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A TIMELESS SPELL

Colin cradled the back of her head in his broad palm, pressing her face to his chest. One squeak from her or the cat and they would be trapped at the mercy of Brisbane’s men.

Their forced intimacy should have been awkward. But there was something disarmingly natural about standing in Colin’s arms, feeling the powerful throb of his heart. An inexplicable languor melted through Tabitha, making her feel warm and cherished and safe from all harm for the first time in her life.

Until the menacing hoofbeats receded and the tension failed to melt from Colin’s body.

His hand crept around to cup her cheek, alerting her to a more subtle danger. But the warning came too late. He didn’t even have to tilt her face upward to find her lips with his own. They were already there—tingling, moist, and parted in an invitation Tabitha hadn’t even realized she’d extended until it was too late to rescind it.

His mouth brushed hers, his bottom lip too persuasively soft to belong to such a hard man. Lost in a daze of pleasure, Tabitha considered calling back Brisbane’s guards. From a practical viewpoint, she’d be better off losing her head in this century than her heart …
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To the memory of Suzanne Wages, a shining star who blazed brightly, but all too briefly, through our lives. See you on the other side, sweetheart.

To Jack and Berta Pitzer and Patricia Ramsden, who shone the light so brightly I could not help but follow.

To Wendy McCurdy, who was generous enough to give me the keys to the kingdom without even realizing it.

And to Michael, whose steadfast love makes every home we live in a castle of dreams.
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Prologue
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Tabitha Lennox hated being a witch. The only thing she hated more than being a witch was being a rich witch. But she had little or no say in the matter, having been born the sole heir of both her father’s multibillion-dollar empire and her mother’s rather unpredictable paranormal talents.

Her mama had named her Tabitha, pronouncing it a good solid Puritan name. Her daddy had smoothly agreed, but the reason for his wry chuckle had not become readily apparent until a Bewitched marathon on Nick at Nite had choked a scandalized gasp from her mother.

“Did you know that cheeky little brat was named Tabitha?” she asked, referring to Darrin and Samantha Stevenses’ precocious progeny.

Her daddy lowered his Wall Street Journal and blinked behind his reading glasses, his gray eyes disarmingly innocent. “Sorry, darling. It must have slipped my mind.”

But a hint of a smirk betrayed him. Tabitha’s mama launched herself across the cozy great room, pummeling him with one of the fluffy couch pillows until they both collapsed over the ottoman in a giggling heap.

“You really can’t blame me,” her daddy gasped, tickling her mama into submission. “Your second choice was Chastity!”

As their playful tussle dissolved into a tender kiss, seven-year-old Tabitha had rolled her eyes at the plump black cat lazing on the hearth and returned her attention to her laptop computer, wondering why her parents couldn’t communicate through E-mail or their lawyers like the parents of all the other children in her Montessori school.

From an early age, Tabitha had craved the soothing boredom of routine the way other children craved toys and candy. Although her parents made a convincing show of normalcy with their Victorian house nestled in the Connecticut countryside, far more than her father’s wealth set her apart from her playmates.

Several of her peers rode to school behind the smoked-glass windows of stretch limousines or hosted birthday parties at The Four Seasons, but none of them ever came home from school to find the family cat quoting Shakespeare to a shelf of engrossed plants or a trio of elves peering at them from beneath the shrubbery. Tabitha’s mama didn’t just bake cookies. She baked dancing cookies that had the unnerving habit of popping themselves into Tabitha’s mouth every time she opened it to complain. Tabitha would proudly display her completed homework only to have it vanish into thin air the night before it was due.

Her father would frantically help her duplicate her fractions while her mother conjugated French verbs and apologized profusely for her lack of control over her magic. Although her dismay at causing her daughter distress was genuine, her mama could never quite hide the pride she took in her unusual gift.

Tabitha didn’t consider it a gift. She considered it a curse. Which explained why on her thirteenth birthday, when her casual wish for purple icing on her birthday cake sent sugary globs of it coursing over her stunned head, she experienced no wonder, but only frigid horror.

Trailing purple goo, she fled up the stairs and threw herself on her ruffled bed, weeping as if her little heart would break.

Her parents followed, sinking down on each side of her to exchange a helpless glance over her sobbing form. Her daddy patted her heaving shoulder while her mama stroked her sticky hair.

“Don’t cry, ma petite,” her mama murmured. “You must think of your talents as a gift from God. You’ll soon get used to the idea of being special.”

