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The last place Tara expected to find magical items
was in a tourist 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 usual postcards, canvas bags with
pictures of the Eiffel Tower, and Toulouse-Latrec mugs — were on
rack displays on the sidewalk outside.

Inside, though, she found a treasure trove. Mingled
among the delicate Limoges china and the petite Lalique glass
sculptures were unique items: cloisonné that looked authentically
medieval, perfume bottles made from glass so old it was cloudy, and
little crosses that appeared to be made of hammered, stamped
gold.

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

It was her personal curse that she understood banal
conversation in all three languages.

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

It had been eight months since she had been to
Paris. Eight quiet months in which she revamped the store she’d
taken over in the Loire Valley. It had taken two months to cleanse
the stench of the dark arts from the place, and two more to find
the right merchandise. Then she had to suffer the ridicule of the
locals who did not believe an American — no matter what her
experience — should run a magic shop that had been in their fair
city for hundreds of years.

She wasn’t making a profit yet. She doubted that
would happen for another two years or more. But she was finally
making enough to hire an assistant, and the assistant’s presence
enabled her to come to Paris on a buying trip.

And to get away.

Most of the items on the backlit shelf were small —
ruby-encrusted thimbles and china tea cups so tiny that no doll
could hold them. But in the middle of the shelf, someone had laid a
fringed bit of tapestry. Its ragged edges suggested that it had
been torn off a larger piece.

Above the tapestry, someone had
taped a small sign. In black India ink, someone had calligraphed a
single word. Relique. Relic, in English. Or, more properly, relics.

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

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

“May I help you?” the voice, not
friendly, spoke English instead of French.

Tara turned. 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,
revealing a tuft of dark hair that disappeared down the button
line.

She had no idea what tipped him to her nationality.
She was not wearing the American uniform of jeans, a t-shirt, and
sneakers. Instead, she wore black pants and a mohair sweater
purchased here in Paris. As an indulgence, she had wrapped a silk
scarf — the only Hermes she owned — around the sweater’s
turtleneck.

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

His face did not soften as she had expected it to.
Usually French shopkeepers loved 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, still speaking to her in English. “They did not
give certificates of authenticity at the Crucifixion.”

Tara didn’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 missed it.

She was afraid she was losing hers as well.

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 slightly, 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 material
inside, dried and molded to a hollow center that went halfway down
the ivory itself. Not a dagger then.

A tooth.

Her stomach tightened. The tooth wasn’t round enough
to be a whale’s tooth, nor was it long enough to be an elephant’s
tusk. The tooth was flat on both sides, and sharp on the edges,
coming down to a perfect point at the tip, almost like an
arrowhead, only without the groves so often found in anything
manmade.

“May I?” she asked in French, her
hand hovering over the tooth.

“The sign says not to touch.” His
tone was as surly as he was, and his English was formal enough to
let her know that he didn’t practice it much.

“That’s why 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.

He left the brick counter. She could see him
reflected in the glass shelves. His black pants were as neatly
pressed as his linen shirt was. He wore a pair of shiny black boots
that clicked on the ancient enamel floor.

He stopped beside her, and brushed her hand away, as
if he were afraid she was going to get something noxious on his
precious relics. “What is it you want to see?”

“The tooth,” she said.

A slight tension seemed to run through his body,
then he nodded once. He opened a small cupboard beneath the shelves
and removed a single leather glove.

As he slipped it on, Tara realized how quiet the
shop had grown. She could no longer hear the constant shush-shush
of traffic or the conversations of passing tourists. Instead, all
she heard was her own breathing, short and raspy, and the rustle of
the shopkeeper’s expensive clothing.

He slipped his gloved fingers beneath the tooth,
moving gingerly. The tooth hung off both ends of his hand, looking
impossibly large as he lifted it away from the light.

“You may not touch,” he said. “It
is too sharp and you might get the cut.”

His voice 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 see if the lines in the surface ran deep or were a result of
use, like the chips seemed to be.

“What kind of tooth is it?” she
asked.

“A tooth of the dragon,” he
said.

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

“If that’s true,” she said, “it’s
a dangerous item to have lying around.”

His gaze met hers. Obviously, most tourists did not
have that response.

“It guards my treasures as it was
meant to,” he said, finally reverting to French. “And my signs do
warn you not to touch.”

Not to touch. Such a simple command for such a
complex action. She had never seen a dragon’s tooth 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.

Still, that tooth had throbbed with an energy that
she hadn’t encountered anywhere else, an energy that could easily
become addictive if she wasn’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 a
curious tourist instead of a former employee of Abracadabra
Inc.

“Are you sure it’s authentic?” she
asked.

His gaze met hers. He recognized the game she was
playing.

“It is not for sale,” he
said.

They were speaking French and his surliness was
gone. In fact, he seemed a little frightened, as if he did not want
to think about the liability he held.

“Then why is it on the shelf?” she
asked.

“I have told you. To protect my
merchandise.”

“So you have something even more
valuable than a dragon’s tooth?”

That would be hard — and rare. Pure dragon’s teeth
were priceless, as difficult to find as the creatures that they
came from. She had never met a dragon. She’d heard that a few still
survived, but then she’d also heard that dragons were the comedians
of the magical set, which she didn’t believe.

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

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



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

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

But she knew what he meant. He wanted to know if she
had a magic certification, a convenience 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 all the little magic shops
franchised by Abracadabra Inc. followed corporate policy.
Eventually, she gave up trying to find an apartment — it was
difficult for the French to get an apartment 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 this time. 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 time in that suite asleep on the decadently thick mattress of
the queen-sized bed. Asleep or being awakened by yet another urgent
phone call.

