”

“Why are you arguing so hard to be involved?’ Quinn asked. “I thought you had burned out of this
work.”

Good question. It was Tard sturn to sigh. She had learned over the yearsthat the only way to deal with
Quinnwasto tell him thetruth.

“Thisplace scaresme,” shesad.

“You're never scared,” Quinn said.

“l usedto be” shesad, “when | started.”

“And then you learned how powerful you are,” Quinn said.

“Whichissomething | till know.” Tara svoice was soft. “| certainly wouldn't go after this place done,
not even if my training was up-to-date.”

He whistled softly. She moved her ear away from the phone until the sound ended.
Shehad findly impressed him.
“I must warn you,” he said softly, “that our best, while excellent, isnot quite as good asyou.”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything. Shewasn't sureif Quinn was flattering her now that shewason the
team or if he actually meant it, and she didn’t care. She wanted to get rid of this place, finish her shopping
(that as-yet unknown pair of shoes called to her), and go home.

She missed home.
Then she amiled. It was actudly nice to have one.
“HisnameisAligar Grint. I’ ll have him contact you.”

“Grint,” she muttered. Had she heard of him? The name sounded vaguely familiar. “'Y ou know | have an
appointment to go back there tomorrow.”

“If Grint hasn’t reached you by then, keep the appointment, but don’t do anything,” Quinn said. “He' son
some remote idand in the Pacific. Getting him to France is going to take sometime.”

Sincethe corporation didn't alow its employeesto travel viamagic, claiming such travel sapped them of



their magicd reserves and drew attention to their strangeness, it would take at least afull day.

“Inthe meantime,” Quinn said, “I’ll contact afew others. They’real on mgor cases, but they should be
ableto freethemsalvesin aweek or 0. You'll have back-up. | just don’t know when.”

“Thanks, Quinn.”

“Don't do anything stupid.”
“Havel ever?’ she asked.
“Not until today.”

She couldn’t tell if he was serious or teasing her. Probably serious. Who would jump back into the fray
after declaring hersdlf free of dl that? Especidly on aproject like thisone?

“I'll let you know when we have this thing under control.”

“Dothat,” Quinnsad. “I'll bewaiting.”

*kk*

Quinn was't the only one who waited. Tarahad her cell set onitsloudest ringtone. She avoided
crowded places, getting hersdf abaguette at a boulangerie, some camembert and ham from a nearby
grocer’s, and making do with a picnic supper inthe Tuileries.

Making do was alittle dramatic. The Tuilerieswere amazing at thistime of year—thetreesin full leef, the
flowers blooming. Children rode on the carousel, and haf a dozen American tourists jogged along the
paths, looking trim and important.

The French meandered, staring at the various statues or leaning against them while talking on the phone.
The French weretrim aswell, but Tarablamed that on the prevalence of smoking.

She did get some shopping in, splurging on an Hermés bag to go with her favorite scarf, but left every
store she was in the moment the voices of the other patrons grew too loud.

Sheno longer felt like she was on vacation. She felt like awoman who had managed to snesk an
afternoon off work. And that brought back the raggedy panic of those last few years at Abracadabralnc.
Not panic that she was unableto do her job, or panic caused by fear of the black magics she saw, but
panic that came from exhaustion, burn-out, and a sense of being trapped.

The sooner she was done with this project, the better.
And that made her wish for Grint’scal dl the more.

So of course the call never came.

*kk*%x

Taradressed differently for her second vidt to the shop. She wore awhite blouse she had purchased the
night before at one of the lesser fashion storesin the Galeries Lafayette, and apair of all purpose black
pants. Her shoes were reliable black walkers, and she carried that same Gucci knock-off purse she had
during thefirgt vist, only thistimeit had bags of herbsingde and half adozen protection spelsaround its
outside.



She figured she might be searched for the prevaence of white magic, but she knew her bag wouldn’t be.

It didn’t help that she wasirritated. Grint could have called from anywhere, telling her when to expect
him. But no. The man was incons derate enough to believe that the work would wait until he got there.

He probably didn’t care that she had an appointment at the store. It would have been nice to coordinate
something with him in advance—maybe even atime to make another appointment—»but of course, he
wasn't even that considerate.

Quinn knew that sheliked planning and schedules and everything done to the letter, and he would have
communicated that to Grint. Grint had clearly chosen to ignoreit, which irritated her even more.

Her walk down the rue de Rivoli was reluctant. She pretended a window-shopping, but her heart wasn't
init. Shewasthinking, as she had been dl morning, about whether or not she really wanted to buy that
dragon’ stooth. If she paid for it and removed it from the shop, would she really make the area safer? Or
would she be making things worse by dtering the magic that so clearly flowed from that secret room?

She had no red way of knowing, not without some study.

She had looked at her old databases, which she still kept on her handheld. Nothing Abracadabrainc
showed that a magic shop had ever stood on that Site.

But that didn’t mean anything. The darkest magics could be hidden for generations, only to regppear with
viciousnessif their flows were obstructed.

Caution told her to leave the tooth there. Which meant she was going to have to be adifficult negotiator,
accepting no price except something so outrageousy cheap that the owner would haveto refuse.

The postcards rack and a stand of tiny Eiffel towers stood outside the door to the shop. That woman
was nowhere to be seen. No tourists stopped either. They walked by, looking at the same postcards or
perusing the t-shirtsin another store dong the way.

Tarapaused as she reached the stand of Eiffel towers. Someone wasinside the store. She could hear a
booming male voice, followed by the owner’ s sullen one. She peered in.

The owner stood behind his counter, arms crossed. He wasn't quite leaning on the display behind him,
but it seemed like he was. He was watching the man on the other side of the counter with amixture of
reserve and curiosity.

That man wastaler than the owner, with blond-brown hair that brushed his collar. He wore cowboy
boots, tight jeans, and aleather jacket that seemed too warm for the weether.

His attitude—and that booming voice—limited him to two groups. German or American. As she stiepped
insde, sheredized she was hearing French spoken with a Texas twang—something as bad as hearing
The Marriage of Figaro sung off-key.

American then.

Both men glanced at her. The owner looked relieved. “1 have an appointment,” he said in English.
Tararecognized the game as the same one the owner had played with her the day before.

“Wadl, Taracan hep us,” the customer said in French.

She had to hold hersdlf rigid so that shedidn't start in surprise. Thiswas Alistair Grint?



She' d expected a prissy British guy in a bespoke suit, maybe even carrying an umbrella. She hadn’t
expected a cowboy with abroad Texas twang.

He was continuing in that twang: “Her store, Enchanté, in the Loire Valey, has been part of the
corporation snce—when, Tar?’

She hated being cdled Tar. She hated being surprised. And she hated losing control of her own
invedtigation.

“It predatesme,” she said with asmile, coming dl the way insde. She spoke French aswdll. “1 had no
ideayou werein Paris, Al.”

She couldn’t call someone from Texas Aligtair. Shejust couldn’t.

“Dall,” he said—and that word wasin English, dthough the rest of what he had to say wasn't—"1 livefor
thiscity, you know that. How come you didn’t look me up when you got here? There' s some new places
in the 18th Arrondissement that you gotta see.”

In spite of hersdlf, she blushed. Many of the businesses there still provoked an American good-girl
reaction out of her. The bisexua theaters, the gay lounge acts, the naked revues shocked her, even
though she had seen dll sorts of bizarre thingsin the magical community.

“Lookiethere,” Grint said to the owner, and thiswasin English too, “1 got her to blush. Works every
time”

Her blush deepened, and for amoment, shefelt like she had asanew hire at Abracadabralnc.
“Dall, tell him about our company. Seems he' s never heard of us.”

She hated the “our company” part. She hadn’t planned on identifying herself at dl. Shewasgoing to let
Grint be the bad cop. Maybe she still would.

“I"'m not sure how much you'd call it mine,” she said, still spesking French. “I’ m like you, Monsieur—?1
never did catch your name.”

“duVigneaud,” the owner said, hissurly tone even worse.

“Mongeur du Vigneaud,” Tarasad. “I'm TaraMiller.”

He nodded, clearly not pleased at the introduction.

Grint said, “Mademoisdlle Miller has owned her shop for, what?, ayear?’
“Two,” shesaid, her toneas sullen asdu Vigneaud's.

“And I’'m sure she' s quite happy with us.”

Her gaze met du Vigneaud. He didn’t look happy. Shewasn't either, at least at the moment. Shewasn't
even sure how to play aong.

