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			Chapter 1

			Present

			 

			The sun reflected off the window, obscuring the view of the shop inside. Still, Claire was hyperaware of the products on display. She shuffled her feet and coughed but didn’t move toward the door. In the window, she caught the reflection of Tamiel’s easy smile, as if she frequented sex toy stores all the time.

			“You’re kidding. Right?” The guardian angel shimmered in the sunlight as she chuckled. “It’s in there?”

			“The magic calls to you. You don’t get to choose.” Claire bit her bottom lip.

			“It has a very interesting sense of humor,” Tamiel said.

			“I’ll say.”

			Tamiel rubbed her hands. “Okay. So let’s go get it.”

			As if it were that easy. Claire closed her eyes, blocking out the mannequins dressed in leather teddies. A powerful force churned around her. It reached out from the store like a tidal wave, swirling around her body and then yanking her forward. She had to dig her heels into the sidewalk to stay upright.

			The magic was raw, not filtered and refined the way the Fairy Godmother Council delivered it. Another surge tugged at her, and immense power coursed around her again, almost pulling her under. Panic flared. She had been around magic all her life, but it had never been this demanding or potent.

			She reached out for Tamiel, and the angel’s hand was instantly under her arm, steadying her.

			“Can you do this?” Tamiel asked softly, no longer teasing.

			“I don’t know,” Claire said. “I… I’m not sure I can control it.”

			As if sensing her hesitation, the magic yanked her forward, smashing her shin into the bottom edge of the display window. Metal cracked against bone, and for the second time in three days, a sharp pain shot up her leg.

			“Son of a…”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Three Days Earlier

			 

			“…banshee!” Claire cried.

			The coffee table had come out of nowhere and slammed into her shin. She hopped around the small living room, howling like a cat in heat and holding her leg. A glance down told her what she already knew. Blood trickled down her lower leg and pooled in the tip of her blue slipper.

			What an idiot. No, worse. She had been so concerned about closing this case fast that she had rushed her entry. And now Claire—fairy godmother: level-one-plus, the golden child of the Fairy Godmother Council—looked like a newbie.

			The young woman, her client, had been reading a magazine on the couch but had leaped up when Claire materialized right in front of her. Her eyes, first round with surprise, had narrowed into a hard glare almost immediately.

			“Who the hell are you?” She rolled the magazine into a stiff tube and waved it in Claire’s direction. “How did you get in here?”

			“Relax, Jenna.” Shit, that wasn’t right. Jenna was last week’s case. This girl pulsating with hostility was named… Claire brought the top sheet of case number 69317 into focus in her mind. That’s right. It was Abigail—Abby for short?

			“Relax, Abby.” She took a shot.

			Neither Abigail nor Abby backed down. Instead, she danced on the balls of her feet and jabbed the magazine across the coffee table. “Get the hell out of here. I took a self-defense course. I know how to use this.”

			“Yes. I’m sure you do. But put it down and listen to me.” Claire dropped her foot to the ground. She held it there even as a sharp pain shot up her leg. She needed to look the part and, frankly, put a little magic back into the moment.

			She forced a smile to her lips and hoped the incarnation she had chosen—a short, plump woman dressed in blue silks and a pointy cap—would do the trick. At the moment, she was a carbon copy of the fairy godmother from the live-action remake of Sleeping Beauty currently streaming online. Of course, this frumpy version didn’t resemble what she’d looked like when she had actually appeared to Princess Aurora back when she’d been an apprentice, level-ten-minus, but this day and age left no room for subtlety.

			“Guess what?” Claire threw her hands in the air. “I’m your fairy godmother!”

			“Don’t come any closer, you crazy-ass freak.” Again, the girl jabbed the magazine at her. “Are you looking for Todd? He’s selling whatever your DOC is in two-twelve. This is two-ten.”

			“DOC?”

			“Drug of choice.”

