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    The airport security line folded in on itself like an accordion. By now, the line should have been shrinking, but it only seemed to expand.


    Lee sighed. “Tis the season.”


    Beside her, Raj raised one dark eyebrow. “To be waiting?”


    She snorted in answer.


    The two young sisters poking each other in front of her weren’t helping Lee relax.


    “Okay, you two,” their mother said. “Grab your packs, we’re moving forward.”


    Forward one foot.


    Lee and Raj followed a step behind.


    “Excited about your first trip abroad?” Raj asked.


    “I suppose it beats going home for the holidays and having to pretend to be Mr. Morehouse’s daughter.”


    Actually, Lee would have rather spent Christmas in Spain, but Gray had settled down with Adrian in Paris.


    Adrian and Paris… now there were two things Lee had trouble believing her duplicate could come to love. Perhaps the love whammy Gray fell into had lingering effects. Anyone who originated from Lee would snap her way as far from Montez the Magician—The Avenger—as quickly as she could.


    Gray assured her Adrian retired from the business of avenging. No more sleazy set-ups to break couples apart, balding spells or body transfers. No more hexing for hire.


    They were performers now—magicians and illusionists. Yet another tidbit Lee had a difficult time taking seriously.


    Lee’s vision blurred the more she thought about it. The travelers surrounding her became smudges of color against the terminal’s bright lights. Their conversations turned to din.


    “I know what you’re thinking,” Raj said beside her ear.


    His grinning lips came into focus.


    Lee narrowed her eyes. “Are you reading my mind?”


    Raj’s smile widened. “I don’t have to. I know you, Lee. I understand your doubts. Believe me, I had them, too, but Adrian seems to really care about Gray and I think they’re happy together.”


    Why didn’t Lee find that reassuring? Maybe because she’d never seen them together. Raj had when he rushed off to Paris over the summer, thinking he was rescuing Gray from Adrian’s evil clutches.


    It turned out Gray had an actual thing for the big bad warlock. Or so everyone said. Lee wasn’t convinced.


    The line moved another foot.


    “Are we sure that love spell actually broke?” Lee asked. “She could still be under his influence and not even realize.”


    “Lee,” Raj said.


    Lee turned to him. “What?”


    “Gray’s fine.”


    The line moved another two feet. Lee’s shoulders were beginning to ache from the weight of her backpack.


    “We may not understand or even agree with her choices, but they’re hers to make. The important thing is we survived our first semester of college and we’re spending Christmas together… in Paris.”


    It was nearly impossible not to smile back at Raj when he looked at Lee with such open adoration. Plus, he was a hot half Indian who had his mother’s bronzed skin and lush dark hair. From his father, he’d inherited a set of startling green eyes more arresting than emeralds. Lee had always had a thing for the unique—from fashion to magic to men, she found herself drawn to the extraordinary.


    Raj McKenna was no longer the delinquent she’d avoided and tried to resist junior year of high school. She didn’t have to worry about him snapping off a professor’s blouse for humiliating her in front of the class. Those actions might have endeared him to her on a primal level, but she liked the mature and studious Raj. She appreciated how responsible he’d become. How she could count on him. If anything, she loved him even more.


    That’s what Lee ought to be thinking about, not festering over Gray and Adrian. Love like Raj’s was a gift to be cherished.


    As Lee relaxed, the line seemed to speed up. Soon she and Raj were handing over their passports and boarding tickets at the first security check. The TSA worker leaned against his podium, looking over their IDs. He opened and closed Raj’s quickly. When he got to Lee’s photo, he kept staring then looked up as though noticing her for the first time.


    Lee frowned as his eyes lingered over hers.


    Yeah, yeah, yeah. This body was gorgeous. Long blond hair, vibrant blue eyes, size zero, tall with perky size C cups. It had belonged to McKinley High socialite Stacey Lee Morehouse before Charlene had caused an accident that put Stacey into a permanent coma. Raj had used his mind healing powers to try and help Stacey, only to find she was no longer there.


    But she had been present when Lee drifted along as a spirit in need of a body. By that time, Stacey was ready to go, but it still didn’t sit right with Lee. How could she ever be comfortable in her own skin when it wasn’t her skin at all?


    The TSA guard finally handed back their passports and boarding passes.


    Lee and Raj joined the line for the X-Ray.


    While the mother in front of them bent down helping her girls take off their shoes, Raj snapped his fingers. An instant later, his sneakers appeared in one of the plastic security bins.


    Lee bent down to remove her own by hand.


    Raj’s smile quickly faded. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”


    Lee had given up her powers to save her duplicate Gray from certain death. Magic could never be simple, could it? When The Contact had come after Gray and started sucking away her life force, it was like watching her own death.


    Lee had acted on instinct. She couldn’t allow her duplicate to die.


    But now she was powerless and tired of the guilty look Raj got on his face whenever he used his abilities in front of her.


