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      The first Enchanted, Inc., book was published in 2005, and although there are no precise date stamps in that book or elsewhere in the series, that’s when I mentally set the book. I worked out the timeline for events in that book on a calendar for that year because when I was writing it in the fall of 2003, I figured that was the year it was most likely to end up being published. I stuck to that timeline for the rest of the books.

      But that means that time passes more slowly in that universe. By the seventh book, Kiss and Spell, only a year had passed for the characters. Now, as I return to the series more than a decade after it began, I’ve decided to maintain that timeline rather than trying to jump ahead or pretend that the books are always happening now, whenever that happens to be. This book begins in the fall of 2006 and moves into early 2007. I’ve tried to keep technology, pop culture references, and events consistent with that time.

      That’s why no one has smart phones (the first iPhone wasn’t released until June of 2007) or tablets. No one’s talking about the new Star Wars movies (they’re still recovering from the prequels). And there are some businesses referred to that were still operating then that no longer exist.
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      It was a crisp fall day, the sky was a crystal clear shade of blue, the remaining leaves on the trees in Central Park were a brilliant gold, and I was on a romantic Saturday-afternoon stroll with my handsome boyfriend—fiancé, actually. It was taking some getting used to that. “This is for real, isn’t it?” I had to ask the question. The last time my life had been just this perfect, it had turned out to be a bizarre facsimile of a romantic movie created in the elven realms as a kind of prison.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s real,” Owen Palmer said, giving me a smile that made my heart flutter.

      “You’re sure we’re not off in elf land?”

      “You’d know. You’re back to not having a trace of magic in you, so they wouldn’t be able to sustain the illusion for you. If that’s where you were, it wouldn’t be perfect.”

      “Okay, good. Just checking.”

      His smile transformed into a mischievous grin as he stopped and released my hand so he could pull me close with his arm around my waist. “Of course, if you want to be absolutely certain, you could try breaking the spell.”

      As somberly as I could manage, I said, “It’s probably better to be safe. Just in case. You never know.”

      Owen was nearly physically incapable of keeping a straight face. Even if he didn’t smile or crack up, he blushed adorably. “We really do have to remain vigilant.”

      Our kiss may have set off a few fireworks, but not the magic kind. Although there was a lot about him that could have come straight out of a dream, he was most definitely right there. When we both came up for air, I said, “Looks like we’re still here. It must be real.”

      “Must be. But at least we’re sure.”

      “And we should probably check every so often.”

      We resumed walking, and I couldn’t resist lifting my left hand to let the sunlight glint on the sapphire in my engagement ring. “You do like it?” he asked, sounding a little uncertain.

      “I love it.”

      “When Gloria took it out of her jewelry box to show it to me, I thought it was better suited to you than a huge diamond would have been, and I suspected you’d like having a family heirloom.”

      “It’s perfect. Just my style.”

      “Speaking of style, have you come up with any ideas for a wedding?”

      “I’ve thought about it, but nothing seems quite right. If we have it here, then my family has to travel and we’re throwing my mother in among all the magical people, which we really don’t want.” Both of us shuddered at the thought of that. My mother is as immune to magic as I am, but not in on the secret, and she has odd ways of interpreting the strange things she sees. “If we have it back home, our friends and your family have to travel, and my mother takes over the planning.” We shuddered again at the thought of the kind of wedding she’d want for us. Pink, puffy Southern belle bridesmaid dresses would be only the beginning.

      “I’d say that a minister and a couple of witnesses would be the ideal solution, but I know that would hurt a lot of feelings.”

      “My mother would disown you before you even joined the family. But not in the fun way where you never hear from her again. You’d still have to be around her. You’d just never be allowed to forget how you wronged her. It would be a life sentence.”

      Maybe it was the mention of my mother, but I was starting to get that weird itching sensation on the back of my neck that told me I was being watched. Of course, we were in Central Park, with much of the rest of the population of Manhattan, out enjoying the gorgeous fall weather, and I was with a guy good-looking enough to stop traffic, so obviously someone was looking at me. The question was whether we were being watched specifically.

      I tried turning halfway around, like I was looking at the statue we’d just passed. There were people behind us on the path, but I didn’t recognize anyone.

      “Do you feel like we’re being watched?” I asked Owen softly.