Initially she had liked the hotel because it was
close to La Place de l’Opera and the Vendôme and some of the best
shopping in a city that was made for shopping. But in those days,
she never had time to go on anything except on an emergency spree
when she needed new clothing for yet another country in yet another
climate.

So when she came back to Paris, she promised herself
that she would spend three whole days shopping, sightseeing, and
partaking of the heady nightlife. Then she would get down to
business, visiting the dusty shops behind twisty stairwells in Le
Marais and the less-traveled areas of the Left Bank as well as the
arrondissements where the tourists never went.

A buying trip, she had told her
new employee — but she had never said all that she would buy. Yes,
things for the shop, but also a few things for her like an
extraordinarily expensive pair of shoes that she would probably
never wear at home, a skimpy little designer dress that would sit
in the back of her closet waiting for a special 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 the year.

“Mademoiselle,” the shopkeeper
said, and Tara blinked at him, looking up slowly.

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 hotel 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 this time he was speaking English.

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

She smiled at the thought. It didn’t play in
English. The shopkeeper looked at her strangely.

“Yes,” she said. “I am
certified.”

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

She showed the shopkeeper the ridiculous piece of
parchment that the Society of French Mages had given her gratis for
all the work she had done, controlling and destroying the dark arts
throughout France. Normally, certification through the Society cost
several thousand dollars and included a long (exceedingly dull)
course on the history of magic, as well as a test for the most
basic skills. She’d been able to 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 magical history than most mages, and thirdly because they
wanted her on their side.

Certification lasted a lifetime. They couldn’t
revoke it.

The shopkeeper’s bushy dark eyebrow raised. “Your
certification is French.”

His voice held surprise. She was getting irritated
enough at his attitude that she almost 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 a problem,” she said.

“No, no, it is not,” he said. “It
is simply — unusual.”

She smiled at him. “Then we are both full of
surprises.”

“Oui.” He
set the dragon’s tooth back on its shelf. The ivory glistened in
the light. Then he pressed a button on the side 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 along its edge, to see if
the ridges were scaly like she remembered…

A poster moved toward her, startling her. Then she
realized she was looking at a door as it opened. The door obviously
led to the supply room. A delicate woman came out, her black hair
cut in a perfect wedge, her make-up — in varying shades of red —
dramatic against her pale skin.

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

He snorted. “Watching soap operas is not valuable,
except to the television, nor is it work, not even for you.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. Her black turtleneck and
tight black Capri pants showed off a perfect Cyd Charisse
figure.

It wasn’t until she turned to toward Tara that Tara
realized the woman wasn’t beautiful at all. Her nose was too big,
her eyes too small, but with that alchemy that all French women
seemed to know, she had transformed those features into something
more than beauty, something arresting.

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

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

“You do not look magical,” the
woman said with all the spite she had shown the
shopkeeper.

Tara shrugged. “That’s probably a good thing.”

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

“They do not sell if they are not
on display,” she said as she stomped toward the spinning racks in
the front.

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

“The items are in the back,” he
said, as if the interruption had not happened.

Tara got that vague sense of the pornographic again,
as if he were leading her to something unbelievably dirty.

But she also knew that was her innate Americanness
coming out. The things American thought were pornographic, the
French often called art.

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

He took a key from the counter, and walked to a gap
in the shelves. The gap was covered with a floor-to-ceiling poster
of the Eiffel Tower in various stages of completion. All of the
images 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 his left hand, he flicked on a light, and
beckoned Tara to follow him.

Tara walked around the counter and to the door. The
air here smelled faintly of vanilla candlewax and Chanel perfume —
probably from the woman outside. The light coming from that back
room was thin and narrow.

Tara went through the door.

And stopped so suddenly that it felt like a hand 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 long-established
protections against dark magic. They would not let her go any
further.

“How long has this room been
here?” she asked.

He shrugged. “As long as the building has, I
suppose.”

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

The room, and its terrible secrets, had been here
just as long.

If she squinted, she could see potions foaming in
the distance, sending noxious fumes into the air, a thin shade of a
former resident working on even more nostrums, and an entire
cabinet — built into the wall and invisible to the untrained eye —
filled with body parts from someone’s former enemies.

Tara shuddered. She couldn’t hide her reaction, but
she doubted the shopkeeper noticed.

“You did not build this then,” she
said. “And you are not certified.”

He smiled at her. “You are smarter than you seem. I
can’t go all the way back, not yet. There are spells in place that
are older than I am.”

She could see through most of them. He had no idea
what he had here. “Yet you managed to collect these things.”

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 I could claim that,” he
said. “But it is a treasury, that much I know.”

And his wife — or whomever that woman was — did not
agree.

Tara didn’t want to seem too inquisitive. Now her
main goal was to leave without disturbing too many of the old
spells.

“Did you discover this when you
bought the shop?”

“Oh, no,” he said. “I’ve known
about it for years. Is there anything you would like to
see?”

All the dragon’s teeth he had would be a nice start.
The box of spell recipes in the very back — something on the edge
of it looked like Rasputin’s mark. If something of his was 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 Gallic as
possible. “I did not get into the French Society by being
incautious.”

His eyes narrowed, just like his wife’s had. He was
probably trying to figure out if the American was being naturally
rude or if she was trying to tell him that he had been careless,
coming into this place without the proper training.

“I have no listing. I suppose I
could make one.”

“No,” she said. “That’s all right.
I am on a buying trip for my own shop — a little magical place in
the Loire Valley. That shop’s been there since the
12th century, and I must call my assistant before I explore too
deeply in a treasure trove like this. I didn’t expect to find
something this untouched on the rue de Rivoli.”

“No one does,” 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.

As he did, she ran her fingers together in a remove
and dissolve spell. The web disappeared in a cloud of green
smoke.

He saw the smoke. “Did you do that?”

She shook her head, and told him only half a lie.
“It came from inside your room.”
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