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      A flicker of motion caught my eye, so I swooped down to take a closer look. If I wasn’t mistaken—and I almost never was—someone was using magic in a very bad way. The spell was tinged with darkness and, even worse, it was being used to cause harm, which is a major no-no in the magical world. Most pathetic of all was that it was being used to cause petty harm. I mean, if you’re gonna shoplift from a deli, gut it up and stuff the goods under a baggy sweater. Using magic to deceive the proprietor into thinking you’re not walkin’ out with an armload of junk food is just lame.

      Fortunately, lame was the operative word, as this loser didn’t know what he was doing. It was a sloppy spell, so it didn’t take too much for me to disrupt it. As I flew off, I heard the deli owner screaming at the jerk and taking back all his potato chips. Good for him. For me, it was just part of the job. No need to stick around to take credit for foiling the scam.

      The name’s Sam. I’m a gargoyle, and I fight crime.

      Yeah, back in the day my people mostly just protected churches, but you gotta keep up with the times, and all that church protecting made us pretty darn good at protecting other things. My main job is as chief of security at a little firm called Magic, Spells, and Illusions, Inc. You may have heard of it. We’re the leading magical company in the entire world, developing and publishing almost all of the spells in use today. If you’ve ever bought a spell to help you track the stock market or wash dishes without getting your hands wet, chances are we developed it. That kind of leadership means we more or less rule the magical world, so it’s our job to make sure no one uses magic the wrong way. And that makes it my job.

      This case may have looked like petty crime, but the weird thing was, it was the third crime just like it I’d busted up in the past couple of days, and my people had reported busting up several more. By just like it I mean exactly. They were using the same spell, flaws and all, and that meant someone was selling it. I had a pretty good idea who that would be, and I knew someone else who’d find that very interesting.

      I flew downtown and tapped on the front window of a certain Gramercy town house, then found myself a comfy perch on a nearby streetlamp and waited a while. Nobody appeared to be home. I couldn’t blame him, as it was a fine August Saturday morning, but I was surprised. Good weather usually wasn’t enough to drag this kid away from his books. It looked like I needed to track him down. I’m good at surveilling even my friends, so I had a feeling I could narrow his current whereabouts down to a few key locations.

      I got it in one. Instead of him bein’ at home with his musty old books, he was in the Strand, surrounded by piles and shelves of books. Owen Palmer’s a good kid, but he needs a life. He was so caught up in the book he was leafing through that he didn’t even notice me when I landed on the shelf over his head, and I’d dropped my veils so that any magical person could have seen me. I craned my neck to see what book had him so fascinated. Since when did he get interested in architecture? And how long was it gonna take him to read that one page?

      Instead of waiting all day, I cleared my throat. He jumped and nearly dropped his book, and that’s when I noticed he hadn’t been looking at it, after all. He’d been hiding behind a book while staring across the store. “What are you doing here, Sam?” he hissed, turning a bright shade of red and glancing nervously first up at me, then back over to where he’d been staring. I couldn’t resist following his line of sight to see what he was looking at, and what I saw made me grin even wider than the grin that was carved into my face. Well, whaddaya know. He was lookin’ at a girl who was busily digging through a bargain bin.

      “I’m surprised at you, boss,” I teased. “I never saw you as the type to troll bookstores and try to pick up anything but a book.”

      “I wasn’t trying to pick anything up,” he protested, probably a little too strongly for it to be at all believable. “I just . . . noticed her.”

      “Well, then, why don’t you talk to her?”

      He blushed even more furiously and said, “What did you want?”

      “Got something to report.”

      “Then let’s get out of here. We can’t really talk here.”

      He re-shelved the book he’d been hiding behind and led the way through the maze of shelves to the store exit. The girl he’d been staring at glanced up as we passed, and I could have sworn she looked straight at me and did a double take before she returned her attention to the books. But of course she couldn’t see me, as I’d hidden myself from everyone but Palmer. She was probably noticing him, but trying not to look like she was noticing. He tended to turn heads, even if he didn’t realize it. If she was noticing him while he noticed her, he’d have an easy time of it if he did so much as say “hi,” but matchmaking wasn’t in my job description, so it wasn’t really up to me to tell him this.

