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      The first Enchanted, Inc., book was published in 2005, and although there are no precise date stamps in that book or elsewhere in the series, that’s when I mentally set the book. I worked out the timeline for events in that book on a calendar for that year because when I was writing it in the fall of 2003, I figured that was the year it was most likely to end up being published. I stuck to that timeline for the rest of the books.

      But that means that time passes more slowly in that universe. The characters haven’t quite made it through two years while we’ve lived more than a decade. This book takes place in the spring of 2007. I’ve tried to keep technology, pop culture references, and events consistent with that time. That’s why no one has smart phones (the first iPhone wasn’t released until June of 2007, soon after the end of this story) or tablets, and cell phone video cameras weren’t quite as ubiquitous as they are now. Social media was just getting started, and blogs were still a big thing. This may not seem like a big difference, but it does affect the story.
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      I’d gone on a lot of serious magical missions in the past couple of years. I’d fought battles, searched for spies, confronted the powers that be, and gone undercover in the magical mafia. But none of that had made me as tense as what I faced now: buying a wedding dress.

      For one thing, spending as much money for one dress that had extremely limited use as I might for my entire wardrobe for a couple of years was an affront to my practical nature. “I don’t know why we need to do this,” I grumbled in between sips of coffee. “I already have my mother’s dress.”

      My friend Gemma placed a hand on my shoulder. “Oh, honey, I’m no friend to you if I let you wear that. Trust me, you’ll find something you love here, something that wasn’t outdated when your mother wore it, and you’ll be able to afford it. Prices at these sample closeout sales are around seventy-five percent off retail.”

      “That’s not that big a bargain,” I said. “I’ve seen those retail prices.”

      I had to admit that I wasn’t crazy about wearing my mother’s wedding dress. I was just less crazy about paying a year’s worth of rent for a gown that was only good for one thing. Even if I had second thoughts about my mother’s dress, it was too close to the wedding for me to order anything else. A sale like this was my last chance to wear something that didn’t look like Scarlett O’Hara’s worst nightmare because I could take the dress home today.

      When Gemma, who works in fashion, told me about this sale, she’d said it was a secret, the kind of thing you had to know someone who knew someone to even be aware of. Apparently, there were a lot of people who knew someone, and they all had a lot of friends who needed designer wedding gowns at steeply discounted prices. And so, I waited with at least five hundred other women on a sidewalk in the garment district before dawn on a Saturday morning.

      I supposed this expedition was kind of fun. I was with my friends—not just Gemma, but also my other roommates, Marcia and Nita, as well as my college friend Connie, and my friends from work, Isabel and Trix. We had flasks of coffee and a box of doughnuts, and it was like a slumber party, only instead of staying up late, we got up really early.

      Gemma was in charge of the operation, and as the time drew near for the warehouse to open, she drilled us in the battle plan. “Okay, we’re in a good position here. We may not be at the head of the line, but we’re close enough that we should still have a chance at the good dresses. Not everyone here will find something they want to buy, and they won’t all want the same thing as Katie. When they open the doors, there may be a bit of a stampede, so be ready to move with the flow of the crowd, and try not to let anyone behind you pass. Isabel, I want you to block and clear the way for the rest of us.”

      Isabel stretched her arms and cracked her knuckles. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you,” she said with a ferocious grin. I was fairly certain that Isabel was part giant. She could probably have carried us all in, tucked under her arms like footballs. I pitied anyone who got in her way.

      Gemma continued outlining her game plan. “Once we’re in, we’ll split up to cover more ground.” She handed out diagrams of the warehouse. “I got some inside scoop on how they’ve got it laid out, so here are your quadrants. Katie and I will float, based on what you’ve found.”

      She handed out pages full of photos of wedding dresses. “Here are our targets. If you see something like any of these, pull it and signal. Ignore anything outside these parameters.”

      “Nothing with too much lace or too poofy, but also nothing super-tight,” I instructed. “Y’all know me, so you probably know what I like.”

      “When in doubt, simple and elegant,” Gemma added. “Fortunately, Katie is a pretty average size, so the samples should fit okay with some alteration. We’re prepared to do some quick try-ons on the floor, and we’ll only battle for dressing rooms for those that make the final cut.” Per Gemma’s instructions, I wore leggings and a tank top under my coat, so I could try on dresses over my clothes without having to go to a fitting room. I still wasn’t sure how well that would work, but Gemma generally knew what she was talking about when it came to clothes and shopping, so I’d put myself in her capable hands.

      Gemma checked her watch. “Brace yourselves. The doors should be opening at any minute. Everyone knows their assignment? Then, huddle up.”

      We grouped in a circle, putting our fists together. “Wedding!” we shouted before breaking the huddle and lining up in formation behind Isabel.

      This still seemed a little excessive for buying a dress, I thought. I wondered what Owen would say about eloping. Actually, he’d probably be all for it if it didn’t require him to stand up in front of people. We’d even discussed it, but had realized that too many people we cared about would be hurt if we cut them entirely out of our wedding.