Struggling to catch her breath, Tabitha blurted out, “You don’t understand! I don’t want to be special! I want to be normal.” She snuffled into the Snow White comforter she had always detested. “I want you two to yell at each other instead of kissing all the time. I want my toys to stop talking and the dishes to stop running away with all the spoons. I want to live in a trailer park and wear clothes off the rack and,” her voice broke before rising to a wail, “eat my birthday dinner at McDonald’s!”

This startling declaration provoked an even more puzzled glance and a shudder of distaste from her father.

Despite her frequent and often disastrous brushes with the supernatural since that day, Tabitha continued to turn up her rather plain little nose at Disney movies with their talking teapots and singing mice, much preferring the stolid gloom of Ingmar Bergman festivals to those silly princesses always yearning for Prince Charming to swoop down off his stallion and carry them away.

Tabitha Lennox had no choice but to believe in magic.

But she didn’t believe in fairy tales.

Or happy endings.

Or Prince Charming.

Yet.
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CHAPTER [image: ] 1

NEW YORK CITY

It was at moments like this that Michael Copperfield keenly missed his ponytail. Since he could no longer tug on it when faced with an insurmountable frustration, he was forced to snap a pencil in two to relieve his tension. “You don’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation. Your parents have vanished.”

The young woman slumped in the leather chair opposite his desk didn’t even bother to look up from the reports she was studying. “That’s hardly an unusual occurrence, Uncle Cop. My parents vanish all the time. At parties. From taxicabs. During stockholder meetings. They once disappeared into thin air for the entire second act of my senior play.” She spared him a brief, mocking glance before flipping a page of the report. “You should try explaining that to your high school drama teacher.”

Her lackadaisical acceptance of his news only increased Copperfield’s sense of urgency. He rose and came around the desk, forcing her to shift her attention from the software configurations to his troubled face. “It’s different this time, Tabitha. They didn’t just wink out of focus for a few minutes or wish themselves to Paris for lunch. This time their entire plane disappeared. Over the Bermuda Triangle.”

Tabitha blinked owlishly at him from behind her glasses.

Copperfield pressed his advantage. “The company jet vanished over sixteen hours ago without so much as a blip on the radar. The Navy’s sent out search planes and ships to comb the site, but they haven’t found even a trace of wreckage. Of course, that’s not unusual in that area. I’m trying to hold the media at bay for a few days, at least until the Navy’s completed their search. But I can assure you the disappearance of one of the richest men in the world isn’t going to go unnoticed for long.”

Tabitha’s skeptical chuckle sounded forced. “So what’s your theory, Uncle Cop? Have they been seized by a foreign government? Kidnapped by a terrorist organization?” She whistled a few notes of the theme from The X-Files. “Abducted by aliens?”

He retreated to his chair, feeling far older than his fifty-five years. “I’m afraid their plane may have gone down.”

Silence permeated the office for an entire sweep of the second hand on the brass desk clock before Tabitha burst out laughing. “Don’t be ridiculous! This is just another one of Mama’s little paranormal hiccups. The jet will probably reappear exactly where it vanished or pop into the landing pattern at La Guardia just in time to give one of their air traffic controllers another nervous breakdown.” As if to escape his pitying scrutiny, Tabitha rose and went to the window, shoving a listless strand of blond hair out of her eyes. “You forget that Tristan and Arian Lennox have an uncanny way of wiggling out of trouble. Remember when the Lamborghini crashed? They walked away without a scratch. And wasn’t it you who told me how they once traveled back in time to 1689 to defeat my evil grandfather, proving once again that true love conquers all?”

The note of cynicism in her voice disturbed him. “A theory you don’t concur with?”

“It’s a charming hypothesis, Uncle Cop, but you have to remember that this is the twenty-first century. True love is no longer in vogue. Romance has been replaced by cybersex with nameless, faceless strangers or holograms of your favorite video stars.”

Cop snorted quizzically. “And you find that preferable?”

Tabitha shrugged. “The advantages are obvious.” The window reflected her pensive expression, making her appear less convinced than she sounded. “No connection, no commitment … no risk.”

Copperfield shuddered, but reminded himself that his rebuttal would have to wait. He had more pressing business at hand. “Your parents may have been lucky enough to find true love, sweetheart,” he said gently. “But that doesn’t make them immortal.”

