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      Pascal liked to surprise thieves. He didn’t need to be onsite. He could easily do his work from his basement in his underwear, never ever leaving the apartment, and subsisting on food deliveries and the kindness of his doorman.

      But, in truth, his doorman wasn’t kind, and Pascal preferred it that way. He also preferred breaking a few heads whenever he worked, which was why he stood on the narrow cobblestone street just off the Rue St. Honoré, back against the ancient white brick wall, one foot pressed against it as he lit a cigarette beneath the Ne Fumez Pas sign.

      For as long as he had lived in Paris, which seemed like half his life, he had taken advantage of that Gallic urge to flaunt rules—even though he was only one-quarter French himself. He had come here because he could pass for a native, his French fluent, his accent Parisian, and it was much better after years than it had been when he arrived.

      The city had settled in his bones. He noted that whenever he smoked beneath a no-smoking sign, something he might never have done because of his tight-assed American upbringing.

      It felt like he had shed all of that in the years he’d lived here. He barely saw the things that shocked American tourists, things that had shocked him during his first summer here, so very long ago.

      He shook the match and dropped it to the sidewalk beneath the display window for a high-end men’s clothier. The clothes were ridiculous—yellow shorts, striped shirts, and loosely draped scarves. The mannequins looked like boys who were too frail to play rugby, but wanted to. The only thing he had in common with them was the flat cap he had pulled by its brim over his face. His was black, wool, expensive. Theirs were more expensive and probably made of some chic material that didn’t keep off the rain.

      Not that it mattered: the white mannequins had no faces which was, he had to admit, the way he saw white people much of the time.

      He kept his head bent just enough that the CCTV camera across the street would find him as faceless as the mannequins. His clothing was dark—black pants, black boots, a black leather jacket that had seen better days—nothing to distinguish him from half the other men on the streets of Paris this late on a Thursday evening. Anyone who looked out of the expensive apartments above the shops would think he had stopped under the clothing store’s awning to wait out the rain.

      It was coming down hard now, cold and bitter for April. Whoever sang about April in Paris really hadn’t been here much. He’d lit the cigarette as much to keep his hands warm as well as giving himself cover.

      He wasn’t wearing gloves; delicate spells were impossible with gloves, and the spells he was going to use on this damp, dark night, were the most delicate of all.

      He half smiled to himself. Knocking heads and delicate spells. His kind of party.

      Movement half a block down caught his eye. A bicycle now leaned against the clean white stone of the no-name hotel, the kind celebrities used, the kind celebrities believed safer than the actual hotels throughout the city, proving, yet again, that celebrities weren’t always the brightest creatures in the world.

      He took another drag on his cigarette as he scanned the street for someone dressed in all black, moving just underneath the awnings. If he saw that person heading toward La Boutique Secrète, then he would know if the smash and grab he’d intuited from the magic pool was actually happening. It only took a moment to find what he was looking for, a person, barely a shadow themselves, keeping to the darkness, heading toward the closed shop directly across from Pascal.

      Then another cyclist turned onto the street to his right, coming in the way tourists sometimes did after they had left the Louvre.

      Dark bicycles were hard to see on a good night. The rain hazed the golden light of the famous antique street lights, and darkened all portions of the city, not just this part.

      The thieves probably thought the rain a curse because they got wet, but it was actually a blessing for them. It meant that even if a CCTV camera caught their faces, the camera wouldn’t be able to distinguish features without special software.

      Rather like those faceless mannequins beside Pascal; the thieves would remain anonymous.

      To his left, another movement. The third bicycle had just been placed against the ornate ironwork of the shelter marking the Metro entrance. A final cyclist pedaled onto the street only a few meters from Pascal. He froze for a moment so that the thieves wouldn’t see him.

      They didn’t gather, like he expected them to do. They remained in the shadows, moving beneath the cameras, and keeping their heads turned when the light from window displays would normally have caught their features.

      Like him, they were flat caps. Unlike him, they wore turtlenecks, tight yoga pants, and running shoes, which meant their feet had to be getting wet as they stepped in the puddling water.

      Pascal’s gaze raked their forms, looking for one thing. Then he smiled as he saw it. Gloves.

      They all wore thin black gloves.

      Not magic users then, just as he suspected.

      Brilliant, really. The smash-and-grabs had become the bête noir of the Paris Police Department. They had even hired a specialist in smash and grabs to run La Brigade de Répression du Banditisme, the elite crime unit that specialized in high-end thievery and organized crime.

