The Oval Office was every bit as impressive as it always was.  The nexus of power for the entire nation of over 250 million people--and 10,000 wizards and witches.  Today, however, Sheila Knightman found the walls oppressive and the presence of the President foreboding.  He didn't look any different--trim black suit, smart blue ties (he always knew how to pick a tie), with his tall body seated erect but comfortably at the desk.  But he wasn't smiling, and Sheila had an idea why.

"I'll cut right to the chase," the President said in his Arkansas drawl.  "The fire's starting to get hot, what with all these investigations.  Now I know you guys are great at keeping it quiet but I have a feeling that any day now, someone's going to find out something."

Sheila cleared her dry throat, "What are you saying, Bill?"

He frowned and steepled his fingers, "I think it might be time to temporarily terminate our relationship.  I don't think the American people as a whole are ready to accept a cabinet level magician."

"Does this mean you're cutting us off completely?"  The room was starting to feel uncomfortably hot.

The President smiled warmly and despite herself, Sheila felt a bit calmed.  "I think it's best that you lay low for awhile.  Fade into the woodwork.  I've got an idea how to take care of things.  I can talk to John Major and see how he's handled things in the past."

Knightman could feel her heart sinking.  She'd known all along that their existence hidden amongst the muggles was a precarious one.  It had been easy to hide these many centuries in America--there just weren't that many of them.  But the comforts of muggle living and the identity with the great nation they lived in made the magically adept citizens yearn for more.  It had started in 1993 when a new president seemed to know just whom to contact and for what.  For the past three years, wizards, while not out, at least knew they had someone representing their interests at the highest level.  Her, in fact.  It had been thrilling and she and Bill and spent many a night discussing possibilities for future, open, magician-muggle interactions.

And now it was all over.

"Now don't think it's all over," he was saying.  "With any luck, what I have planned won't damage us very much and come 2000, you guys will be back in contact.  Al is fully briefed on the situation and is ready to pick it up when the time is right.  But in the meantime, we have to blow up a smokescreen big enough to cover you, and plausible enough to derail  those bloodhounds."  He stood up to clasp Sheila's hand in a warm grip.  "It's been a good three years, Sheila.  I know we'll be seeing each other again.  I'll make sure you aren't kept in the dark.  In the meantime, just hang in there."  

The President walked Secretary Knightman to the door, shook her hand again and walked back to his desk.  Sheila started to leave and on impulse turned to ask, "Bill, if you don't mind me asking, what did you have in mind?"

William Jefferson Clinton grinned boyishly and retrieved a cigar from a desk drawer.  Pausing to light it, he said softly, "I'm sure I'll think of something."

***