“I barely notice the corporation,” shesaid. “It' sredlly more of an affiliation. | can get supplies cheaper
than anywhere else, and if | have magical troubles, | can send for one of their experts. Fortunately, |
didn’t have to suffer asdes pitch though—"

And with that she glared at Grint.



“—aince the previous owner had dready joined the organization. It was a condition of salethat | stay in.”
She made hersdf sound reluctant.

Grint’ sblue eyes narrowed just alittle, asif in annoyance. He had one of those angular American
faces—the kind that suggested too many years outdoors, not enough vegetables, and alot of hard living.

“Honestly,” she added, “you probably don’t need the corporation. Y ou're primarily atourist shop with
some magica wares. I’'m mostly a specidty magic shop. | get dmost al my supplies through them, but
you have many other suppliers. | can’'t see any gresat benefit.”

“Except the protection of more mages than you know what to do with,” said Grint, who had switched
completely to English now. “This closeto the Louvre, and dl that nasty Paris history, God knows what
could be around here. Y ou could ssumble into apile of leftover spells and not even know what hit you.”

“I have an gppointment,” du Vigneaud said. He hadn’t said anything else since Tara arrived.
“| assume that gppointment’ swith you?’ Grint asked.

“We madeit yesterday.”

“Canitwait?1’dloveto buy you lunch, catch up on old times.”

“Perhaps dinner,” Tarasaid. “ Perhgpstomorrow. Cal my hotel. I'm at the usua place.”

“Theusud place.” He nodded asif he knew where that was, then smiled winsomely at du Vigneaud.
“She' s quite the catch, you know. Every time she comesto Paris, | try to convince her to stay, but she
won't. Y ou know how women are.”

“Most certainly | do,” du Vigneaud said. “It is quite the coincidence that sheis here and you are here.
Odd that you would meet in aplace with magical items.”

Hedidn't say amagic shop. Tarafound that interesting.

“Wdll, weinitidly met in one. I’'m the one who told her that Enchanté was up for sde. | wasjust
gossiping, | had no idea she was looking for aplace of her own, or | wouldn't' ve said anything. | redlly
didn’t want her in the far reaches of the country, if you know what | mean.”

“One could always follow her. Salesmen seem—what is the expression?—footless?’

“Footloose,” Grint said. “Y eah, and that' s the problem. There’smore for usfootloose typesin Paristhan
inthosetiny villages out there in wine country.”

“I do not livein atiny village and we do not cal the Loire valey wine country,” Tarasaid giffly. She had
decided. She hated Alistair Grint. “Listen, I’ [l come back. It’'s clear that you and Monsieur du Vigneaud
have much to discuss.”

“No!” du Vigneaud sounded panicked. “My appointment iswith you, Mademoisdle. Hejust camein,
saw my shelf, and started telling me about this corporation of his. Y ou do not think it worth my time?’

“Magicisn't your focus,” Tarasad. “Or at least it doesn't seem that way.”

“But with my—" And he nodded toward that door. It would have looked to Grint like he had nodded at
the dragon’ s tooth. “—you do not think it would help with sales or perhgps my own training?’

“Y our training’ s another matter,” Tarasaid, but Grint spoke over her.



“We offer continuing ed classes dl thetime, and not dl of them here. Y ou and the wife—you’ re married,
right?’

du Vigneaud nodded, his expression tight.

“Wéll, you and the wife could go to New Y ork or Saigon or Sydney dl in the name of continuing ed.
Sometimes, if your skill level requiresit, you can get agrant that’ Il pay your way. A few of these places
take newer membersfor free, just to get them acquainted. Imagine atrip to the far reaches of the—"

“I’'mleaving,” Tarasaid again, feding irritated. She amost had him convinced to join, not that it mattered.
She had no ideawhy Grint was pursuing this path.

“No!” du Vigneaud said. “Please, don't leave.”
Heturned to Grint. “Leave some literature. | will think of your propostion.”

Grint sighed. He took some brochures that had Abracadabra Inc. written across them in red out of his
leather jacket and set them on the desk. Then heturned to Tara.

“Theusud hotd?’ he asked with aleer.

“The usua hotel.” Shekept her voice cool. She decided it didn’t matter if she showed how annoyed she
was. Her mood matched du Vigneaud's.

Maybe she could use that to build commeraderie.

“I'll cdl you later, then,” Grint said, saluting her with asingle finger to the forehead. She hadn’t seen that
move in years—it was very American, and very out of place here.

Then he sauntered out of the shop, whistling asif nothing had gone wrong.
She shook her head.
“I’'m sorry about that,” she said to du Vigneaud.

“Why should you apologize?’ hereplied in French, which startled her. She had reverted to her
Midwestern roots, gpologizing as away of opening a conversation. She hadn’t done that in avery long
time

“| fed embarrassed that | even know him.”
“Y ou know himwell, it seems.”
“I knew himwell,” shelied. “Once. Sufficeto say that I’'m not at the usud hotd.”

It took du Vigneaud amoment to understand what she meant, but once he did, he grinned. “You are dy,
Mademoisdle”

“I'mtired of pushy American men,” shesaid.
“I can understand that.” du Vigneaud shoved the brochures aside. “May we talk about the tooth then?’

She amiled, even though she didn’t really want to do this negotiation now. She really wanted to chase
after Grint, berate him for ruining the moment and not even setting up aplan.

Instead, she said, “I" ve been doing some research on pricing. Even then, I'm not quite done.”



“Research can teke forever,” du Vigneaud said.

“It can, can't it?” She had to pull hersdlf together. She needed just amomentary diversion. “May | see
the tooth again?’

He walked over to the shelf, removed the tooth as he had done the day before, and draped it over his
hand. It seemed even larger than she remembered.

Shetook her jewder’ sloupe from her purse, mostly as a pretense, yet another stall. The tooth didn’t
intrigue her as much today. Shedidn’t fed her eye drawntoiit, nor did shefed that sense of getting lostin
her own thoughts.

Perhaps the spells on her purse were working. Or maybe something in those brochures blocked the
magic. Shewouldn't put it past Grint.

Sheleaned over the tooth, put the loupein place, and studied the tooth. It lacked the ridges that held the
poison, and theivory itsalf seemed too smooth.

“May 17" she asked, and without waiting for du Vigneaud' s permission, she ran afinger on the tooth.
No frisson of magic, no sense of panic. Thetooth didn’t even fed odd. Instead it seemed like—
“Pladtic,” shesaid.

“What?’ du Vigneaud asked.

“Thisisplagtic,” shesaid. “ The one from yesterday, it wasred. But thisisnot.”

He peered at the tooth asif he had never seen it before. “It’s...”

Then heran hisfinger over it, closed hisfist onit, and glanced a the shelf, asif he expected theredl tooth
to materidize.

“It' snot real,” he muttered, asif he hadn’t noticed before.

“Nice scam,” shesaid. “But if you wanted meto pay you for the tooth, you shouldn’t have let me touch
it”

He shot her awild-eyed look. “We were going to negotiate. | wasn't even sure | wasgoing to sdll it.”

“Sotakeit out of that back room, and let me seeit,” she said. “I’m glad you decided it wastoo
dangerousto leave out front, but redly, my magic is strong enough that | can tell afake tooth from ared
onewith only acursory glance. Y ou shouldn’t have underestimated—"

“Mademoisdle,” he said with panic in hisvoice. “I did not take my tooth to the back room. It was here,
whereit dwaysis, when | closed the shop last night. The only time someonetouched it....”

And again, hisvoicetrailed off.
Tarafdt her back tense. “Y es? The only time you touched it?’

“Wasto show it to your friend.” du Vigneaud looked at her asif Grint wasal her fault. And actudly, his
presence was her fault. Kinda. She would never have brought himin herelike this. Shehad had a
completely different schemeinmind.



Shewould havetold him that if he had bothered to consult her.
Which, of course, he hadn't.

“Y ou didn’t notice the tooth was different when you showed it to me just now,” she said. “How could
you have noticed if it was different when you showed it to Al?’

“I didn’'t,” du Vigneaud said. “But he was studying it like you had yesterday for sometime. | left him
there, praying he would leave, and when he did not, that waswhen | findly talked to him.”

Only the French. Tararesisted the urge to shake her head. Customers had to be worthy of a proprietor’s
time here, and if they weren't, they were welcometo leave. It seemed worse in Paristhan anywhere el se,
but she had noticed it in Nantes and afew other citiesaswell.

“Did hetouchit?’ she asked.
“I don't think s0,” du Vigneaud said. “But how am | to know?’