      Instead, we were planning two weddings. The legal ceremony would be here in New York, a magical (literally!) event at the Magic, Spells, and Illusions, Inc., headquarters. We were telling our nonmagical friends who weren’t in on the secret of magic that we were just getting the legal marriage at City Hall. A few weeks later, we were having an unofficial “blessing” ceremony at my family’s church back home in Texas. There were too many people in my family who were immune to magic, like I was, but not in on the secret, so they’d notice anything magical going on. Having a “normal” wedding with them in addition to a magical wedding allowed us to accommodate both sides of our lives. It meant a lot of planning, but, on the bright side, I’d get to wear my wedding dress more than once.

      There was a stirring ahead in the line, and I got ready, feeling like I was waiting for the starter’s pistol to go off for a race. The crowd surged forward, and I kept close to Isabel’s back as the people behind us pressed against me. Then we were off, running down the sidewalk and squeezing through the still-opening doors.

      After making it inside, I found myself in perhaps the least romantic setting for choosing a wedding gown: an old brick warehouse lit by industrial fluorescent lights hanging on chains from the high ceiling. The floor was filled with rows of garment racks bursting with clouds of white. I couldn’t imagine how anyone would find anything in this place.

      But that’s what our scout team was for. The others went out looking for dresses, and my job was to go to them and evaluate what they found. I clung to Gemma’s arm so we wouldn’t get separated in the melee.

      And melee it was. All these hundreds of women took their wedding dress shopping very seriously, letting nothing get in their way as they attacked the racks. I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were fistfights before this was done. There seemed to be thousands of dresses here, surely enough for everyone in line. The trick was finding the right one and hoping that a dozen other people hadn’t already claimed it.

      “Katie! Over here!” Nita called out, and Gemma and I hurried over.

      Nita had two dresses off the rack. Gemma glanced at one and said, “Nope,” then looked at the other and said, “Let’s see.”

      I shrugged off my coat, feeling rather exposed in my skimpy clothes, and Gemma and Nita helped me into the dress. It was just a bit too big, but Gemma had clips in her bag to make it fit properly. I wished I could see myself, but there weren’t any mirrors nearby. I’d have to rely on Gemma’s judgment. She studied me for a moment, then shook her head. “Nope.”

      I glanced down at myself. “I think it would be okay.”

      “Never go with the first one.”

      Connie called out from nearby, and Gemma and Nita helped me out of the dress so we could go look at her finds. And then there were more dresses to look at. I wasn’t sure how many I tried on or how long we’d been in the warehouse. Time seemed to have come to a standstill. I existed in a sea of white, cream, and ivory, with no end and no beginning. The dresses somehow all looked the same to me, even when they were vastly different. Gemma had passed three dresses on for final consideration, and we were still searching. I’d given up on having an opinion at this point. I just did as I was told and went with the flow. I figured I’d get my input in the final selection.

      As Gemma and I rushed over to Isabel, who held a dress out of reach of someone else who was trying to get it, I heard raised voices nearby—women fighting over a dress.

      “I got here first,” one voice said.

      “Oh, I don’t think so. I had my hand on it before you did,” said the other voice.

      Gemma got my attention back with a hand on my arm. “Stay above the fray,” she said.

      She approved of the dress Isabel had picked out and added it to the stash, which was getting heavy enough that she drafted Isabel as our pack mule to carry the dresses for final evaluation. She could carry the weight and keep them all out of anyone else’s reach.

      As we hurried toward Nita’s signal, another argument broke out, but this time, the dress in dispute vanished from the hands of the woman who held it and reappeared in another woman’s arms. “Sorry, I got to it first,” the second woman said smugly.

      Using magic seemed to me like cheating. I hoped my magical friends weren’t employing their powers, especially since Nita and Connie weren’t in on the secret and I didn’t want to have to explain that Trix was a fairy and Isabel was a wizard. I wondered how many magical people might be here. Wizards and other magical creatures getting into fights over wedding gowns could get really ugly.

      And, of course, by merely thinking that I seemed to have jinxed the situation. Another gown vanished from someone’s hands, only she apparently knew what was going on. “Hey!” she shouted, and summoned the gown back to herself.

      “Okay, let’s see what you’ve got for me,” I said perhaps a bit too loudly, in hopes of distracting Nita from the magical activity. She and Gemma got the dress on me, and both of them grinned.

      “This may be the one,” Gemma said.

      “It’s so you,” Nita agreed.

      Just then, something bright whizzed overhead. I instinctively ducked, trying not to let the gown drag on the floor when I crouched. I felt the familiar tingle that told me magic was in use nearby. A glance upward showed fireballs flying back and forth, but the view was obscured through a haze. Isabel must have put up a shield to protect us.

      “Are they shooting?” Nita asked, flinching as a fireball shot overhead.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It doesn’t sound like gunfire. I think maybe someone’s camera flash just went haywire.” It was a flimsy excuse, but she didn’t question it, probably because “magical battle” wasn’t top of mind as a possibility for her.

      “I think we have enough to try on,” Gemma said. “Isabel, can you get us to the changing rooms?”

      I was grateful to get away from the mayhem—and more important, get Nita away from it before she realized what was going on. By hanging out with me, she was probably eventually going to figure out the magical stuff, but there were strict rules about what we could and couldn’t tell or show outsiders. When and if that time came, I wanted it to be less of a crazy situation than this. It had been bad enough that Gemma and Marcia had learned the secret when an evil wizard kidnapped Marcia.