      He paused a long moment before answering, his dark blue eyes scanning our surroundings. “Maybe,” he said.

      The next time the path intersected another one, we veered off in a new direction. “Is it still there?” Owen asked after a few minutes.

      “Actually, I think it’s worse.” Or maybe it was just that thinking about it made me hyperalert and it was all in my head. Given the way my life had gone for the past year or so, being vigilant about my surroundings was second nature. I wouldn’t have been surprised if I started noticing things that weren’t there.

      Even worse, I was seeing things that were there, things most of the people in the park probably couldn’t see. Magical creatures tended to love nature and draw power from it, and Central Park was the best location for that in the city. As a result, the place was teeming with people with wings and pointy ears. There were small ones in the grass and underbrush, and tall ones walking around us. Ordinary people probably didn’t see the small ones and saw the large ones as normal human beings.

      But if I wasn’t imagining things, there were more magical creatures than usual out today. “Are you seeing more fairies than you’d expect?” I asked Owen softly.

      “I don’t know. I don’t usually conduct a census. There are always a lot of fairies in the park.”

      Even though nothing had happened to us, I felt like a gray pall had fallen on our beautiful day in the park. We turned at the next path intersection, and for a moment, I lost that sense of pursuit. “Maybe they were just going the same way we were for a while,” I said hopefully.

      “You can hardly blame us for being paranoid,” Owen said, draping his arm around my shoulders. “Not too long ago, we were kidnapped by elves, and before that, we had just about every magical creature in Manhattan chasing us.”

      “Yeah, and then there were all those people working for Ivor Ramsay and Phelan Idris. At least I’m not seeing any of those skeleton creatures or harpies. These seem like ordinary fairies and sprites,” I said.

      We reached another intersection in the walking path. To one side, there seemed to be a lot more fairies. To the other, the way was a little less populated with things that looked magical. Without having to consult each other, we turned to the less magical area. I didn’t know exactly what Owen’s reasoning was, but it was easier for me to detect specific sources of magic when there were fewer of them.

      Sure enough, that overall tingle that made me aware of magic soon eased. I found myself breathing more easily, and there was less tension in Owen’s arm around me. We were in my favorite part of the park, along the lake and near the picturesque Bow Bridge. This really did feel like the setting for a romantic movie, probably because it had been used in so many of them. “Maybe we should test our reality again,” I said to Owen. “You know, just in case.”

      “Hmm, do you hear jazz standards or pop songs in your head?”

      “There doesn’t seem to be a soundtrack at all.”

      “Then I’m pretty sure we’re not acting out a movie again.” We stopped at the apex of the bridge’s arch and moved closer to the railing so we weren’t blocking the way for others. “But we should probably test it to be sure.” His lips had barely touched mine—with no accompanying background music to emphasize the surging emotion—when I couldn’t help but twitch. “What is it?” he asked.

      “I’m feeling it again. Someone’s watching us.”

      “We’re making out in the middle of a bridge. That tends to draw attention.”

      “No, I feel magic.”

      He stood very still for a moment, and then the twinkle in his eyes faded. “You’re right. I feel it, too.” He released his hold on me and took my hand. Together, we hurried off the bridge.

      But when we left the bridge, we soon found ourselves in the Ramble. It was easy to get lost in there, though I supposed it was also easy to lose someone in there. I didn’t know if the magical creatures who lived there would still help us when we weren’t carrying an enchanted brooch, but once we were out of public sight, Owen could draw on his power to defend us, if it came to that.

      When we rounded a corner and found ourselves face-to-face with a familiar woman, I immediately moved to stand in front of Owen, blocking him from her as well as I could.

      “It was my ancestor who frogged Philip Vandermeer, not me, so you can relax,” Sylvia Meredith said. I didn’t think that made things much better. She may have been only the descendant of the person who’d stolen my friend Philip’s family business a century ago after turning him into a frog, but she’d been using that business to fund the bad guys we’d defeated recently.

      “You herded us here!” I accused.

      “Some friends helped, but you made it awfully easy.”

      “What do you want?” Owen asked, stepping out from behind me.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “To me in particular, to us, or maybe to the people I work for?”

      “Both of you. And MSI in general. And your boss, if you can get him.”

      “What do you want to talk about?” I asked.

      “Some things you need to know.”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything we want to hear from you,” I said.