“A dragon’ stooth isapowerful thing to stedl,” she said. “He would have had trouble conversing with us
the way that he had. Did you have other customers today?’

“None that were near the tooth.”
“Wereyou herethe entire time?’
His eyes narrowed. “My wife, she opened the shop.”

Tarashrugged, making sure the movement was smooth and Gallic. “ Then perhaps she took it to the back
and put the fake tooth out here. Why don’t you see if you can track it down, and I’ [| be back tomorrow.
We can have the discussion then.”

“What of your friend?” du Vigneaud asked.
“What about him?’ Taraasked.
“What if hetook it?’

Tarasighed. He probably had, the bastard. “1 can’t imagineit. I’ ve been assured that the employees of
Abracadabra Inc are honest people.”

“Assured?’ du Vigneaud asked.

“It isuncomfortable to give an organization so much control over your livelihood,” she said, lying again.
Sheredlly liked the corporation. It had been good to her. “ That’ swhy | wasn't very enthusiastic when he
triedto sal you onit. | can't see any benefit for you.”

“What if he' snot honest?” du Vigneaud asked.

“I ill can’'t imagine him stedling something like thet tooth,” she said, and thistime shewasn't lying. He
would have had to use a powerful spell to overcome the tooth’ s magic.

“He asked you to dinner. Perhaps you could cal him? Perhaps you could find out for me?’
Tarafrowned. Hewastrusting her. Had that been Grint’s plan? Did Grint even have aplan?

“I'll find out,” she said, making herself shiver. “ Even though that means dinner with him.”



“Thank you, Mademoisdle”

“But,” Tarasad, “I won't takeit from him. I'll just tell you what | find out, if | find out anything. All
right?’

“Yes, fing” du Vigneaud said. “I will see you tomorrow, no?’

“Tomorrow, then,” she said, and walked out of the shop. As she turned toward her hotel, she noticed du
Vigneaud through the window. He was staring at the fake tooth asif his heart had been broken.

She had made it to Angélina’ s when someone grabbed her arm. Without turning around, she elbowed her
assallant in the somach, heard a satisfying “ oof!” ashelet go of her, and kept walking. She clutched her
pursetightly to her chest, wondering what €l se could go wrong on this day.

Footsteps sounded behind her, determined footsteps, not the footsteps of some window-shopper. Heavy
breathing, and alittle bit of moaning.

She braced hersdlf for another elbow defense, but this time asthe assailant grabbed her arm, he said,
“It sGrint, youidiot.”

Only the words came out rather breathy. She had gotten him good. Amazing that he could follow
her—usually someone who got her ebow in his ssomach was down for the count, even if shedidn’t use
meagic (which she hadn't, thistime).

“I'mtheidiot?” she said, shaking him off. “Y ou’ re the one who decided to go the case done. You'rethe
one who handled the entire thing like an ugly American, amove that guaranteed du Vigneaud would be
angry a you. You'rethe one—"

“Tara, please.” He ill sounded winded.

She eyed him sideways. “1 found this place. | reported it, and frankly, | could have handled it with a
lesser trouble-shooter, but they insisted on their best, who decided not to call me.”

She stopped, forcing him to bang into her. She turned, pushed him back so that they wereat arm’'s
length, and added, “I used to be the best troubleshooter at Abracadabralnc. Y ou were working there at
thetime, so don't play ignorant. Just because | retired doesn’'t mean I’ velost my skills. Y ou could have
at least had the courtesy to call me and tell me you had arrived. When you hadn't, | assumed you weren't
there. Then | runinto you and have to play dong like arookie, watching you ruin the entire thing—"

“I didn’'t ruinit,” hesad

“You sole—"

People looked at them. She lowered her voice, almost to awhisper.

“Y ou stole the dragon’ stooth. Did you think he wouldn’t notice?’

“I hoped hewould,” Grint said.

“Do you know how dangerousthat is, carrying adragon’ stooth around with you?’

“Would you put it in your pursethen?” he asked with agrin. “It' samazingly well shielded. What did you
do? Shrink down Fort Knox and hideit in there?’

Her face heated. She hated blushing, and he’ d gotten her to do it twice now.



“We have no plan, and he thinks you' re athief. Which you are. Maybe when he gets over the shock of
losing hismost prized possession, he'll redlize that you and | know each other and that we might both be
involved.”

“So?" Grint asked. “We got the tooth. Troubleshooting done. Y ou’ ve got enough spells on that purse
that we could send it to Headquarters with the tooth inside and no one would be the wiser.”

“Y ou are dumber than you look!” she snapped. “ The tooth was never theissue. Didn’t you talk to
Quinn?’

“He said the shop’ d been there forever, and the tooth twigged you to the power hidden at the site. So? If
you had played along better, maybe du Vigneaud would have joined Abracadabra Inc, and we wouldn't
have had any issues a al. Now we're just going to have to keep an eye on the place—"

“Were you jet-lagged when you talked to Quinn or were you just drunk?’ she asked.
Grint frowned. “Why?’

“Because there’ san entire other levd, filled with things so powerful that | can’t even get insde. My
wardingswon't let me. And you just notified whatever’ s down there that someoneisonto it.”

“Huh?’

“Thetooth, you idiot. Who do you think is controlling it? Not du Vigneaud. He didn't even redlize you
put afake onethere until | pointed it out.”

“Y ou pointed it out? Why? | used an excdlent replicathat would have bought us daysif not weeks.”
“Bought us days, not weeks, for what?" she asked.

Grint shrugged. Apparently he hadn’t thought that far ahead. “ Getting him to join our little club.”
Tararolled her eyes, pivoted, and continued walking.

“Tara, wat!”

But she didn’t stop. She was done with this. Their best troubleshooter had comein, shot at trouble, and
missed. It was no longer her problem. She wasn't even going back tomorrow to finish her “ negotiation”
with du Vigneaud.

uTa,.a!n

Shehurried, staying ahead of Grint, and as she entered the Hotel I ntercontinental, she murmured to the
doorman, “That man isharassng me.”

The doorman nodded, and put asolid arm out to stop Grint from following her inside.

She made her way to the elevator before turning to see what was going on. Grint was arguing with the
vaets and doorman, waving at her asif she wanted to save him.

She turned her back on him. Idiot. Fool. What the hell had he been trying to prove, anyway? How
brilliant he was?

Becauseif that was the case, he had failed.



*kk*

The phonein her room rang incessantly. Shefindly unplugged the thing. Grint could call dl he wanted,
but shewasn't going to talk with him.

She had dready caled Quinn and complained, saying their boy had screwed things up, and shewas
done. The shop on the rue de Rivoli wasther problem; shewasn't going to work with a certified
nutcase.

Quinn’sresponse had surprised her. He had chuckled. “ There' sareason Alistair works alone,” he had
said, and then had thanked her and hung up.

Tarafell back on her bed, feding at loose ends, angry and concerned dl at the same time. She knew the
shop wasn't her problem, but she worried about it anyway. A person didn’t smply discard ten years of
training in an afternoon. And the magnitude of the problem bothered her as well—all that magic being
distributed over one of the most cosmopolitan citiesin the world. Probably being distributed al over
Europeaswell.

The fact that they’ d sent someone as incompetent as Grint—and called him their best—al so bothered
her. She knew the other troubleshooters weren’t on her scale, but she had never realized how sub-par
they actudly were.

Which meant that the problem in that shop might remain.

Sherolled over, baled her fist, and closed her eyes. She should go to a shoe store, head to a clothing
store, or buy herself some chocolate. Maybe the concierge could tell her what was at the Operatonight.
Something—anything—to keep her out of that back room.

But nothing would.
She knew it, and Quinn probably knew it. In fact, he probably counted on it.

Knowing the old bastard, he had probably sent Grint just to make her thisangry, so that she would do
her very best work one moretime.

What was it about her that made her so worried about stray magic? Whatever it was, it had made her a
troubleshooter with a hundred percent clearance rate, and it had nearly destroyed her life.

Now that she found peace, she was going to giveit al up for abasement magic |ab that had probably
existed when Pariswas awalled Roman city.

She sat up. If she got caught, she would have no back-up, no help, no oneto turn to. Thiswould be the
most dangerous job she had ever done—and dammit, she was |looking forward to every minute of it.

*kk*

Shedressed dl in black, hiding her hair benesth avery ugly black ski cap that she till carried
everywhere, even though she thought she would have no legitimate reason to sneak into legitimate
businesses any more. She wrapped her workbelt around her waist. The belt carried dl her herbs and her
dispd potion. She had thrown it into her suitcase at the last minute, wondering why she was bringing it

dong.
Maybe she had had a premonition.