Tabitha swung around to face him, thrusting her hands in the pockets of her baggy tweed trousers. “Have you forgotten that my mother was born in 1669? She may not be immortal, but she looks damn good for a woman approaching her three hundred and fifty-first birthday.”

Copperfield sighed, having learned from long and bitter experience that the only thing you got out of arguing with a Lennox was a pounding headache.

Recognizing that more drastic measures would be necessary, he withdrew a manila envelope from his desk drawer and held it out to her. “Your mother asked me to give this to you in the event of her …” His fingers tightened on the envelope. It was almost as if handing it over would make it true.

Tabitha stared at the envelope for a long moment before blithely snatching it from his hand. “You’re going to be embarrassed by your melodramatics when my parents come popping out of a heating duct at the next Lennox Enterprises board meeting.” She started to flip open the metal clasp, but Copperfield closed his hand over hers.

“Arian said you might want to wait until you were alone to open it.”

Tabitha frowned down at the envelope. Although she kept her voice light, her bravado appeared to be wearing thin. “What is it? My adoption records? I always told Mama and Daddy that I was too imagination-impaired to possibly be their natural child.”

Copperfield cupped Tabitha’s chin in his hand and gently drew off her glasses. Her somber gray eyes surveyed him uncertainly. Her thick mop of blond hair had been cut in an efficient shoulder-length bob, but her feathery bangs persisted in drifting over her eyes whenever she relaxed her guard. At twenty-three, Tabitha was nearly as tall as he was and twice as awkward, her gracelessness oddly endearing. Her even features revealed the keen intelligence that had allowed her to enter M.I.T. at the tender age of fifteen, earn her doctorate in Virtual Technology before she turned twenty, and achieve the status of department head in the Lennox Enterprises Virtual Reality Division in less than three years. But beneath the cool competence lurked a disarming hint of wistfulness, of dreams unfulfilled and wishes unvoiced.

As Copperfield studied the face of the child he loved nearly as well as his own daughters, he was seized by a pang of nostalgia. Tristan Lennox had become far more than just his blood brother when, as two lonely little boys, they had exchanged a solemn oath in that Boston orphanage all those years ago. He had become his friend.

“Oh, you’re your parents’ child all right,” he murmured. “Have I ever told you how very much you remind me of your father?”

Dodging his affectionate caress, Tabitha retrieved her glasses and slid them on with a tight smile. “You shouldn’t tease me, Uncle Cop. My mother used to say the same thing and I always thought it was a little cruel.” Before he could protest, she swept her shapeless lab coat from the back of the chair. “You knew—” She faltered, betrayed by her hesitation. “You know Daddy better than anyone. He’s always smiling and laughing, finding pleasure in the simplest things. He’s graceful and still drop-dead gorgeous, even at fifty-six. He’s loved and respected by everyone who’s ever had the pleasure of working with him. He’s nothing like me.”

She tucked the envelope beneath her arm and flashed him a brittle smile. Then she threw open the door, revealing the brass plaque that read MICHAEL COPPERFIELD, EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT. “Give Aunt Cherie my love. I’ll call you if …” She shot him a defiant look. “When I hear from my parents.”

After the door had slammed in his face, Cop returned to his desk and sank into his chair, torn between laughter and tears. “You didn’t let me finish, Tabitha,” he muttered, rubbing his burning eyes. “You remind me of your father … before he met your mother.”

As she stepped from the shower, a dripping Tabitha Lennox groped for her glasses even before she reached for the towel. Most of her coworkers poked fun at her behind her back for clinging to the archaic devices when corneal molding had been perfected nearly a decade ago, but she preferred the cool solidity of wire frames to having her eyeballs manipulated by a stranger. Her eyesight wasn’t really that bad. Sometimes she suspected she wore them more out of habit than need.

She towel-dried her thick hair and slathered cold cream on her face, then wiggled into a pair of cotton panties and the sturdy L.L. Bean pajamas she’d draped over the towel warmer before entering the shower. The heated flannel enfolded her like an invisible hug. A contented sigh escaped her as she slid her feet into a pair of plush slippers designed to resemble giant chipmunks—her one concession to whimsy.

She padded through the penthouse living room to the efficiency kitchen, pointedly ignoring the manila envelope she’d tossed on the couch after returning from her meeting with Uncle Cop.

She opened the freezer. Her hand wavered between a Lean Tureen frozen dinner that promised zero calories due to the addition of Phat!—the dramatic new fat substitute—and a frosty tub of Häagen-Dazs. After several seconds of agonizing, she defiantly chose the ice cream.