      There was a long line at the curtained alcove that served as a fitting room, but at least it was away from the action. Some bright pops of light came from the middle of the warehouse floor, but it was easier to distract Nita when fireballs weren’t flying directly over her head.

      “So, you like this one?” I said, gesturing at the dress I still wore. I couldn’t see much past a wide collar.

      “Yeah. I think it’s you. Not too many flounces or bows, but it’s still romantic. Very fairytale, kind of like Aurora in the cartoon, but in white, and without the sleeves. And so much better than that thing your mom sent.”

      My feeble efforts at distraction were nothing against the chaos that was unfolding in the middle of the sale, and soon Nita’s attention strayed to where an all-out magical battle was in full swing. “What is going on out there?” she asked. “They take their wedding dress shopping seriously around here.”

      “I’d heard wild stories about these sample sales, but I didn’t know they were this wild,” I said. We were well past the point where I could safely deny seeing anything odd and make her think she was imagining things. Now my best hope was to acknowledge the weirdness and act as stunned as she was while I scrambled for a reasonable explanation.

      People were fleeing the scene, some still clinging to or wearing wedding dresses, much to the dismay of the sales staff. The security guards at the entrances and exits had left their posts to try to break up the fight, so no one was there to stop people from leaving without paying.

      The rest of my friends joined us, and when I saw Trix, I said, loudly enough for her to hear and hoping she’d catch my drift, “I wonder if anyone has called the police. Someone could get hurt.”

      She frowned, glanced back at the fight, then nodded in acknowledgment before drifting away to a corner where she could make a call without being overheard. If magic was being used openly, that made it a matter for the magical authorities, and it was somewhat within my jurisdiction as a member of the security staff for MSI. Technically, the magical Council should have handled this sort of thing, but they only tended to get involved when the situation got political, so we usually dealt with these kinds of events on our own, with the weak excuse that any miscreants were probably using our spells, and doing so openly in front of nonmagical people violated the user agreement.

      In spite of the chaos among the racks, the fitting room line kept moving as though nothing was happening. I guess getting a designer wedding gown for a fraction of the price was a big enough deal to make anyone tolerate a little mayhem. “Sample sales always get a little crazy,” Gemma remarked. “You should see what it’s like when it’s shoes. I remember one time when they had to call in at least three ambulances and police in riot gear.”

      Finally, we were admitted to the fitting room, which was really just one big space with mirrors along the curtained walls. I was already wearing the dress, and I had to agree with the others’ assessment: This might be it. “Okay, this one will do,” I said.

      Gemma’s eyebrows shot up so quickly I was surprised they stayed on her face. “It’ll do? You want a wedding dress that will do? Uh uh, you’ve got to at least look at the others on. You want to be in love with a wedding dress, not figuring it’ll do.”

      Her eyes tracked back to the exit, and I realized she was giving me an excuse to keep Nita and Connie in the fitting area until someone could deal with the public use of magic. I supposed there were sacrifices to be made in the name of keeping the secret, so I let Gemma unclip the dress and help me out of it, then tried on each of the others.

      The more I saw of myself in wedding gowns, the more it struck me that I really was getting married. I didn’t have cold feet at all. I knew I wanted to marry Owen. It was just that the wedding itself had seemed like some kind of far-off fantasy, but now here I was wearing white dresses and trying to picture Owen’s face when he saw me walking down the aisle in each of them. I still found it a little hard to believe that a handsome, powerful wizard wanted to marry a super-ordinary woman like me. At some point, I was bound to wake up and realize that the past year and a half had all been a dream.

      “Any thoughts?” Gemma asked as I stepped out of another dress and handed it over to Marcia to put it back on its hanger.

      “I’m still leaning toward that first one.”

      There were screams from outside, and everyone turned to listen for a moment before going back to trying on dresses. Then there was silence. I didn’t hear the kind of shouting that likely would have come with the real cops. No one told everyone to freeze and put their hands up, or anything like that. It was more like all the combatants had suddenly decided they were done fighting.

      The vote among my friends was unanimous on behalf of the dress I’d liked, so I held on to that one and my friends headed out to return the others to the racks. When I emerged from the fitting room, everything seemed pretty calm. There were no voices raised, no fireballs being flung. I spotted a gargoyle sitting in the rafters and felt a hint of magic, so I suspected there had been some magical help in calming things down. People hadn’t just suddenly become reasonable on their own.

      While I waited for the register, the woman in line behind me said, “You did notice all that, didn’t you?”

      “You mean the scuffle?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t say, “No, the gargoyles who stopped the fight.” Then again, we were always on the lookout for magical immunes, so I’d know we’d found a good candidate if she saw it all and was still reasonably calm.

      “Yeah. I’ve seen fights at sales like this, and they didn’t get this crazy.”

      “Well, wedding gowns are expensive, so there’s more incentive to do whatever it takes to grab the one you want.”

      “But they didn’t have to use their hands to grab. I swear, one time the gown literally flew from one person to the other. Another time, it just poofed away and then reappeared. Like magic.”

      “Magic?” I said, trying to pour as much disbelief as possible into my voice. It took all my acting ability, since I was so steeped in magic. I’d even briefly had magical powers. At the same time, I felt bad for trying to make her think that something she’d seen for herself wasn’t real, when I knew it was.