She smiled. She never used to believe in premonitions. Maybe she had been giving hersdlf a
subconscious message—one that she hadn't redlized she needed.

Shedidn’t want to think about that. Sheleft her cell phone on the table beside her bed—if things went
wrong, caling for help wouldn’t work—and then she tucked fifty eurosin various pockets scettered
around her skin-tight pants.

Cat burglars dways had to be prepared.

Now for the tough part. She couldn’t teleport directly from her hotel room—anyone with minor magical
skill could follow her magic trail and figure out where she originated—so she had to leave the hotdl. She
could double-tel eport—go to one location, and then to the next, which till eft amagical trail, dbeit one
that was harder to trace—or she could walk out of the hotel, looking like Grace Kelly in To Catch a
Thief. Only without the patrician features or Cary Grant lurking at the other end.

Tarasighed. The hotel was used to her. If someone noticed something out of the ordinary, they’d
dtribute it to her strange persondity or her occasona American lapses.

She dipped her keycard into the only pocket on her shirt, and then left the room.

No one gave her asecond glance on the elevator, or as she walked through the lobby, or as she stepped
into the street. Apparently black was considered stylish in Paris, in any combination. She crossed the
street, and headed down the stairs at the entrance to the Tuileries.

Mages used the gardens dl thetime. If she did areved spell, she' d find adozen fresh magicd trails, al of
them leading to different parts of the city. That was the reason AbracadabraInc had put her upinthe
Hotel Intercontinentd in the first place—easy accessto the Tuileries and the Louvre. The magic trails
died off the closer one got to the more modern marvels of Parisian life: the Arc de Triomphe and the
Eiffd Tower. Magic'smost important Paris enclaves were nearest the Seine—the Louvre, the Tuileries,
and on the Left Bank, the Sorbonne. (There were afew trailsthat led past Notre Dame, but no one
discussed them, out of respect.)

She stopped near a statue of ahorse, put her hand on its stone flank, and waited until no one waswithin
eyesight. Then sherecited avery old, very dow-moving transport spell.

Asusud, it took amoment before the magic swirled around her. This spell waslessof a
disappear-from-one-location, regppear-in-another kind of spell, and more of afade-to-black,
find-yoursaf-somewhere-new kind of spell.

If anyone did watch at all, they’ d see awoman grow more and more trangparent as she stood near the
stone horse, until they wondered if she had ever been there at dll.

Eventually the cool stone ceased to touch her hand, and shewasin that dark limbo which used to
unnerve her. As an early mage, shewondered if thiswaswhat degath felt like. Now she found the sillence,
the darkness, and the warmth comforting, rather like falling into adeep deep in the perfect bed.

Moments later, she felt something dig into her hip. She was gaining solidity near the stupid counter of the
stupid shop, and she didn’t dare move. Moving during this spell could have tragic consequences. A few
practitioners died each year using it, but even more got the wrong body part attached to the wrong part

of the body.

Shehissad in her bregth, noting asulfur smdl| that had not followed her from the Tuileries, and wishing the
transport would hurry up. When the spell findly ended, she banged, literdly, against the counter, asif she



had sumbled into it, just like she knew she would.
She cursed, rubbed her sore hip, and took note of her surroundings.

The mundane world security was as poor as she had expected. The cameras above her were for show:
they weren't working at all. The magica security was present, but low-key—at least the stuff du
Vigneaud had put into place. It was rudimentary but solid, more than enough to catch the average
non-magicd thief.

Which shewasn't.

She neutralized hiswork in amatter of seconds. But that sulfur smell remained, unnerving her. Did
someone want her to noticeit? And trace it? Or wasthat asign of the older magical security system, the
onethat Grint had probably damaged when he removed the tooth?

Shedidn't have any answersfor that.

Still, she went back to that shelf with the relics, just to make sure du Vigneaud hadn’t replaced the fake
tooth with another real one. He hadn’t. The piece of the True Crosslooked like the splinter that it was,
and the other relics had even less splendor to them. Apparently du Vigneaud added a glamour every day
to hisshelves, just to make the merchandise that much more attractive.

Poor guy. He had no ideathat hislittle tricks wasted what little magica potential he had. And they
probably played right into the hands of whomever or whatever controlled that room behind the Eiffel
Tower poster.

Tarasguared her shoulders and faced it. The poster glowed redly. Sheturned, to seeif any lightsfrom
the street caused that red glow, but she couldn’t see any.

The glow was coming from the hidden room itsdlf.
“Creepy, huh?’

Tarajumped, so startled that she had to stifle ayelp. No one ever caught her off-guard, and yet someone
had.

Sheturned toward the voice. Grint was leaning on the counter, right about the place where she had
banged her hip. He grinned at her, and held up the redl tooth.

“It garted to glow about five minutes ago,” he said. “ Just like that little red space back there. Then what
happens? | see my pretty little partner staring at the shelvesin that goofy magic shop she' d been yelling at

She wasn't sure what to correct firgt, the fact that she wasn't his partner, she wasn't little, or that she
wasn't paranoid. Then she redized how defensive she was feeling, and how off balance he kept her, and
she wanted to turn him into atoad, something she hadn’t done to an annoying male since she wastwelve.

“What' re you doing here?’ she whispered.

“Getting your back,” he said. “l1sn’t that what I’ m supposed to do? Or am | supposed to lead? Or are
weredly ateam?| can’'t remember. I’ m jet-lagged, you know.”

Sheglared a him.

“Y ou shouldn’t have brought that here.” She nodded toward the tooth. “1t’ sthe center for al the exterior



megicinthisplace”

“Oh, you think?" And his snide smile faded as his sarcasm grew. “ Y ou're acting like | had achoice.”
Her breath caught. “What do you mean?’

“I mean, | saw you, and then got teleported right here, againgt orders.”

Shewasn't sureif againgt orders meant that he shouldn’t teleport (which wasamgor rule) or that he
shouldn’t help her any more than necessary.

She decided not to ask.

“Since you have the key to the kingdom,” she said looking at the strangely pulsating tooth, “you get to go
firg”

Hisface paed noticeably, even in thewelird red light. “Y ou’ re kidding. Through that poster? What do
you think I look like, aFrench version of Alice?’

The image that provoked in her mind was so ludicrous that she had to swallow alaugh.
“Yep,” shesad. “Let’sgo through the looking glass, Mademoiselle.”

“That'snot funny,” he said, gave her one more glare for good measure, then felt around the poster for the
door latch.

Taracrossed her ams. If he smply asked her where the latch was, she' d tdll him, having gone through
that door before. But of course, he was annoyingly independent, and right at the point when shewas
going to show him, the door clicked open.

Reveding asmoky, hazy room beyond, filled with that pulsating red light.
Thesulfur smdl grew.

“I don't likethis,” Grint said.

“That’snot wheat it looked like before,” she said, more to hersdlf than to him.
Heglared at her for the third time. “Y ou’ ve been in there?’

“If you had bothered to consult with me before you barged in here today, and if you had tried to talk to
me like an equa before you stole the tooth, and if you hadn’t accosted me on the rue de Rivali this
afternoon, you might have learned that there' s an entire room back there, maybe even a sub-basement or
an old Roman congtruction, something that goes very deep. It' sfilled with al sorts of scary things, most
of which my warding spellswouldn’t have let me near. But sSince you didn't, and since Quinn seemsto
have neglected to tell you, then you get to go in that spacefirs.”

“Huh?’ Grint asked.
Shegrinned. “You gettogofirst.”

“Fine.” He shoved the tooth in his shirt pocket—upside down so that the pointed end stuck out over the
fabric—and went insde. The smoke swallowed him, swirling asif he'd never been.

Then it dissipated.



Theroom was there, but there was no Grint, and there was no tooth.

“Wonderful,” Tarasaid, thistime to herself since there was no one se around. “That' sjust great.”
Now she had to not only figure out what was going on here, she dso had to rescue Grint.

That was why she had aways worked aone.

She hated rescuing people, particularly men. Men were aways too embarrassed to say thank you.

Since the pulsing light and the swirling smoke had swalowed him up so quickly, she hesitated near the
door. She wanted to find the spellsthat he had triggered.

There were the usud warnings, wardings, and weak wizardings, nothing serious enough that a
troubleshooter for Abracadabra Inc could get caught in. She extended her hand and did another revea
gpdll, looking for magical trails or some subtle indications of warding spells. But she didn’t find any—and
that unnerved her.