So what if she had a few extra pounds clinging to her midriff? Her baggy slacks and lab coat would hide a multitude of sins. And it certainly wasn’t as if anyone was going to be seeing her without them.

As she fished a tablespoon from the silverware drawer, a furry head butted her in the ankle.

“Well, hello, little Lucy,” Tabitha crooned, squatting to spoon a dab of ice cream into the kitten’s bowl. “Did you miss Mommy while she was at work?”

The tiny black cat had been a twenty-third birthday gift from her parents. Fearing that Tabitha would be inconsolable after family cat Lucifer expired at the crotchety old age of twenty-two, her father had arranged for Lucifer’s sperm to be frozen until it was needed. With the animal overpopulation crisis finally resolved, test tube kittens were becoming all the rage.

Still skirting the couch, Tabitha paused at the wall keypad to choose a musical selection from the digitalized menu, finally settling on Nina Simone’s “I Want a Little Sugar In My Bowl.” The sultry warble coaxed a wry smile from Tabitha’s lips. She already had a little sugar in her bowl.

She savored a mouthful of ice cream as she watched the lacy snowflakes drift past the glass expanse of the north wall. How pleasant it was to be warm and cozy with a winter storm raging right outside the window! In the past few months, the penthouse had become her haven—the only place where she truly felt safe.

She knew it had hurt her parents’ feelings when she’d retreated there after her graduation from M.I.T. They had rejected the spacious suite located at the pinnacle of Lennox Tower years ago in favor of a sprawling Victorian mansion with no climate control system and windows that swung open to beckon in both sunshine and rain.

Tabitha had always felt like an intruder there. Although her parents had made every effort to draw her into their charmed circle, she chose to remain standing outside, too shy to accept their invitation. She would never break their hearts by confessing that she felt more at home with the anonymous strangers battling their way through the snow-clogged city streets below.

She set the empty bowl on the carpet and Lucy materialized to lick it clean. Hugging back a chill, Tabitha frowned into the deepening darkness. It was one thing to reject her parents’ idyllic lifestyle when she knew they were out there somewhere, loving her from a distance. But the possibility of a world without their laughter, their tenderness toward one another and toward her, added a bleak edge to her loneliness. An edge dangerously near panic.

Tabitha slowly turned to face the couch. The envelope lay where she had abandoned it.

As Tabitha picked it up, a thrill of dread coursed through her. She understood Uncle Cop’s reluctance to hand it over. His words still haunted her.

Your mother asked me to give this to you in the event of her …

“Stop being so superstitious,” Tabitha muttered. “It’s an envelope, for God’s sake, not Pandora’s box.” Determined to face her fears, she tore open the clasp and dumped the contents.

A silvery disk skittered across the glass coffee table. Tabitha instantly recognized it as a video disk. She took it to her modular workstation and popped it into the appropriate drive, praying it wouldn’t be one of those maudlin presentations favored by funeral directors in which sobbing violins nearly drowned out the dearly departed’s last words.

The forty-five-inch wall screen winked to life.

Tabitha found herself gazing up at an image of her mother seated on a stool with the impish grace of an elf perched on a mushroom. She wore a vintage Chanel suit, red to match her lipstick.

Before she’d been forced to so ruthlessly curb her imagination, Tabitha had fancied her mama a fairy princess. Delicate and petite, Arian Lennox possessed an otherworldly quality that even age couldn’t tarnish. The wiry threads of silver she stubbornly refused to color only enhanced the lustrous beauty of her dark hair. Shallow laugh lines bracketed her lush mouth and sparkling eyes.

It wasn’t her mother’s fault that Tabitha had always felt like an ungainly elephant next to her. Or that she secretly wished she’d inherited her mama’s looks and her daddy’s talents, instead of the other way around.

Suppressing a wistful sigh, Tabitha stabbed the button that would activate the video.

“Hello, my darling Tabby-Cat.”

Her mother’s husky voice actually seemed to warm the room. Tabitha felt a rush of nostalgia at the sound of that Gallic lilt. Her mother hadn’t called her by that particular endearment in years—not since Tabitha pronounced it too undignified for a mature young lady of seven years. Tabitha’s eyes stung. Too many hours spent gazing at a video screen, she told herself, blinking hard. Lucy hopped into her lap, demanding to be stroked.

Her mother looked guiltily over her shoulder before placating the camera with a mischievous smile. “Your father would never forgive me if he knew I was doing this.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Mama,” Tabitha murmured. “Daddy would forgive you anything.”