      “I don’t know what else to call it. And it’s not the first time I’ve seen something like that.”

      Now she really had my attention. She wasn’t just speculating based on this event. “Oh?” I said.

      She leaned in closer and whispered. “Yes. This kind of thing goes on all the time in this city, but no one ever talks about it. I think a lot of it has to do with how focused New Yorkers are on their own business. They either don’t see crazy stuff at all or they pretend not to see it so no one thinks they’re a tourist. But then I also think there’s someone cleaning it all up so there won’t be any evidence.”

      I would have thought she was a crazy conspiracy theorist if I hadn’t known she was absolutely right. “Clean it up?” I asked, curious about what she’d noticed.

      “Like this.” She gestured with the arm that didn’t have a wedding gown draped over it. “One minute, there’s a magical war raging out there. Next thing you know, all is calm, like it never happened. I bet most of the other people who weren’t involved in the fight have already convinced themselves that it’s just wacky sample sale hijinks.”

      I noticed that she hadn’t mentioned gargoyles swooping down with magical happy dust to make the combatants forget their fight. That was good. “Maybe they just got a dose of perspective,” I said with a shrug. “You’ve got to admit, it is kind of silly to get that worked up over a wedding dress.”

      “Have you looked at the prices?”

      Only then did it occur to me that I’d selected a dress without even looking at the price tag. I really had been distracted. Screwing up my courage, I found the tag. The manufacturer’s suggested price nearly gave me a heart attack. It wasn’t much lower than my annual salary when I’d been working for my family’s business. That price had been marked through, and several more prices below that were marked through. There was a final number written in red that I still thought was too much to pay for a single dress, but that was better than I’d expected after reading all the bridal magazines Gemma had dumped on me, and I had to admit that this dress was much better than what I’d planned to wear. “Okay, maybe that is worth blacking someone’s eye for,” I admitted. “I’m lucky no one else wanted this dress and tried to take it away from me.”

      “And you’re really lucky it wasn’t some person with magical powers who wanted it,” she said, her voice grim. She reached into the outer pocket of her purse and brought out a business card, which she handed to me. “Here, if you’re interested in tracking this sort of thing, check out this blog. We’re putting together a body of evidence to prove magic’s real, and maybe soon we’ll have enough to get someone’s attention.”

      “Do you really think it’s that dangerous?” I asked. Visions of the witch trials we’d studied in history class danced through my head, making my stomach clench. The idea took on a whole new meaning now that I had so many friends who might be affected by a real witch hunt.

      “Someone could have been seriously hurt out there. Plus, if people have magical powers, it gives them all kinds of unfair advantages. They can break the laws of physics, so it’s not even like someone being smarter or more athletic than others. It’s on a whole different level. Think about it.”

      I had no idea how to respond to that. I wasn’t comfortable stating that magic wasn’t real, since that was a lie, but defending magic would mean admitting I knew it was real, and that was strictly forbidden. My friends joined me once their mission was complete, saving me from having to answer. There was too much chatter from them for me to interact with the random woman in line.

      Soon afterward, I reached the register where, much to my surprise, the final price rang up at another thirty percent off the lowest price on the tag. “Wow!” I exclaimed. That was good enough that I didn’t even freak out when handing over my credit card.

      “See, I told you there were good deals here,” Gemma said. “But don’t you dare tell Owen what you paid for the wedding gown. Leave that much a mystery.”

      “Can I tell my mother?” I hated to get this kind of bargain without getting to gloat over it with someone who’d appreciate it.

      “Yeah, tell your mother. The discount might be enough to make up for any disappointment about you not wearing her dress.”

      In all the excitement about my great deal, I completely forgot about the woman I’d been talking to. I put her card in my purse when I got out my credit card and didn’t give her another thought.

      We wrestled the bulky garment bag home on the subway, and when we got back to our apartment, I tried the dress on again with more appropriate undergarments—though Gemma said I’d want to buy all new things for the occasion, even if I did already have a strapless bra that would work. The gown looked even better when not worn over leggings and a tank top. “Now, aren’t you glad you listened to me?” Gemma asked.

      “Yes,” I said, not even grudgingly. This gown was so much more “me” than my mother’s dress was, and it was a lot more comfortable, with no itchy lace.

      I was still wearing the dress when the intercom buzzed from the front door downstairs. “Hey, it’s Owen,” a scratchy voice said over the speaker.

      All of us squealed, and I ran for my bedroom, Gemma and Nita at my heels. I heard Marcia say, “You’re going to have to wait a moment.”

      Gemma and Nita helped me out of the dress, and while they put it back in its bag and hung it in the closet, I hurried to put on jeans and a sweater. By the time my friends had buzzed Owen through the front door and he’d made it up the stairs to our place, all signs of wedding gown shopping were gone, and I thought I looked reasonably nice—ordinary nice, not princess in a white dress nice.

      I greeted him at the door with a kiss. “I’m assuming things went well, if you had to stall me,” he said.

      “We’re not telling,” Gemma said firmly.

      “I don’t think you’d have made me wait to come up if you didn’t have something to hide,” he said, grinning.

      “Yes, the expedition was a success, and no, I’m not giving you any hints,” I said.

      “Buying it was a bit of an adventure,” Nita said.