Until she redlized what had happened.

Grint had the dragon’ stooth, which coordinated the exterior magic in this building. The building had been
broken into, and the tooth did itsjob. In its nonsentient, magical way, it brought what it consdered the
perpetrator to the entrance of the magical chamber, where he got sucked into the magical punishment
area—wherever and whatever that was.

She shuddered. Early in her training, she’ d been subjected to afew of those spells, just so that she could
figure out how to extract hersdf from them. She hoped Grint had had the same kind of training.

The sulfur smell was gone. The potion bottlesin the very back of the secret room no longer bubbled like
they had the firgt time she' d seen them, and she couldn’t see the shade of aformer patron. Maybe the
shade had gone to take care of Grint.

She shuddered again.

Then she squared her shoulders, sighed heavily, and removed severa of her own warding spdlls. This
was the part that frightened her the most. She knew she’ d have to remove some protections she’ d had
for yearsjust to go back into that area. She would have to keep her wits about her at al times—the
worgt thing about older magical areas was that some of the spells around them warped thoughts, and she
didn’t know any counter spdllsfor that.

The thought-warping spells had been banned for centuries, and the counterspellslost—if there ever had
been counterspdlls.

A tinge of excitement sent butterflies through her somach, and she tamped them down. The place she got
hooked—the place she was the weakest—was on historical spells: discovering what had been logt. If she
was honest with herself, she wanted to see those spell recipesin the very back. They' d intrigued her from
thefirs.

And since she wasn't working for Abracadabra Inc, she could keep them if she wanted to.

She shook that thought away, wishing she could blameit on awarp and knowing that she couldn’t. She'd
had similar thoughts in Venice when she d found a secret passage that actualy went under the waters of
the cana and led to an old magic potion bottle disposa site. She' d wanted to dig through those bottles as
well, keep the secretsfor hersalf, and not tell anyone what she’ d found.



But she’' d overcome that. Just like she would overcome this. So long as she cleared her mind before she
wentin.

She spread her arms, and did not use amagica spell to clear her mind. She' d tried that on half adozen
occasions, only to have stronger magics sniff out the spell and reverseit.

Nope. She' d found the best way to clear her mind had nothing to do with magic, and everything to do
with the physical world around her. Shetook severa deep breeths, used some calming techniques she'd
learned in along-ago yoga class, and then counted to fifty. Her heart rate dowed, the butterflies |eft her
stomach, and some tension she hadn’t even realized she' d had eased out of her shoulders.

Shefelt stronger, more able, and ready to face what was ahead. She stepped through the poster-covered
door into the bardly lit room beyond—

—and nearly gasped at its Size. The room seemed narrow from the outside, but inside it went back away
from the front door for what seemed like blocks. (Which wasn't possible: yes, there were large buildings
here, but they ended, and other buildings started on the other side of the block, and then there were other
streetslike the Rue St.-Honoré and her favorite chocolate store, and traffic and—she sighed. It wasn't
anilluson, but it was something like an illuson. She' d haveto figure that out too.)

To her left and right, the room extended as well, going through the back of the building asif it werea
corridor or along river that served asadivider between sections. When she turned to examine this, the
blocks-likeilluson which ran in front of her, seemed narrow again, asif whatever it wasthat went left to
right bisected the longer areain front of her.

Confusion started to swirl in her brain, and she couldn’t allow that. Confusion et other magicsin. If the
confusion remained, she would have to do more calming techniques, which sheredlly didn’t want to do.

Instead, she took another step forward. The images shivered and shook, the potion bottles bounced on
their shelves, and a cat walked across adusty table. Tarasmiled. Findly she understood. She was going
through waves of pdlls, designed by various owners of this space, dl of whom had their own theories
about what an intruder should see.

Maybe Grint’sinitid ploy hadn’t been bad after dl. If du Vigneaud had joined Abracadabra Inc, the
shop would technically have belonged to the corporation and alot of these security spellswould have
been neutraized. Instead, she was going to have to go through along magica procedure, one that could
take most of the night, to make them go away.

Sheraised her handsto start the spell, when she redlized she could try something else. She backed out of
the room, closed the door, and did asimpler spell, one that made her look and seem—for dl intents and
purposes—like du Vigneaud' swife. Theilluson would only last afew minutes, but that wasal she
needed to get to the heart of that room.

The*intruder” had aready been caught by the most recent security spell. Grint had helped her in that
way. The magic would have no ideathat she wasn’t who she seemed.

She pulled the door open. Then she went inside again. The room—the real room—was old and smelled
of damp. The Seine or Paris s famous sewers had backed up in here one too many times. Sheresisted
the urge to sneeze, never knowing what might tip the magic to her disguise.

Theroomwas as smdl asit had initidly looked. It was narrow and dark, with cobwebs looping off the
sonewalls and cellings. This then, was how du Vigneaud had gotten covered with cobwebs on thelr first
vigit in, and probably what had stopped Tarain her tracks.



She shivered, knowing that thistime, with her protections gone, she was probably getting covered with
the same greenish webby stuff that had covered him thefirgt time.

She stepped forward. Normally, shewould do asmal spdl for illumination, but shedidn’t dare. There
had to be asystem in place, one that triggered when someone who had the right to enter thisroom did.

And sure enough, her disguise worked well enough to activate the light spell. Lights flared as she passed
thefirst column of stone. The lights, magica asthey were, imitated the origind creator’ stime period—so
instead of eectricity or even gadight, she was faced with acandle floating before her, and torches
hanging off the sonewalls.

Water dripped past the torches, adding to the chill. The room veered dightly to thel€eft, reveding a
staircase that went down, down, down with no end in sight.

If she were still with Abracadabralnc., she would go back outside and double-check her back-up. But
shewasn't, and the corporation had actudly failed her thistime,

So she crossed her fingers and hoped that whatever she found down here—whatever she
learned—would beworthiit.

The stepswere sunken in the middle asif time and many feet had worn them away. The water dribbled
down the side, a congtant trickle that should have worn away even more of the stone decades ago.

Some of her degpest protections had awakened now, but she had muted their automatic powers, so all
she heard were the occasiona warning voicesin her mind. She paid attention: each warning indicated a
particularly nasty spell, and there seemed to be one every five steps or so.

She counted the steps, but lost track after 180. She had no idea how deep underground she was going,
but she knew there was some distanceto travel. A lot of this city was underground, and much of it had
been walled off over the centuries. It shouldn't have surprised her that some magical being had taken part
of Underground Paris as his very own.

Findly, the stepsleveled off. The air was fetid down here, the mildew and mold stenches even stronger.
A corridor disappeared into the distance, with no torcheslit.

Shewondered if that was another illusion, one the woman she was till pretending to befell for.

Taradidn't dare chdlengeit, not wearing this guise, and she didn’t dare change the guise this deep into
the dark magics of this place. So she turned to the right, which was the only direction in which the torches
werelit. She followed them only afew meters before reaching one last door.

This one was oak with metd reinforcements. The wood had grayed, and the metdl had rusted around al
of the very old boltsthat held it in place.

As she pushed the door open, it creaked. A man, younger than she was, looked up from his place behind
asolid mahogany table. He had dark eyes, long dark hair pulled back into aqueue, and athin, narrow
mouth.

“Y ou're not Suzette,” he said in modern French.

She hadn’t expected to be caught so easily, nor had she expected to hear someone down here speak the
modern version of the language.

“No, I'mnot,” she said, but she kept her disguise, knowing that sometimes the magic could be tricked



even when the mage wasn't. The last thing she wanted was to change back to her norma form down
here, only to have the dark magic form around her, trapping her in place.

“What' re you doing here?’ the man asked.

“I could ask you the samething,” she said. “ Y ou’ re running adark arts shop. That' sagaingt all the
covenants of the modern era.”

It was aweak argument, but the only one she had since the shop wasn’'t amember of Abracadabralnc.
All members of the corporation swore off the dark arts the moment they joined. She had had to enforce
that little provision more times than she cared to think abot.

Only once before had she faced adark arts practitioner without the backing of the corporation’ s bylaws.
And that particular little meeting hadn’t gone well.

“Do | know you?’ he asked, and thistime, she was convinced he wastrying to get her to reved hersdlf
S0 that the magic could take her. Which might mean that she had an unexpected advantage.

If hewastruly worried about her (and the repetition suggested he was), then he should have used his
own powersto stop her. He wasn't. Or he was unwilling to. Which meant he either had no dark powers
or he had no accessto them.