But as her mother’s dazzling smile faltered to a pensive frown, even Tabitha felt a chill of doubt.

The invisible camera seemed to disappear as her mother fixed her with a penetrating gaze. “Parents have very little control over which traits they pass on to their children, my dear. Sometimes it’s gray eyes, or big feet, or an insatiable fondness for ice cream.”

Tabitha gave the empty bowl a rueful glance.

“Or, as your father would say”—Arian sat up straighter and adjusted a pair of imaginary reading glasses in a dead-on imitation of Tristan Lennox—“the ability to manipulate the space-time continuum and convert thought energy into matter.” A conspiratorial wink. “I prefer to simply call it ‘magic.’ ”

Tabitha’s smile faded along with her mother’s.

“I’d be lying if I told you it didn’t distress me that you’ve always considered that particular trait more a nuisance than a gift. But I suppose I can’t really blame you. You tried so hard to be a good little girl. I’ll never forget how hard you cried the day the principal sent you home from school because he believed you’d set off all the sprinklers out of spite. I thought my own heart would break.”

Tabitha’s cheeks burned with remembered mortification from that incident and a hundred more like it. Like the time she’d innocently admired a dress displayed in a store window only to find herself standing stark naked in the middle of the mall, surrounded by laughing classmates. Or the time the boy she adored had finally asked her out only to be turned into a frog during their very first kiss. He’d taken Viveca Winslow to the senior prom and Tabitha hadn’t dared kiss a boy since.

As if anticipating her thoughts, her mother leaned toward the camera. “Your father and I are deeply concerned about the way you’ve withdrawn from the world. Neither one of us can stand to see you lock yourself away in that penthouse like a princess in a tower.”

Tabitha snorted and wiggled her feet, discomfited by the guilt in her mother’s big brown eyes. “Yeah, Mom. A princess wearing chipmunk slippers and cold cream. You always were an incurable romantic.”

“After much soul-searching, I’ve concluded that you might not view your talent as such a curse if you could only achieve some small measure of control over it.”

It was Tabitha’s turn to lean forward in her chair, riveted by that single seductive word.

Control.

“That’s why I’ve decided to share with you the only secret I ever kept from your father.”

Her mouth fell open. Good grief! Was she about to learn she’d been sired by the mailman?

The story that followed was even more inexplicable. Lapsing into occasional French, Arian rambled on about magic charms, warlocks, corrupt ministers, microprocessors, and wicked magicians until Tabitha’s head began to reel with the effort it took to follow her dizzying flights of logic. Her mother’s talent for circumventing a point had always been one of her less endearing traits. By the time Arian paused for breath, Tabitha had decided she was either poking fun at her or in desperate need of psychotherapy.

But the look Arian gave her was so tender, Tabitha could not help but be transfixed by it. “So now you understand why I let your father believe I destroyed the amulet all those years ago.”

Tabitha frowned, more clueless than before.

“I trust you will use it wisely, my dear, to focus and restrain your remarkable powers.” Her mother touched two fingers to her lips and blew the camera a kiss, bittersweet longing in her eyes. “No matter what your future may hold, you have already made me very proud. Au revoir, ma chérie.”

The image froze.

Tabitha sank back in the chair, clutching Lucy without realizing it. The kitten squirmed in protest.

Until we meet again, my darling, her mother had said. Not farewell. Not good-bye. Until we meet again.

Tabitha found scant comfort in the words. Her parents had begged her to accompany them on their Caribbean vacation, but as always, she’d insisted she was too busy, her presence too vital to her department. Had she accepted their invitation, she might have been on that plane with them.

Dear God, what if they were really gone? Her sweet, charming mama? Her beloved daddy—the man she had always regarded with a wistful mix of adoration and hero worship?

Blinded by tears she could no longer blame on eyestrain, Tabitha stretched a hand toward her mother’s image. “Oh, Mama,” she whispered. “I wish …”

The word died in her throat, smothered by bitterness. She must never wish. It was the one thing denied her. Because neither money nor magic could protect her from the disastrous consequences of her longing.

Tabitha tapped the escape key. She had forgotten to cancel her audio selection, so as her mother’s image faded to black, the first haunting strains of Nina Simone’s “Wild Is the Wind” drifted through the room.
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many and be beguil'd by one.
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(,l/er she wish’d that heaven had
made her such a man.
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