      Owen flinched ever so slightly before saying, “Oh, really?” and I realized why he’d chosen now to drop by. He wasn’t curious about the dress. He was making sure we were okay. I wondered which of my winged colleagues had tipped him off.

      “You know, New York sample sales,” Gemma said with a shrug. “Anyone want coffee? I’m starting to feel like I got up before four, so I think I’ll make a pot.”

      “Whose idea was it to get up that early?” I teased. “And, yeah, I could do with a cup.”

      “As long as you’re making it . . .” Owen said.

      Nita yawned. “Me, too.”

      “I think I’ll just head home and get a nap,” Connie said. “My husband made plans for the evening.”

      Trix, Isabel, and Marcia chimed in for coffee, and Gemma went to work in the kitchen. Nita picked up the TV remote and began flipping through channels. “I wish I had time for a nap,” she said, “but the coffee is going to have to do. I have the day shift today, so it may be a struggle if it’s boring.”

      I didn’t pay much attention to her channel surfing until she shouted, “Hey, this is where we were!”

      I turned to see a breaking news report about what they were calling a riot at a wedding dress sample sale. “It really wasn’t that bad,” I said. “More of a scuffle than a riot.”

      “It’s crazier than anything I’ve ever seen,” Nita said, turning up the volume.

      On the screen, a reporter stood in front of the warehouse, describing the event witnesses reported. She turned to interview a woman standing next to her—the woman who’d been in line with me.

      “I’d say they were definitely using magic,” the woman said.
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      Owen and I glanced at each other, and he winced. On the television, the reporter said, “Magic?” Her tone made it clear she thought the woman was a crackpot.

      “Yes, magic,” the woman said firmly. “I can’t think of any other explanation, and I’ve tried. Dresses were disappearing out of people’s hands and appearing in other people’s hands. You can do sleight of hand with a coin, but with a wedding dress? You can’t exactly stick one of those up your sleeve. I also saw dresses being levitated, and once people were fighting over the dresses, they started throwing fireballs and what seemed to be spells at each other.”

      “Interesting,” the reporter said with a nod, but with an expression that said, “Get me away from this lunatic.”

      “Yes, and then they suppressed the whole thing, like it never happened.”

      “Okay, someone is off her meds,” Nita said. “I didn’t notice any of that stuff. There was just some really rapid tug-of-war going on. I mean, yeah, it was crazy, but hocus-pocus? Really?”

      Marcia developed a coughing fit, and Trix bit her lip while turning red, so I got the impression she was stifling giggles. “Well, it is New York,” Isabel said with a shrug. “It takes all kinds, and that’s not the craziest thing that reporter will hear all day.”

      “I don’t know, maybe there was some magic involved,” I said. “That’s the only explanation for the price I got.”

      “Katie!” Gemma said. “I thought we agreed.”

      “Oh, come on, you can’t expect me to get that kind of deal and not talk about it. Owen will be impressed that I got a bargain, right?”

      “It was a good bargain?” he asked.

      “They practically paid me to take it.”

      “And it’s gorgeous,” Nita added, now distracted from the news story—as had been my plan. “No details, but I think you’ll love it.”

      “Now we just need to tend to the million and a half other items on the agenda,” I said.

      I normally liked having Nita around. She’d been my best friend since elementary school and had moved to New York the previous summer. But I really wanted to discuss the morning’s magical events with Owen and the others, so I couldn’t wait for her to finish her coffee and head to her job at a Manhattan hotel. It would have been so much easier if they’d let me bring her in on the truth, but my requests had been decisively shot down by my superiors at the company. They were that paranoid about keeping magic a secret.

      When Nita was gone, I said, “I should look into that woman from the sale.”

      “Did you catch her name?” Trix asked. “Maybe they’ll rerun the story in the next half hour and we can see it then.”

      “No need,” I said, remembering my encounter with her. “I got her card. At least, I think I still have it.” I went to get my purse.

      “Wow, a month on the security team, and you’re already that much on the ball?” Owen teased.

      “She was in line behind me at the register, saying pretty much the same stuff she said on TV.” I rummaged in my purse until I found the card. “Ah, here it is. She said she writes for a blog that tracks magical incidents.” I handed the card to Owen. “Does this ring a bell?”

      He glanced at it, shrugged, and handed it back to me. “Haven’t heard of it, but that’s not really my department. Is she a magical immune?”

      “I don’t think so. She talked about everyone suddenly calming down, but she didn’t mention the gargoyles swooping in, so I’m guessing their veiling spell worked on her. No, she’s just perceptive and has an open mind, so she notices things and is willing to believe her own eyes.”

      “That’s a dangerous combination for us,” Isabel said.

      “And now that she’s started noticing things, she’s looking for them, which makes her even more likely to see magic,” I added.

      “If she starts talking about these things, then other people may begin noticing them, too,” Trix said. “That’s the real problem. If people start believing in magic, then they’ll see it everywhere. They only don’t notice a lot of it because they know it’s not possible.”

      “Would that be so bad?” Marcia asked. “Then you wouldn’t have to hide what you are.”

      “Easy to say when you don’t have wings,” Trix said with a shudder. “But I can see my people being dissected.”

      “She didn’t exactly sound pro magic,” I said. “She thought it was an unfair advantage to be able to break the laws of physics. I could see her as the type to campaign for restrictions on magical people.”