Or, conversaly, he could smply belazy, not willing to use his powers until he absolutely had to.
She hoped against lazy. “1 doubt it. | work for Abracadabra Incorporated.”

Or at least she had on previous jobs. She had to mentally qualify her statement because sometimeslies
were dark magic magnets.

“For what?’ he asked.

“ Abracadabra I ncorporated? Y ou might recognizeit by its old name—Alchemists United For the
Common Good,” she said that last in English, and added the acronym. “Y ou know, AUCG.” Which she
pronounced Oooo-guck.

“AUGC?’ Hefrowned. “Y ou’ ve changed your name?’

Bingo. She had atime frame for this guy. Abracadabra Incorporated had gone through a number of
incarnations over the years, dl aslegd business entities. Thefirst wasin the 16th century, and put
together under England’ s Guild laws. Then it had been the Pure Alchemists Guild—pure asin white
magic, not asin sexua purity. AUGC was the 19th century version of the organization.

“We changed the name to Abracadabra Incorporated, yes,” she said, returning to French.

He stayed in that language aswell. “Mon Dieu, | thought you people were wedded to your Common
Good moniker. | dways hated that.”

| bet you did, she thought but didn’t say. She didn’t need to argue with him about morality and magic
which, if histraining was pre-Victorian, was where the conversation was headed.

“Obvioudy so did many other members” shesaid. “I takeit you're not one.”
“Do | look like a do-gooder to you?’
Actudly hedid, with that smooth face, the warmth in his eyes, and the sparkle about him. But the sparkle



waswheat clued her. No one looked that friendly, especialy not someone who' d been working in the
dark artsfor the better part of two centuries.

“Youlook likeaman at work,” shesaid. “| found your security system. Quite elaborate. But you
shouldn’t have based it on that tooth. It can be moved, you know.”

“Not without killing itsmover,” he said.

“Y ou haven't kept up with modern spell protections, have you?’ she asked. “Maost anyone with abit of
training can hold adragon’ stooth. Y our assstant did so dl thetime.”

“Suzette?’ he asked again.
“Her husband,” Tarasaid.
“Theidiot,” the mage said. “ She was supposed to warn him to stay away fromit.”

“Obvioudy that worked,” Tarasaid, then wondered if the mage before her would get the sarcasm. He
pursed hislips at her tone, and she redlized she needn’t have worried.

The room around him was curioudly blank. Tarafound it hard to focus on the wals, the floor, the calling.
And she couldn’t really see any objectsin there besides the man and the table. Another illusion spell? Or
was he yet another protection, buried deep in the magica system.

“Suzette' snew, isn't she?’ Taraasked.

“Moreor less,” he said, looking down at the paper before him (paper, when there hadn’t been any a
moment ago). He was feigning disinterest, but he dso might have been showing her that there were other
thingsin theroom.

He was another protection, one designed for the shop’s owners. How many generations of mages had he
tricked?

“How new?’ Taraasked.

He shrugged. “Why do you care?’

“Because,” shesaid, “1 want to know what you' re hiding here.”
Helooked up. “Nothing. Asyou can see.”

That wasit. The room was filled with nothing. Not so subtle after al.

She decided to go for broke—or whatever suitable cliché she could think of. She wrapped her own
magic tight around her disguise and went into the room.

Suddenly the pulsating red light was back, dong with the sulfur smell. She half-expected ademonto
appear before her, but none did. She was grateful: she hated demons. Most of them were simply mages
with puffed up egos.

The man had disappeared. In fact, the entire room had disappeared. Instead, she found agaping hole
that opened even deeper into Paris s underground.

“Hey, Tar?’ Grint’ svoicefloated up from the deep hole. “Y ou here yet?’



Hewas trying to sound cool, but he actually sounded panicked. Terrified.
About-to-lose-everything-including-his-mind crazy.

She decided not to answer him—not because she was being mean, but because she didn’t want to tip off
whatever wasthere, holding him.

Instead, she pulled her tool belt so that it was astight asit could be, plugged her nose, and cannonballed
into the billowing smoke.

* kK%

An hour later, maybe more, she surfaced. She had no other word for it; it wasn't like her brain was being
probed or she had lost consciousness. No, it was more like it was off, the way it went off under

anesthes a—no dreams, no thoughts, no nothing. One minute there and the next minute not-there. She
had no memory of faling, yet she knew she had fallen for along time, and was il faling.

She hit some kind of surface, bounced, and redlized that she wasn't in France any more. Or any France
she recognized. The surface beneeth her hands, her feet, her butt, was a clayish mud. Theair till smelled
of sulfur, but the naturally occurring kind, the kind she' d seen around hot springs.

The pulsating red light was now above her and looked alot more like a short-circuiting neon light than
somekind of glowing pulsating evil. The wals arched over her, and even though the celling was open, in
other sections, it had aready closed.

Shehad landed in acave.
Of course.

She smiled and shook her head. Then she stood up, brushed as much of the clay off herself as she could,
and called out, “Hello!”

When dl that echoed back to her was her own voice, she added greetingsin every modern language she
knew. Then shewent for the medieva versons of the samethings. It wasn't until shetried Létin that she
got an answer.

InEnglish.
“All right, dready. If you' re going to shout al day, I’m going to end up with aheadache.”
The voice was twenty times|louder than hers had been. It literdly shook the wals.

“Come vidit, comeon. You' re so damned determined, | suppose we may aswell be face-to-face. But |
haveto tell you if there'sarmor or asword, tel me now. | like my knight roasted.”

Tard ssmilegrew. A dragon. A dragon that, for some reason, had a shop on the rue de Rivoli. A dragon
that, for an even more inexplicable reason, wastrying to sdll one of its own teeth.

Tarawaked forward, past very old and yellowed skulls, some suitably charred bits of metal, and one
rather unnerving mummified hand. After afew minutes, she reached the section of the cave wherethe
ceiling was dtill intact, and she braced hersdlf for some old claustrophobia, but it didn’t hit. Apparently
her brain registered the Size of the cave—more suitably called a cavern—and deemed it large enough to
keep her blood pressure level.

A dight incline, aforced corner, and she wasin an even larger cavern, one with some kind of natural light



that came through the celling. The calling materid—she couldn’t quite call it rock—glowed whitdly, like
opague skylights. And in the very back of the cavern the dragon huddled.

It looked rather smdl and alittle plain. Even though the creature was twenty to fifty times Tard sSze (she
never was good at comparisons), it still seemed unprepossessing.

“All inblack,” the dragon said, lifting its snout to talk rather like an dligator in acartoon. “How
disappointing. | thought fashion in the 21t century would give up on the basic black.”

Taramoved to arock near the dragon’ sright eye. Even though she' d never encountered a dragon, she
did remember her lessons about them: 1) Never stand directly in front of one; 2) be palite; and 3) dways
look theminthe eye.

That last was specific. Eye, not eyes. Eye was palite. Eyes wasimpossible unless you violated Rule
Number One, which often led to accidentally charring and a particularly hideous degth.

“| dressed like this because | was entering your shop after hours,” Tarasaid.

“Cat burglar.” The dragon sighed. “Which isan odd phrase, considering that you don’t look like a cat.
Then | guessthe black makes sense. | had just hoped, you know, for agreen season, or perhapsthe
return of pink.”

Thereturn of pink? Was the dragon being serious or were the rumors true? Was the dragon trying to be

funny?

Theideaactudly chilled Tara. Shefinally understood how something could be amusing and dangerous at
the sametime.

“Y ou brought me down hereto discussfashion?’ Taraasked.

“I didn’t bring you down here. Y ou jumped, insane human that you are. | actudly had to hit theair
currents so that you wouldn't splat againgt my lovely floor. | hate it when humans splat. Everything gets
mushed, and the bones usudly shatter, taking al the fun out of breaking them for marrow.”

Thethreats sounded like the dragon didn’t have his (her?) heart into them. They seemed dmost rote.
“I just wanted to see what was down here,” Tarasaid. “1 work for Abracadabralnc—"

“Yes, | heard the entire tedious conversation, and redlized that you were going to get past every fail safe
every haf assed mage | hired over the centuriestried to assemble. So | resigned mysdlf to having a
vigtor. | haven't had afemae onein nearly two centuries. Thereisonly so much information you can
pick up from the Style Network.”

Tarafrowned. “Y ou get television down here?’

“A rather elaborate and at times magica theft from the roving satellite systems. | much prefer the variety
of American television, but | can get everything from Al Jazeera—which isn't nearly as biased asyour
American newscasters make it out to be, to Telemundo. The Mexicans have the best soap operas, by the
way, but no fashion sense.”