      We went to a nearby churchyard where we could talk in peace with a simple spell to hide us from the rest of the world so that no one saw him either talking to a gargoyle or talking to thin air. “What is it, Sam?” he asked, now looking all stern and businesslike, more like MSI’s head of theoretical magic than like a shy schoolboy. Owen Palmer was probably the best wizard we had, even including the boss. Chances were that if he kept on the way he was going and kept his nose clean, he’d be the boss someday. That’s why I already called him boss. I figured I might as well get used to it.

      “My people and I have been noticin’ the same kind of magic all over town for the past couple of days. It’s a bit darkish, and it’s being used to steal stuff from delis. Not exactly the crime spree of the century, but the funny thing is, it ain’t a real good spell, and each time I’ve seen it, it’s the same kind of bad spell.”

      “So someone must be distributing this particular enchantment. It’s not merely spontaneous magical experimentation.”

      “Exactly my thought. I figured you’d wanna know.”

      “Any idea who, or why?”

      I snorted and flapped my wings. “Of course I have an idea who, and you’re probably thinkin’ the very same thing. No proof, though. Want me to grab the next jerk I see try to use the spell and ask him a few questions?” I flexed my talons to convey the way I planned to do the askin’.

      “Yeah, it sounds like Idris, and he was trying to do that spell that went one step beyond benign veiling before we fired him. As I recall, he didn’t quite have it perfected. But I doubt he’d be dumb enough to make it that easy to track back to him. I wonder how he’s distributing it.”

      “For all I know, he’s selling ’em from street corners, like those guys who sell the sheets with all the sex positions to the tourists on Times Square.” As I expected, he blushed redder than a fire truck. It’s probably mean of me, but I admit I did that on purpose. It’s just so entertaining to see our mighty wizard get flustered like that.

      “I’d love to get my hands on a copy.”

      “Of the sex position sheet?”

      He turned even redder. “The spell. If I could get a look at it, I could figure out where it came from and how to counter it.”

      “So, what do you wanna do in the meantime?”

      “Keep your eyes open. It might not hurt to have a friendly word with the next person you see trying to use that spell—but don’t hurt anyone. We’re supposed to be the good guys here. And let me know if you notice any other patterns. We can’t do much until we know what he’s doing.”

      I saluted him with a wing. “Sure thing, boss. Now, you get back to your book browsing. I bet she’s still in there. I also bet she’d let you buy her a cup of coffee if you tried talking to her.” His only response was a glare that might have turned me to stone if I weren’t already a proud carved-stone-American.
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      I figured our best bet was to stake out the kind of delis that tended to be targeted by these miscreants, wait for ’em to act, intervening if necessary, and then retrace their steps. I knew a nifty little spell for doing that, but I needed a perp present to be able to cast it.

      I rallied the troops on Monday morning. Now that I had a good suspicion of what was going on, this counted as work rather than just being freelance evil busting. Phelan Idris had been one of ours, working in research and development, but he wanted to make the kinds of spells MSI wasn’t keen on. In fact, they went beyond what was legal for magic users to do, according to international code. So we’d let him go, and it looked like he’d taken some of his work with him. Nailing him would give me great personal and professional satisfaction.

      I got my people set up around the city, watching a good cross section of delis. Because I’m the kind of boss who leads from the front, I took my own assignment and settled down to wait. Waitin’s something I’m good at. It comes with the territory when you’re made of stone. I don’t have to worry about my arms or legs fallin’ asleep or about having to drink a lot of coffee to stay alert. I just sit like I was carved to it. The only danger is sitting so long that I forget I’m sentient, but that takes years, and that would be a helluva stakeout.

      I didn’t have to wait too long until I hit pay dirt. The same thing I’d observed before happened again: A skeevy, shifty-looking sort entered the deli, and that sent my senses tingling. If he wasn’t one of the gang we were tracking, there was still a good chance he was up to something he shouldn’t be, so I moved in.

      Just as before, he tried to get away with stacks of goods, though at least this one was smart enough to steal booze instead of potato chips, and I dropped his veil before he got to the door. While the irate owner berated him and held him for the cops, I hit him with the tracing spell, and a glowing path appeared behind him.

      I set off, following the path. Any hope that he’d lead me straight to his source faded
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