      “So I guess you’d better put a stop to this, fast,” Gemma said, “before they start burning your people for witchcraft.”

      “They burned heretics,” Owen said. “Witches were more likely to be hanged or suffocated. Unless they were also heretics, I guess. But this isn’t anything to get too excited about.”

      “Says the person unlikely to be dissected,” Trix said.

      “Believe it or not, this happens all the time,” Owen said. “We try to keep magic under wraps, but it’s impossible to keep it completely hidden, and yet it’s still a secret after all this time. You need a critical mass of people believing in the possibility of magic before anyone talking about magic can get any traction, and there’s much less belief these days.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked, studying the card. “She talked like her blog has a following, with people sending in reports. Maybe I should cross-reference to see whether or not their reports are valid and look into how credible these people seem. Just in case.”

      “Sounds like you’re really taking to this security thing,” Owen said, draping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me against him in a hug.

      “Are you surprised?” I asked.

      “Not in the least.” He gave me a quick kiss on the temple. “And now there’s a place I thought we might investigate for lunch. We can be on the lookout for any magical activity.”

      “Oh, yes, I think we need to do that,” I said. “And then I’m going to need a nap.”

      Gemma ran out of the living room and returned with a binder. “While you’re having lunch, don’t forget to go over your timeline and checklist. I think we’re on target, but you’ll want to see what your next action items are.”

      As we headed down the stairs, I said, “It’s still not too late to elope.”

      “Hey, maybe if this magic exposure thing turns out to be an actual threat, we’ll have the excuse of being too busy to plan a real wedding,” he said.

      “We can only hope,” I replied, hefting the binder.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t put much thought into the bridal brawl for the rest of the weekend. Planning a wedding—two weddings—had a way of eclipsing all other potential distractions. There was very little short of a direct nuclear strike on the city that would have forced me to lose focus on my epic to-do list. Only when I got to my desk Monday morning did I recall my mental note to look into that blog. I took the business card from my purse and typed the address into my browser.

      The blog was on a blogging service rather than on a site with its own domain name, and it was obviously done on a ready-made template. Whoever was behind it wasn’t investing any money in the crusade. I scrolled through the past week or so of posts. The incidents reported wouldn’t have sounded too convincing if I hadn’t known that there was a good chance they were real. The contributors wrote of people and objects disappearing into thin air, people feeling strange compulsions to do things they otherwise wouldn’t have wanted to do, and odd phenomena, like bursts of light. Even a desperate tabloid reporter would probably hang up on callers reporting this sort of event, but I knew they were all things that really did happen.

      Some of the posts were accompanied by alleged photographic evidence, but it wasn’t particularly convincing. These photos were even less clear than most pictures that supposedly showed Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster. All they proved was that the blogger was honest enough not to doctor the photos.

      I didn’t have time to dig any further before it was time for the weekly staff meeting. I used to dread Monday-morning meetings, but since I’d joined the MSI security team, they were a lot more interesting, like something out of a cop show. They were more a briefing on ongoing cases than the litany of urgent tasks as everyone tried to prove how busy and valuable they were that I’d experienced in most of my previous jobs.

      It was sometimes a little disconcerting being one of two people in the conference room actually sitting in chairs instead of perching on the backs or arms. Most of the security team members were gargoyles, since their role from medieval times of watching over churches translated into watching over the company and the magical world. The only other human in this particular meeting was Trish, another magical immune I’d met and recruited during my recent undercover work. She was a military veteran and probably more qualified for this job than I was, but she was new to the magical world.

      Sam, the gargoyle head of security, ran the meeting. He began with a briefing on current concerns, which included the fight his team had broken up Saturday morning. “The Council enforcers got there after we got things settled down, and they’re dealin’ with the participants,” he reported. “One of our employees was involved, and she’s under disciplinary review.”

      “I’ve got a little more to add, from my perspective on the scene,” I said.

      “Yeah, doll, whattaya got?”

      “Well, for one thing, the magic was noticed, and not by an immune.” I told them about the conversation I’d had with the woman in line. “And she said the same thing on the news. The reporter treated her like a nutjob. She’s got a blog tracking magical activity, and it sounds to me like the reports might be real, even if they don’t sound all that credible. I can dig into it further, if you like.”

      “No point. It probably won’t amount to much,” Sam said, shrugging his wings. “We get these every so often. We can’t pull the wool over absolutely everyone’s eyes. Fortunately, the general public isn’t likely to believe these folks. It’s mostly just the sort of people who believe what they read in supermarket tabloids. No one’s ever come up with enough credible evidence to convince anyone outside the fringe. I’d rather have you focusing on finishing up the analysis of employees who might have had links to the Collegium.” That had been my last case, busting up the magical mafia that seemed to have tentacles throughout the magical world, and I had to admit that it was probably more important than one person with a blog.

      As the meeting broke up and we headed back to our offices, Trish asked, “Should we worry? I mean, just imagine how it would change the world if everyone knew magic was real.”

      “Well, they have managed to keep the secret all this time,” I said, repeating what Owen had told me. “It may get more challenging now that a lot of cell phones have cameras in them, and there are video cameras you can carry in your pocket. That makes getting evidence easier, though magic apparently doesn’t photograph well. Let’s just say that their ‘evidence’ isn’t very convincing, even when you know it’s true.”