      “You’re going to want to hear this. Have you heard of the Collegium?”

      Owen frowned slightly. “I thought it was just a story. Maybe it was real once, but it hasn’t been around in ages.”

      “That’s what you think. We’ve been more quiet and subtle in recent years, but that’s about to change.”

      “You’re with the Collegium?” Owen said, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

      “What’s the Collegium?” I asked.

      She said to Owen, “Do you want to explain it, or do you want me to?”

      “The stories say they were a cabal of sorts, a coalition of certain magical families, though no one was sure which families were really involved,” Owen said. “Supposedly, they had some legitimate businesses in the magical world, but their primary function was to destroy or take over any competition, and they then used their position to gain power elsewhere.”

      “Like a magical mafia?” I said. “Only instead of giving people concrete shoes, you turn them into frogs.”

      “We very rarely resort to that these days,” Sylvia said. “Now, before I tell you anything else, I need your promise of protection.”

      “Protection from what?” Owen asked.

      “From the Collegium, of course. You don’t talk about them to outsiders and stay off a lily pad for long.”

      “Then why are you talking to us, if it puts you in danger?”

      “Because I’m already in danger. I’m considered high-risk. I was the scapegoat for what happened with Ivor Ramsay, and they’re probably going to get rid of me to avoid connecting that affair to the Collegium. So I thought my only chance was to trade the information I have for whatever protection you can offer me. And believe me, what I’ve got is worth it.”

      “What have you got?” Owen asked.

      “Nice try, handsome, but you’ll have to guarantee protection for me. You talk it over with your boss, and then I’ll talk.”

      “How will we let you know?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be able to find you.”

      “Do you have a deadline?” I asked, but there was no reply. A dense mist suddenly arose, so that I could no longer see Sylvia—or anything else more than about two feet away in any direction.

      “Can you see anything?” Owen asked.

      “It’s a real fog, not an illusion,” I replied. We didn’t dare move, given the steep hills and rocky ground in that area. Owen waved a hand and murmured a spell, and the fog gradually dissipated, but by the time we could see our surroundings again, Sylvia was gone.

      “Okay, that was weird,” I said.

      “For us?” Owen said with a wry smile. “Very low on the weird scale, but I’ll agree that it’s somewhat odd.”

      “There’s a magical mafia? How did I not know about this?”

      “I don’t know much more than that, and I’m still not convinced it’s real.”

      “Philip was turned into a frog so his business could be stolen,” I pointed out.

      “A hundred years ago.”

      “And the family that did that was still running it until earlier this year.”

      He nodded. “Good point. But that doesn’t mean it was a vast cabal. It could have been just the one family of crooks. We should probably talk to Philip about this, and then we can bring it to Merlin to see what he has to say.”

      Yes, Merlin is my boss. And yes, it’s that Merlin. I work for a company called Magic, Spells, and Illusions, Inc. They do pretty much what it says on the label, but they also function as a kind of de facto authority in the magical world, since the magical Council that’s supposed to run things isn’t all that effective. “Sounds like a plan to me. Now, shall we get back to our perfect fall day?”
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        * * *

      

      I let Owen report the incident to Merlin, since he knew more about the Collegium. I was a little surprised when I got word that Merlin had agreed to Sylvia’s terms, since she’d so recently been an enemy. Supposedly, she’d been blackmailed into helping with Ramsay’s scheme, and the takeover of Philip’s company had happened long before she was born, but I still wasn’t sure I trusted her. Now we had to wait for her to contact us again.

      I was on the subway after work one evening the following week, crammed in with the other commuters, when I felt someone bump against me. That was hardly unusual, but then the person who’d bumped me whispered, “Well?”

      I turned to see Sylvia, a shawl pulled over her head. “You’re on,” I said. “You can come by at any time.”

      “I’m not going there. No meeting in public, either.”

      “Then where?” I tried to think of a location for a secret meeting that wasn’t public and that wasn’t our office. “My place?” I suggested. “It’s warded, and lots of people enter through the building’s front door, so it won’t be too obvious.”

      “Yes, that will work.”

      I gave her the address and added, “How about at seven?” By then, Nita, my one roommate who wasn’t in on the magical secret, would have left for work on the night shift at a hotel registration desk, so it would be safe to talk freely. I just hoped the place wasn’t too messy for unexpected company.