    She didn’t want Raj to apologize for using magic.


    It was his birthright.


    She worried that being with her was holding him back.


    Lee plopped her shoes into a bin and set her backpack inside another one. Once the family in front of them had sent their shoes and bags down the belt to the X-Ray, Lee pushed her items along. Raj set his messenger bag and shoes on the belt behind her things.


    Lee walked through. Another TSA worker openly stared at her. She passed by him and snatched up her shoes once they cleared the X-Ray. While she bent over to put them back on, the conveyer belt stopped.


    “Sir, is that your bag?” the woman operating the X-Ray asked Raj.


    Raj frowned. “Yes.”


    The woman turned to a TSA guard behind her. A moment later, the belt started back up, sending Raj’s messenger bag out of the machine. The TSA guard grabbed it.


    “Come with me,” he said.


    Raj and Lee looked at each other. She slung her backpack over her shoulder and followed him over to the table where the guard waited with Raj’s bag. Raj turned to her and said, “Can you wait for me?” He inclined his head toward a set of vinyl chairs beside a trash bin just outside the security area.


    “Sure,” Lee said.


    He smiled in gratitude and hurried over to the guard.


    Lee stood in place a moment wondering what the heck it was he didn’t want her to see inside his bag.


    Her jaw dropped as wedding bells rang inside her head. He wouldn’t dare. Lee quickly closed her mouth and took a seat. She tapped her foot as she waited.


    It wasn’t long before Raj walked over; bag slung over one shoulder, and grinned. “All clear.”


    Lee cocked her head to one side, taking a good look at him. Raj slipped his fingers inside the front pockets of his faded blue jeans. He wore a navy and red flannel shirt that Lee had wrapped her arms around many times over the course of the semester. He was one of a kind; her one and only, but that didn’t mean she wanted to settle down.


    Raj raised his eyebrows. “You have a peculiar look on your face,” he said.


    Lee stood up and wagged a finger at him. “There better not be an engagement ring in there, buddy. I’m only eighteen.”


    Raj shot her a megawatt smile. “But Paris would be such a romantic place to propose.”


    “Raj,” Lee said in a warning voice.


    “Kidding,” Raj said. “I figured you’d want to finish college before you started having my babies.”


    Lee smacked his arm.


    “Kidding again.” Raj rubbed his shoulder where she’d cuffed him.


    “So what was with the bag search?” Lee asked.


    “I must have been lucky number a hundred and one or something.”


    “Uh-huh. And why didn’t you want me to see what’s in your bag?”


    Raj’s grin widened. “It’s a surprise.”


    “I don’t like surprises.”


    “Trust me, you’ll like this one.”


    Lee did trust Raj—more than any other living soul on the planet—but she still wasn’t fond of surprises. She had enough excitement to get through while spending Christmas with Gray and Adrian.


     


    ***


     


    The taxi ride into Paris didn’t take half as long as the line to actually obtain a cab. This was the first time Lee had traveled during the holidays and she was impressed by the mass of humanity all inching forward on their journey back to family and friends. It didn’t matter what country it was. People wanted to be together for the holidays.


    A sharp pang stabbed at Lee’s heart as she thought about her mother. This would be their first Christmas apart.


    She could have gone home, but Gray had sounded so hopeful over the phone when she called to invite her and Raj to spend Christmas and New Year’s in Paris. With Lee and Raj attending college on the East Coast, it didn’t take any longer to go to Europe than to get back home to Washington State. Besides, she wanted to check in on her duplicate and see how she was really doing. Gray had been through a lot and although she wasn’t a sister, she was family. Just like Raj and even Mr. Morehouse. Supernatural forces had brought them together, and they were all bound for life.


    Lee continued to shift her gaze from the cab’s running meter to the scenery outside. The sky was overcast, but the roads were dry.


    For some reason, Lee expected to see great big fountains, cathedrals, statues and gargoyles on the drive to Adrian’s apartment. Gray had told her they lived around all the best attractions. This was Europe. Where were the castles? Not in the middle of the city, of course, but it would have been cool to pass one on the way in.


    So far, all Lee had seen was a lot of traffic. The cars were smaller and the license plates thinner and longer, but other than that it reminded her of the congestion around Seattle.


    Once they entered the city itself, the buildings took on an old world charm with their stone facades, columns and wrought iron cresting.


    Eventually the cab driver pulled over in front of a set of double doors outside a large stone building. Lee pulled her wallet out of her purse and handed the cabby Euros with extra for tip. He thanked her and went round back to take their luggage out of the trunk and set it on the curb.


    “Here we are,” Lee said, standing on the Paris sidewalk, looking up at the building.


    A hollow ache filled her chest.


    At least she had Raj. She didn’t wasn’t sure how she felt about shacking up with Gray and Adrian.


    Raj charged ahead, apparently immune to the holiday blues, and hit the buzzer outside the glass doors.


    The
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