      The past few years, jewel thieves had taken their work to high art, not just in Paris, but in Cannes, the Côte d’Azur, and anywhere else the rich gathered.

      Little shops, like La Boutique Secrète, had upgraded their security, but thought themselves safe, since the most famous of the thieves hit the most famous jewelers in the world, those that could suffer the loss of multimillions of Euros and still keep the doors open.

      Pascal always found that fascinating too, considering the insurance costs. Someone was losing a lot of money, but aside from the B.R.B. in Paris, the other communities had not focused their resources on recovery. In fact, some had advised the jewelers to consider the jewels lost forever, and to proceed accordingly.

      Something he would never advise.

      But, then, he wasn’t advising the shops. He wasn’t working for them. He worked for the conglomerate that had folded so many of these small ancient shops into a kind of cooperative. Protection, they were promised, from the dark and evil changes in the world.

      He didn’t know if protection extended beyond what he did. All he knew was that magical items had to be safe-guarded at all times. And his bosses at Abracadabra Inc. controlled more magical items, through the ancient shops, than any other conglomerate in the world.

      The thieves moved with the efficiency of darkness on a stormy afternoon, all heading toward La Boutique Secrète. From a distance, it looked unprepossessing—two small display windows dimly lit. There was nothing to display, not in the middle of the night. All that remained of the daytime visions were the strange necks and collarbones, built for showing off necklaces; the unattached hands, some with wrists, designed to display rings and bracelets; and the empty velvet boxes, tilted slightly upward to show wares that, during the middle of the night anyway, were not there.

      To the non-magical, a smash-and-grab would seem foolhardy—a thief would either need brute strength to pry open the various safes and vaults or would need to know passwords and combinations. Many jewelry stores had now invested in smaller versions of the timed vaults that most banks used.

      But not La Boutique Secrète.

      It had something better.

      It had Pascal.

      He took one last drag off his cigarette and held the tobacco in his lungs. Then he dropped the cigarette and crushed it beneath the heel of his boot. He slowly released the smoke, reaching up with his nicotine-stained fingers to separate the plume into four tendrils. He wove the tendrils into ropes, sharp as steel and yet bendable.

      Then, with the flick of a finger, he sent the first tendril to his right, toward the bike parked the farthest away. He sent the second tendril to his left, to the bike leaning against the Metro entrance. The third tendril went into the alley. And the fourth tendril winged its way to the remaining bike.

      Once the tendrils arrived, they would wrap around the spokes, severing them. Then using some of the energy the tendrils gained from the metal, they would carve their way through the center frame, something that would be impossible to notice until the rider grabbed the handlebars and tried to stand the bike upright or—better—climbed on the bike with the intent of making a quick getaway.

      But Pascal didn’t watch the tendrils do their work. Instead, he kept his gaze on the four thieves, slowly approaching the windows of La Boutique Secrète.

      The thieves did not know he was nearby. He smiled ever so softly to himself, then, using a spell he had refined over decades, he plunged his left hand into the darkness created by his form and the wall of the nearby building. He willed the darkness into a gauze-like solid, then grabbed its edge.

      Slowly he pulled all of the darkness toward him, the way that a man would gently pull the blanket off a sleeping lover. The nearby lights grew brighter, but slowly, so slowly that the thieves could not perceive the change.

      He pulled the darkness off them entirely, and noted then that two of them were slight females, probably thin enough to wriggle into ancient ductwork or half-open vault doors. One of the men carried a crowbar, and the other had a black bag slung over his shoulder.

      They almost looked like a children’s cartoon version of French cat burglars, sneaking around at night. But those cartoon burglars always had large personal shadows, and Pascal had stolen these. He held them loosely in his right hand, so that the thieves couldn’t feel the pressure from his magic, holding their bodies hostage.

      The thieves paused in front of the display window, their faces reflected in the glass. They wore stocking caps pulled low, their turtlenecks folded up to hide their chin and mouths, but their noses were visible as were their eyes.

      Their surprised eyes.

      Pascal smiled. He loved that moment. The moment when his adversaries not only realized something was wrong, but they also realized that whatever was wrong wasn’t normal—at least to their little mundane minds.

      The tallest thief looked around, trying to see the source of the increased light, probably revealing his face to every CCTV camera within shouting distance.

      Panic had set in.
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