      Even so, I couldn’t resist pulling up the security logs and checking them against the blog. A lot of the incidents matched, so these people were reporting things that really had happened. I checked the readership statistics, and it didn’t look like more than a few hundred people had visited this blog—if that. The same few people might have visited over and over again. Maybe Sam was right. It was probably only a small fringe crowd, nothing to get excited about. Still, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on it and to learn more about the woman running it all.

      The woman’s business card gave her name as Abigail Williams, which rang a bell, but I couldn’t quite place it.

      “What did you come up with?”

      I turned to see Trish leaning against the door frame, a coffee cup in her hand. “About what?” I asked, trying to act innocent.

      “Oh, come on, I haven’t known you long, but I know you. You had to do just a little more digging. What did you find?”

      “They’ve noticed legitimate stuff, so I may keep an eye on them to see if anyone’s listening. The woman’s business card said her name was Abigail Williams, and I don’t know if that’s real.”

      She laughed. “Abigail Williams? Seriously? Yeah, that’s not ominous at all.” When I didn’t react as though I knew what she meant, she explained. “That’s one of the accusers in the Salem witch trials.” She gave a bashful little smile. “I was in a production of The Crucible in high school. My deep, dark secret is that I was a drama nerd.”

      “So, probably not her real name.”

      “Not unless her parents just happened to like the name Abigail and weren’t into history or drama, and she just happened to become some kind of crusader to expose magic. Or maybe the name was deliberate and her parents gave her a nice puritan upbringing that led her to where she is today. But I’m guessing it’s a pen name. Was there any other info on the card?”

      “Just an e-mail address. Should I e-mail her?”

      “I’d say it’s best not to engage. You’re up to your eyebrows in magic and planning a wedding to a wizard. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself if she’s already looking for magical weirdness.”

      “Oh, good point,” I said as a chill went down my back. Anyone watching me for more than about five minutes was bound to notice magical activity if they were paying attention. I may be so utterly immune to magic that magic doesn’t work on me, but I somehow manage to be a magical trouble magnet. All I have to do is stand there, and you can bet that magical hijinks will soon ensue.

      Okay, maybe some of that has to do with my job. Even before I officially became a part of the security team, I did my fair share of looking into magical malfeasance. Then there’s the fact that I hang out with—and am engaged to—Owen Palmer, who’s one of the most powerful wizards of his generation. That put a target on his back even before it was revealed that his parents had been the previous generation’s bad guys who tried to take over the magical world. They died soon after he was born, so it’s not like they were a big influence on him, but there are people who worry about his genetics.

      And that meant drawing the attention of this Abigail Williams person would probably be a bad idea. I bookmarked the blog and added it to my list to check regularly. I’d once tried to set up search alerts for key words that were likely to come up if someone started talking about magic online, but that turned out to be a lost cause. I got bombarded with news about fantasy novels, a pro basketball team, Disney movies and theme parks, and various Wiccan practices. Maybe there were some sites from magic watchers buried in all those results, but I hadn’t found them before.

      I tried clicking through to see if any of the frequent posters on this site were active elsewhere. A couple had their own blogs, but they were mostly full of pictures of their cats or diary-like discussions of their daily lives, with no mention of magic. I also tried running searches on terms these people used to describe magical events. That led me to a few other magic-watching blogs, which I bookmarked.

      Then I had to get to work on my real assignment. I checked the list of people I was supposed to investigate and visited their offices to look for anything suspicious enough to warrant further investigation. I’d have felt a lot creepier about monitoring coworkers that way if I hadn’t seen how bad the Collegium was and if I hadn’t uncovered evidence that a lot of people at MSI had been hired because of their ties to the ancient organization. That didn’t mean all of them had been actively involved. It may have meant little more than someone putting in a good word. We’d dealt with the people we knew had been working against us from within, so now we had to figure out those who fell into a gray area.

      Even as I chatted with people and scanned their offices for signs that they were magically hiding contraband, I couldn’t stop pondering what both Sam and Owen had said about magic being kept a secret. People today might not be so willing to consider the possibility of magic, but how had they handled it in the past? While I was out and about, I figured I could turn to my usual source for history of the magical world: Owen.

      He wasn’t a historian, but history was somewhat related to his job. He was in charge of theoretical magic. That meant he tried to figure out how magic worked and how it could be used. He also dug up old spells, tested them, and tried to find ways to apply them. While he didn’t care much about the historical events around the spells, he had a lot of old books about magic in his office and lab, and I could usually find what I needed there.

      Besides, it was always nice to have a valid excuse to visit my fiancé at work.

      I used my security pass to get into the research and development department and found Owen in his lab at the end of the hall. He and his assistant, Jake, were testing a spell. More accurately, Owen was testing a spell on Jake, a young wizard with the looks of Jimmy Olsen and the musical taste of Johnny Rotten. Just as I entered the lab, Jake yelped and leaped about three feet off the ground, twisted violently in the air, and looked like he was about to crash horribly before he stopped a few inches off the ground and descended the rest of the way slowly, landing gently on the floor.

      “I don’t think that’s what that spell was meant to do,” he said from his position on the floor, his words slightly slurred.