Tarahad adigtinct feeling of unredity, even stronger than it had been when she’ d been dedling with
illusons

“Y ou spend your time down here watching televison?’



“And movies,” thedragon said. “And | ill read when | get the chance, but it' s hard. Books are very
fragilethings. I’ m beginning to prefer the audio downloads.”

“A computer too?’

“A new one every week. | ftill can’'t manage akeyboard for long.” Thedragon rolled itseye. The eye
looked very reptilian—gray-green-brown, with no visiblelid and no lashes, and alot of cold intelligence.

Tarashook her own head dightly. “I can't believe I’ m having this conversation.”
The dragon’ s eye ditted, making this side of itsface, at least, look menacing. “Y ou’ re humoring me.”

Tarasighed. She hadn’t expected to be caught, but this creature was so much older than she was.
Longevity dways bred its own wisdom.

“You'reright, | am humoring you,” Tarasaid. “I"ve never encountered areal dragon before. I'd been
expecting—I don’'t know—the shade of amage who couldn’t let go or apower reservoir designed by
Charlemagne or something.”

“Romantic.” The dragon curled its paws under its chin. “That' s your problem. Charlemagne. Asif he
would ever need aplacelikethis”

“You knew him?' Taraasked.

“Of him.” The dragon’seyewidened. “As| said, | don’t get out much. And you people have the lifespan
of fruit flies, comparatively spesking.”

“Then why set up the decoy shop? Why not lose the entrance to this cave adtogether?”
“eBay, child”
“Hmmm?’ Whatever Tara had expected, it hadn’t been that.

“| get shipmentslike everyone else. Every treasure ever invented gets auctioned a one time or another.”
The dragon’s scaly lips pulled back in something that might have looked like asmile—at least from the
front. But Tarawasn't going around front to check.

“Y ou order things from eBay?’ Tara couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it. “How do you pay?’

The dragon sighed. “Redlly. A thousand years of hoarding does give one enough wedlth to open a PayPal
account.”

Tarafrowned.

The dragon let out adisgusted moan. Smoke curled from its nostrils, and asmal lick of fire escaped
between itsteeth. It put its claw over its mouth.

“Sorry,” it said, “but | do that when I’'m annoyed.”
Tard s stomach clenched. “1 didn’t mean to annoy you.”

“I know, dear.” The dragon burped, and the stink of sulfur grew. “It’ sjust that | thought you were more
intelligent than you redlly are. Here show it works. | get aminion. What' s her name thistime? Suzette?
And appear to her in human form. She has never been down here, thank the gods. | hand her agold
piece or aruby or some such nonsense, tell her to sl it, let her keep ten percent for hersdlf, and give the



rest of the fundsto me. That keeps my little PayPa account active for sometime.”
“How do you know she' s not cheating you?’

More smoke curled. “| can get satdllite reception down here. How hard do you think it isto do alittle
magica spying of my own? That'show | lost thelast minion. He decided to keep 90% for himsdlf, and
givemeten.”

The dragon sighed again.

“| should have known, too. He was aways a problem, even when we were dedling in real commodiities.
And hewas gtringy.”

“Stringy?’

“I actualy had to send the new minion for some specia floss. Histough skin got caught in my teeth.” The
dragon raised one lip and pointed with aclaw. “ See?’

Taradidn’t want to look. “ Y ou gill have some skin there?’
“No, slly. But | do have apuncturein my gum that hasyet to hedl. See?’

Tarasquared her shoulders and peered into the recesses of the dragon’ s mouth without getting close.
Sure enough, there was an indentation that looked inflamed.

“Surely you can magic that avay,” Tarasad.
“Do look like adentist to you?’ the dragon snapped. “ Some things are harder than they look.”

For someone who could create a hole in the earth? Monitor what was happening on a Paris street from
whatever this distance was? Get satellite and computer technology without getting caught?

Tarawanted to ask those questions, but didn’t. Instead, she asked another.
“So what about the tooth?’

The dragon closed its mouth. *Y ou belong to that whiny jerk?’

“You have Grint?’ Taraasked.

“If that’swhat he' s called. Helooks stringy too.”

“It' sthetimes” Tarasad. “Thinisin.”

The dragon made a note of disgust. “Is he yours?’

“Never met him before yesterday,” Tara said, wondering if shewas dooming him, and if shewas, how
she could save him. “He' s been annoying metoo.”

“These creatures don’t seem to think about how their bossiness and their complaining plays. They act
tough, and then when they’ re trapped, they blubber like ababy. It' s not attractive.” The dragon’s pupil
moved oddly, asif it were focusing on Tarain awhole new way. “Y ou' re not blubbering.”

“I’'m not trapped,” Tarasaid. Then her somach clenched tighter. “Am |7’
That weird smile raised the side of the dragon’slip. “ That depends. Are you going to tell Abracadabra



Inc. about me?”’

Tarahad to force hersdf to keep breathing. She promised hersdf shewouldn’t lieto this creature—it
seemed to senselies. “They need to know what thiswell of magicis.”

“If we concoct some kind of story that allows me to have my minion and my connection to the center of
human commerce—"

“Y ou think Parisisthe center of human commerce?’ Tara asked, unable to stop herself.

“No,” the dragon snapped. “Of course not. But it’s only five hoursfrom New Y ork, and | can force the
minion to go thereif | haveto. Besides, New York isanidand. | loathe water.”

“Y ou'vedready investigated moving there.”

That eye movement again, like acameralensfocusing, focusing. “1 did, abouit fifty years ago. Seemslike
yesterday. | didn’t like the bedrock, the silt, or the smell. None of the buildings are old enough and the
cultureis4till too brash for me.”

“In other words, you couldn’t find agood location for your shop.”

“Actudly,” thedragon said, “cal me old-fashioned, but it still fedslike I’m heading to the provinces. |
prefer acity with history. My first minion was aGaul, you know. | liked him. Not whiny or bossy."

Reminded of Grint, Tararedized athread had been left dangling. “Y ou never told me about that tooth.
Why would you sacrifice atooth, even for dl the protection it buys?’

“You'rean inquisitive one, aren't you?’ the dragon said. It moved back dightly, and what had looked
like bulges on its back unfolded and then folded again. Wings.

The dragon turned so that it was looking a Tara straight on. Her heart started to pound, but she didn’t
want to move, at least not right away. She didn’t want the creature to realize how very scared she was.

“Thetooth ismy ex-husband's. It wasthe only part of him worth saving.”

In spite of hersdf, Taragrinned. “ Ex-husband. Dragons have divorce?’

“Good heavens, we live forever. Imagine our society if we didn't have divorce.”
“But you got histooth. Is he dead?”’

“Just defanged, honey,” the dragon said and chuckled. More flame crept out, licking dangeroudy closeto
Tara sfeet. Tarascrambled to the side of the dragon’ s head.

“Y ou're using your ex-husband' s tooth to protect your shop, control your minions, and fund your eBay
addiction?’ Taraasked.

“| don’t control the minions,” the dragon said with a huff. “I buy them off.”
Then the dragon tilted her head sdeways.
“Say,” the dragon said, “can you be bought off?’

“Of coursenot,” Tarasaid, truly offended thistime. How many dark arts practitioners had tried bribe
her? How many had offered her powersthey thought she couldn’t refuse?



More than she cared to count.

“Redly?’ the dragon said. “What about the stringy fellow?’
“I"'m sure he can be bought off,” Tarasaid with disgust.
The dragon chuckled again. “You redly don't like him.”

The dragon picked at her teeth with her claw. Then she said, “What | meant was, could saving him work
asabribe?

Tarafindly understood. The dragon wanted something from her.
Taramoved dightly out of theline of fire and sat on anearby rock. “What do you want?’

“I need anew minion,” the dragon said. “ These people are too dumb and I’'m really unhappy with the
leve of talent I’ ve seen in the past few generations. I’ d like someone with great power to work with me,
not for me. Y ou have great power.”

Tarafet cold, even though the air here was hot and clammy. “I’ m aso sworn againgt the dark arts.”

The dragon exhaded a stream of fire. It scorched the earth next to Tara but didn’t touch her athough the
hest seared her skin.

“Y ou humans aways assume we dragons are practitioners of the dark arts. We have never gone dark.
Wejust don't like being stabbed in the eye with swords and having our teeth plucked out for magical
gan.” Each word emerged with atiny lick of flame. The dragon really was annoyed.