			“No. I’m not looking for drugs.” Claire shook her head. It had been such an easy case on paper. That happy scenario had disintegrated the minute she slammed into the coffee table. She took a deep breath, tamped down the pain still shooting up her leg, and studied the girl in front of her. Shoulder-length, brown hair framed an angular face. Metal piercings ran all the way down her left ear and jumped over to her nose and eyebrow. Abby stood frozen, her brown eyes two tiny pinpoints of resentment and anger.

			Yep, things had definitely changed over the centuries. Sleeping Beauty and this young woman were barely the same species.

			“Get out, or I’m calling the cops.” Abby’s hand darted for her cell phone on the coffee table.

			Claire pulled her wand, Carothann, from the invisible pocket of magic that always rode at her hip. One flick and the cell phone ricocheted across the glass top before Abby’s fingers could get there.

			“What the hell?” She looked up at Claire for an explanation.

			Claire waved the slender rowan branch with a theatrical flourish and sent her intentions straight to its core. The wand, trembling in her hand, strained ever so slightly, and magic filled the room.

			Invisible trumpets blew a soft fanfare, and a gentle wind lifted her blue cape. Golden dust shot up into the air.

			As the golden shimmer settled over them both, the hardened look faded from Abby’s eyes. Claire couldn’t suppress her grin. The power of magic worked every time. She had her now. Thank goodness.

			Abby laughed with a loud hoot. “Oh my God! I’m on Punk Me. Right?” She dropped the magazine on the coffee table with a clunk and spun about the room. “Where’s the camera? Is Van Woods here? Oh my God, he is so cute.”

			“Abby, concentrate.” She snapped her wand against the air. “Fairy. God. Mother.” Golden sparks like tiny fireworks shot out of Carothann’s tip with every word.

			Abby pursed her lips as she watched the sparklers fall to the ground. “I’m not being punked?”

			“No.”

			“And you are?”

			“Your fairy godmother. Level-one-plus.”

			Claire rocked back on her heels, in part to take weight off her still-aching leg, but mostly to give Abby time to let her unbelievable good fortune sink in. She waited for the tears of happiness, the squeals of delight, the—

			“No thanks.” Abby shook her head. “I don’t need a fairy godmother. I’m okay.”

			“Seriously?” Claire glanced around the squalid studio apartment. Cockroaches skittered along the wall of the kitchenette. The furniture could have easily been found on a curb the day before.

			The hardened look was back. “Yep.”

			“Listen to me. There’re lots of different kinds of okay. I can offer you the happily-ever-after kind.”

			“Whatever.” Abby threw up a hand in dismissal.

			Claire forced another smile. Abby was pushing all her buttons. All her cases, lately, were about managing attitude first and creating new destinies second. She took a deep breath. “First step is to get you ready for the party. I’m afraid you’re already very late.”

			“Party? What party?”

			Claire clenched her teeth to keep the smile intact. “The annual sales party? At your company?”

			“Oh yeah. That. I’m not going.”

			“But your Prince Charming is there. That’s where you need to go if you’re going to find a life that’s more than just…okay.” She waved Carothann around the room, pointing out a dark stain on the carpet and then the oven door, which hung off one hinge.

			“Office parties are lame. Especially on a Friday night.” Abby rolled her eyes, as if just having to explain this fact was the largest imposition imaginable. “Besides, I have nothing to wear.”

			“I’m your fairy godmother, for goodness’s sake.”

			“Yeah. I got that,” she shot back. “And that’s, like, relevant how?”

			Crazy. If there wasn’t a vampire or zombie involved, kids these days had no reference point.

			Claire tightened her hold on Carothann. The wand felt warm and familiar in her hand, the only right thing in what was quickly becoming a difficult case. With a swift flick, she and the branch pulsated with power. She visualized what she wanted and the wand jumped to life. Golden tendrils of magic streaked to the far side of the room. A pile of paper napkins leaped to life in Abby’s makeshift kitchen. They exploded into the air with a soft poof and floated back together to stitch an exact copy of the high-end dress on the cover of the magazine the girl had been reading.