      Owen frowned and studied the whiteboard. “Yeah. I think the copyist may have dripped ink on that rune.” He erased one of the words on the board and wrote in a different one. “Let’s try it this way.”

      Still lying on the floor, Jake said, “Mind if we take a break first, boss?”

      “I second that motion,” I said.

      Owen turned around, saw me, grinned, and flushed a delightful shade of pink. “Katie! To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      “Actually, I’m not here to see you. I’m here to raid your bookshelf. I’m looking for records of any historical incidents that almost exposed magic to the outside world.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Jake said as he sat up and leaned against the leg of the lab table. “What’s up?”

      I boosted myself up to sit on the edge of the table, letting my legs swing. “Not too much. Just a few blogs by people who sound like crackpots, but who are frighteningly accurate. It doesn’t seem like they’re getting much traction yet, but I want to see what wizards did if this sort of thing ever came up before.”

      “Is Sam worried about it?” Owen asked.

      “Not really,” I said. “I’m just curious. People keep telling me that the secret’s been kept all this time, and I want to know how that happened.”

      He headed into his office, returning with a massive tome. “This probably covers it. Tell the book what you’re looking for, and it’ll flip open to that part.” He handed the book to me, and the weight almost made me topple off the table.

      “I guess this is one I should use here, unless you’ve got a moving crew and a dolly for me to use to get it down to my office,” I said, turning to drop the book on the table. It made a deep “thunk” sound. I hopped down and turned to touch the book. “It’ll work for me?”

      “The spell is in the book itself, so no magic is required.”

      “Okay,” I said doubtfully. I took a breath and said, “Show me incidents of possible magic discovery.” I hoped those search terms worked more accurately for this book than they did on the Internet.

      The book opened and its pages rustled until they fell open and lay still. I bent and read a bit. It discussed the paranoia about witches during the 1600s. “Next” I said, as though this was a computer search. That worked on the book, as the pages rustled again, falling open to an item from the Victorian era. “Hmm, apparently not all the lurid penny dreadfuls were fiction,” I said. Some of the more shocking tales were true, and the Victorians were big on things like psychic phenomena and spiritualism, so they were open to believing them. Oddly, that helped keep real magic a secret, because there were so many fake mediums for believers to flock to that no one was likely to notice any actual magic buried in all the charlatanism.

      “Oh, yeah,” Owen said, reading over my shoulder. His breath on my neck was warm, and I had to remind myself that Jake was still in the room. “A lot of the spiritualists and mediums weren’t talking to the dead. They were wizards or being used by wizards.”

      “Next,” I said to the book, and it flipped some more. “Wow, there was a wave during the seventies and all the hype about the Bermuda Triangle, Bigfoot, and UFOs.” I read on. “No, looks like the Bermuda Triangle, Bigfoot, and UFO stuff was another effort to bury stories about magic. I’m sensing a theme here.”

      The next section was during the eighties and the panic over Dungeons and Dragons. It seemed that someone had seen real magic and thought it had something to do with the game. Cue hysteria. “The moral of the story is that there’s always going to be panic and overreaction, but that’s true of everything, not just magic, and that makes it easy to bury magic,” I concluded, turning to face Owen.

      “I take it this means you believe me about this not being a threat.”

      “I suppose so,” I said with a sigh. “Besides, I have better things to do right now, like plan a wedding.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. These things always seem to escalate into you taking risks.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re one to talk about that. As I recall, I wasn’t the one turned into a frog.” More seriously, I added, “But you’re the one who needs to be careful. You’ve already got elements in the magical world gunning for you. If you did something that got noticed by nonmagical people, you’d make a perfect scapegoat.”

      “How often do you see me using magic away from work?”

      “Around the house, no, but when you do something, you tend to do it big.”

      He drew an X over his chest with his index finger. “Cross my heart, I’ll be good. And speaking of being good, what do you have planned after work?”

      “Nothing in particular. Why?”

      “I figured we could walk past a couple of florists and look in the windows. That way, we could check something off the to-do list in Gemma’s wedding binder.”

      “I thought the point of having a magical wedding in a magical space was that someone could wave a hand and, poof, instant wedding.”

      “But we have to decide what we want them to poof. Which is why all we have to do is look in the windows and see what we like.”

      “Sounds like fun, but I’m not the one who tends to forget time and work late.”

      He crossed his heart again. “At five on the dot, I promise.”

      He actually kept his word, much to my surprise. Usually, I had to drop by his lab, he’d realize the time, swear he only needed another half hour to finish whatever experiment he had going, and then I’d give up and go home after an hour. But he was surprisingly into the wedding planning, which I guessed was a good sign.

      As we left the office building, he consulted a list. “These are the florists Gemma recommended we look at, but since we don’t actually have to order flowers, we could also look at some botanical gardens. That would probably be a weekend excursion, though.”

      We waited for a “walk” light to cross the street to get to the subway station. This was one of those areas where Owen tended to use magic in public without even thinking about it. He could cross a busy street against the light without getting run over or could change the lights to clear his path. He’d been more cautious about using magic in public ever since the secret of his parentage was revealed. Considering what he’d gone through then, I thought that was perfectly understandable.

      But it wasn’t just magical people who ignored traffic signals. Jaywalking was practically an organized athletic activity in this city, and there were always people taking advantage of traffic gridlock to
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