“Tara?Isthat you?' Grint’svoice was shaking. It sounded very smdl, asif hewerefar away.
“What are you doing to him?’ Tara asked.

“Nothing,” the dragon said allittle too innocently. * Except making him hold the tooth.”

Tard schill increased. Y ou redlize the magica vibration could kill him.”

“It can do that,” the dragon said. “It can aso tenderize the stringy ones.”

“Tard”

“All right,” Tarasaid. “Let himgoand I'll talk with you.”

“About partnering up?’

“Aslong asyou promise not to eat me,” Tarasaid, adding, “I’ ve aways heard how dragons keep their
promises.”

The dragon’ s eye twinkled.
“Liar,” she said, then tilted her head back.

Grint appeared next to Tara, his bare feet on the scorched rocks. He screeched and jumped aside. The
tooth clattered between them.

Tarafelt thetooth’s power, even from that distance.



“The woman hasfreed you,” the dragon said. “But before | send you back to your world, I will bind you.
Y ou cannot speak of me. Y ou cannot think of me, and you can never come here again.”

Then sheflicked her tail, and Grint disappeared—without saying thank you, of course.
Tara s tomach jumped. Now she was a one with the dragon, and she wasn't sure she wanted to be.

“If we wereto partner, what do | haveto do?’ Taraasked, when she was sure her voice wouldn't
shake.

“Not much. Make sure my internet works. Help with the occasional cable connection. Get my packages
down herein atimely manner. And keep quiet about what I’m doing.”

Tarawouldn’t tell anyone about the dragon. She didn’t dare. She would lose Enchanté. A bargain with
another magica creature was against Abracadabra srules.

“That'sdl?’ Taraasked. “I don’'t haveto bring you food? | don’t have to help you locate treasure?’

“Child, I’ ve been stuffing mysdlf these last few years. Don’t you know anything about dragons? | only
have to eat once every haf century or s0.”

Like asnake. Thefood had to work itsway through the system.

Theideathat Grint could have been that struck Taraas gross. A long Texas stick, stringy, working its
way through the dragon’ sgullet.

Tarabit her lower lip and forced hersdlf to focus. “What happensif | choose not to be your minion?’
“Partner, child. | prefer partner.”
“Partner, then.”

The dragon smiled—if that’ swhat that teeth-baring redlly was. “If | were younger, I’ d threaten to kill you
or remove your magic or send you back in time or something. But I’'m not. And | like you. | like how you
manipulated both of those men.”

Tarawaited.

“You canwalk away,” thedragon said. “ Y ou'll never be able to cometo this part of the rue de Rivali

agan.

“Thisisn't theruedeRivoli,” Tarasad. “I don’t know where we are, but we' re not in Paris any more.”

The dragon chuckled. “ See? Too smart for your own good. The point is, you can walk away with your
life, your magic, and your memoriesintact.”

“Whatdo| gainif | hdpyou?’

“Protection for thet little store of yours,” the dragon said. “Y ou do realize that your precious corporation
isgoing to shut it down?’

A shiver ran down Tara sback. “They won't. I'm afranchise owner.”

The dragon snorted. “ Y ou're so American. And so are they. That’ s the problem. Stores older than a
century are starting to frighten them. Seems the magic has been around too long to be contained.”



Tarafrowned. “How come you know thisand | don't?’

“Y ou're not corporate any more, darling,” the dragon said. “1 did some digging when your friend Grint
came here. And | have nothing but time. Nothing but time, internet files, and vast curiogty. They'll
compensate you, of course. But the store goes.”

Tarawondered if that was true. She wondered if she was being manipulated by the dragon.

Then she thought of Quinn and the way he had treated her, not letting her solve the dragon’ stooth
problem, even after ten years of exemplary service. Of Grint, and the way he had looked at her, asif she
didn't maitter at all.

And of that anonymous woman on the phone at the Abracadabra Affiliates help line, the woman who had
sngpped at her and hung up.

Tarahad been around corporations long enough to recognize the signs of cutbacks. Shejust hadn’t been
paying atention. She' d focused on her own store for too long.

“What if | don’t want the protection?” Tara asked.

The dragon’ s wings opened, then closed. It was the dragon equivaent of ashrug. “ Then we can come up
with something ese. The point is, darling, that | need anew partner.”

“Minion,” Tarasad.

“Partner,” the dragon said, “and you need afriend. Not to mention some styletips. What do you say?’
Tarafrowned. “May | think about it?”

“Bemy guest,” thedragon said. “I have dl thetimein theworld.”

It took Taraamoment to realize that the dragon wasn't just using aturn of phrase. “Much asl’d loveto
beyour guest,” shesad, “I'd prefer sometimein my hotel room. Some time to research things for

mysdf.”
“Timetofigureout if I'm compromising you?’ the dragon asked.

“That too,” Tarasaid.

The dragon nodded. “Y ou can leave any time you want. However, | do sincerely hope that you come
back.”

Taraactudly believed that. She wondered if the depth of the belief came from her own intuition or some
kind of dragonish manipulation.

She didn’'t wait to find out. Instead, she headed to the first cavern. But before she left the dragon’slair,
she stopped.

“When | comeback,” shesaid, “what should | cal you?’
The dragon blinked at her.

“You know my name,” Tarasaid. “Y ou heard me giveit to Monsieur du Vigneaud. If you want afar
consderation, give meyours.”



The dragon studied her for along time. Then she sad, “Frieda.”
It felt right. It fet naturd. Like true namesdid.

Tarathanked her, then returned to the spot in the first cavern, the spot she had landed on. Shewaved a
hand in atransport.

Shedidn’t go through the darkness or the sulfur or anything like what she had gone through to enter.

Instead, she smply ended up near the Statuein the Tuileries. She dapped hersdlf, dusting off the magica
residue, and dowly worked hersdf toward the Hotel Intercontinental.

While she was there, looking up the P& Lsfor Abracadabra Incorporated, she had arealization.

The dragon’ s name had been redl. True names had power. In the wrong hands, atrue name could be
used to control, to bind, eventokill.

The dragon had made hersdlf vulnerable.

Tard s heart pounded.

The offer wasfor redl.

—

She shouldn’t have accepted. That’ s what the experts at Abracadabra Incorporated would have told her.

But the dragon was right: Abracadabra Inc. was an American-held corporation, and much asit vaued
research, it didn’t always understand history.

Dragons and humans had partnered since time immemoria, to the benefit of them both.
Only most people believed dl the dragons were gone.

Taralooked through her documentation on dragons and realized alot of dragonswere gone, but afew
famous ones remained.

Including acanny femaewith an eyefor sk skirts and amazing rubies. A female believed to answer to
the name Frieda.

That detail wasthe clincher. Along with the interna memo Tarahad found when she hacked into
Abracadabra’ s corporate network, the memo that suggested a compensation rate of no more than one
million eurosfor each store closed. The million would go to storesthat did 100K in euros per year.

Storesthat did less than 20K would get 250K compensation. Her store hadn’t even done that well; she
wouldn't even get afull return on her investment.

Ten years of faithful service. Ten years of four hours deep per night, of more stress than ahuman could
tolerate, of skipped medls and intercontinenta flights. Ten years of fighting dark arts practitioners, putting
her life on the line, and what would she get?

Nothing.
Shewould lose her store, her dream, and she wouldn't even recover her savings.

That, more than anything, made her take Frieda s bargain.



Thefirst thing Taradid was cancel her affiliation with Abracadabra Inc, paying a5K Euro fee and
suffering through more threats than she wanted to think abouit.

Then she and Friedamoved the opening of the cavern to Tara s store, warding it, and guarding it with the
ex-hushand’ s tooth (although deep underground, where no innocents could stumble on the wayward

magic).

So far, the ded was paying off. Within ayear, Abracadabra Inc divested itsaf of 90 storesall across
Europe. The cutbacks sent awful ripples through the magical world, and made Abracadabra’ s share
price plummet.

Not that it mattered to Tara. She had anew routine. She got six packages from eBay providers every
day, anew computer system that she had to ingtdl in the cavern every week, and an upgrade of the
dragon’ stelevisorn/DVR set-up every year.

And that was al—except for the occasiond pink dress, and lifetime subscription to the French Vogue.

Sheread it so that she and Frieda had something to talk about. But she didn’t take advice from the
magazine. And she kept wearing her basic black.

She dso stayed thin—or as Friedawould say, stringy and unappetizing.

Because it was one thing to believe adragon’ s promises. It was another to rely on them.