			“Oh my God!” Abby rushed to grab the masterpiece before it hit the floor. Her grin almost touched her eyes. Give her an expensive designer label, and she was all-in. Claire should have led with the dress.

			“Shoes. I need shoes. Can they be Jimmy Choos?” Abby stroked the dress lovingly. “And, like, one of those cool, triple-choker necklaces all the rich girls have. I got to have one of those too.”

			Claire bit her lip and tried to push her annoyance back down into a place where she could ignore it. In the olden days, the makeover had been her absolute favorite part. Now it was a shopping frenzy, where the girls were like piranhas on steroids.

			Still, Administration just wanted the case closed. A tick on the tally to show the magical world the FGC was still relevant in the twenty-first century.

			Another flick of her wand and two People magazines hopped to attention on the coffee table. Rustling filled the air as their pages folded in on themselves and grew into metallic silver pumps. A second flick, and a used piece of dental floss in an ashtray squirmed into a sparkly necklace.

			Abby scooped up her bounty. “Oh my God. I have Jimmy Choos.”

			“You know, it all vanishes at midnight.”

			“It does?”

			“Yeah. You don’t get to keep it.”

			“I don’t?” Abby’s face fell. “Not even the necklace?”

			“Have you read even one fairy tale?”

			Abby just stared at her.

			“Those are the Council’s rules. I didn’t make them up.”

			“That totally sucks.” Abby plopped onto the couch. “Seriously, I think—”

			“All right, my dear. You’d better put it all on and get going.”

			Abby opened her mouth to start up again, but Claire jumped in first. “Chop-chop. Your ride is outside.”

			Claire pointed Carothann at a cockroach darting around the fridge. It instantly straightened up into a lanky man decked out in a chauffeur’s hat and coat. Normally she would have chosen the more reliable spider in the opposite corner, but roaches were incredibly fast drivers, and Abby was getting later by the second.

			The girl took forever to get ready, adjusting the straps on her dress and shoes again and again and putting product in her hair almost one strand at a time. So long that the chauffeur had dropped to the ground and tried to scuttle behind the couch. Claire was shooing the man back out into the open when her impatience boiled over.

			“Abby! I can only put things in motion. You have to take it home yourself.”

			“Just a second,” she said as she reached for her cell, still on the far side of the coffee table. Abby had snapped a selfie and was pulling up Snapchat.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Carothann jumped in her hand, and the pictures winked out of existence.

			Abby tapped the screen with a finger. “What’d you do?”

			“Nothing permanent. It’s frozen until after midnight. Just go to the party.”

			“I can’t go without my phone.” Huffing, she stamped her foot and held out her cell. “Fix it. I want a selfie.”

			How old was this girl? The file had said twenty-two, but with all this whining she was acting more like four. And that was being generous.

			“No pictures. No exceptions.” The Cottingley disaster of 1917 jumped to mind—when her idiot cousin Heloise had unbelievably popped up in photographs taken by two English girls. The FGC had moved heaven and earth to make the pictures read like fakes. And now, thanks to Heloise’s indiscretion, a refresher workshop on photos and all social media was required once a year.

			Claire plucked the phone from Abby’s outstretched fingers and dropped it on the coffee table with a clatter and no comment. She then steered Abby to the chauffeur. His big ears twitched like the antennae they once were.

			“Get her to the party.” Claire patted the cockroach on the back and turned to Abby with one last warning. “And you must be home by midnight. Or all this—the dress, the shoes, the really nice Tesla outside—will disappear, and you will be the crazy woman walking around in napkins and People magazines and wearing dental floss around her neck.”

			Abby gave her a hard glare.

			“Got it?”

			“Give me my cell back. I’m not going until you do.”

			A tiny knot pulled tight in Claire’s stomach. She needed to change tactics. Fast.

			“Suit yourself.” She shrugged and disappeared in a cloud of golden dust.

			“Wait! Don’t go.” Panic rose in Abby’s voice. “I’m sorry.” Plaintive cries followed Claire all the way across town.
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