      “Make sure you aren’t followed,” she said.

      “I live there,” I pointed out. “They wouldn’t have to follow me to know that’s where I’ll end up.”

      She got off the subway a stop before I did. I had a few errands to run before I went home, so I called Owen as soon as I was out of the station to let him know about the arrangements. Next, I called home to see if anyone was there and gave my roommate Gemma, who answered the phone, a heads-up that company was on the way. Then I picked up some dry cleaning and got a box of cookies for refreshments, since I wouldn’t have time to bake.

      When I got up the stairs to my floor, Sylvia was standing in the hallway. She must have gone straight there. “It’s about time,” she snapped.

      “We still have forty-five minutes,” I said as I unlocked the door.

      Gemma greeted us when we entered. Her boyfriend, Philip, was also there. Gemma must have rushed to get ready after my warning, because there was no laundry lying about, and there were only a few dirty dishes in the sink, so the apartment was reasonably presentable for company. “Please, have a seat,” Gemma said to Sylvia, gesturing toward the sofa. “Can I get you anything?”

      “A stiff drink would be good.” Then Sylvia shook her head. “No, probably better not. I need to keep my wits.”

      Philip stood on the opposite side of the room from Sylvia, his arms crossed over his chest and his normally pleasant face set into a fierce glare. Sylvia sat in the chair nearest the window, constantly glancing over her shoulder and then back to the front door, as though worried that at any moment someone would come bursting in.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin when the intercom from the front door sounded. It was Owen, and I buzzed him in. Her paranoia made me think of something. “How’s the boss going to get in?” I asked Owen when he entered. “You and Philip are here all the time, but it’s going to look weird if the boss comes to my apartment. That is, if anyone is watching.”

      “I think that’s under control,” Owen said, grinning. I followed his gaze to see a flying carpet hovering outside the window, Merlin seated cross-legged on it as if he were sitting comfortably on his living room floor.

      I went to open the window, and after pausing to give the tiny driver instructions, Merlin swiveled on the carpet and slid off, stepping through the window into the room. The carpet zipped away. He took off his overcoat, and Gemma hurried to take it from him.

      “Good, we’re all here,” Sylvia said. She drained the glass of water Gemma had given her like it was the stiff drink she’d asked for, gripped her knees, and braced herself before speaking. “And believe me, you need to hear this. You’re sure you’ll get me to safety?”

      Merlin nodded. “You have my word that we will do what we can to keep you safe. What do you have to tell us?”

      She took a long, slow, deep breath and let it out in a big whoosh. “Well, to start with, Ivor Ramsay was Collegium. Magic, Spells, and Illusions, Incorporated, was pretty much a Collegium outfit for the longest time, and we still have a lot of people there. His idea to bring you back so he could defeat you and solidify his power was his own, and it didn’t sit well with the higher-ups. That’s why I’m in trouble, since I backed him, but I didn’t know it wasn’t sanctioned.”

      “I don’t suppose you could provide me with a list of suspect staff,” Merlin said.

      “I never had that kind of information, just that we had people there.”

      Philip, who’d been silently scowling at Sylvia all that time, crossed the room to stand in front of her and glare down at her. “There’s got to be more than that. Otherwise, I don’t see why we shouldn’t just let them have you.”

      “Boy, you hold a grudge, don’t you?”

      “If you’d spent a century eating flies, you might bear some resentment.”

      “Well, no, that’s not all. MSI is a big part of their plans. Without the company, they’re not the major player in the magical world. With you in charge, they don’t have MSI in their pocket. You need to be on the lookout.”

      “For what?” I asked as I tried to remember every mafia movie I’d ever seen. “Are they going to drive us out of business? Burn us down? Scare our employees out of working? If they want to replace the boss, they have to have someone else to take his place, so do they have someone already working there, ready to move up? I can’t see how they’d be able to come from outside and take over without us noticing.”

      “This isn’t some mobster movie,” she said with a scathing tone, and I couldn’t help but wince guiltily. “But I don’t know exactly what they have planned. They may not have planned anything yet. I do know that the heads are meeting, a lot. This is bigger than any of you realize, and you’ve foiled some schemes that have been decades in the making. They won’t want to lose again. Now, is that worth my safety?”

      I wasn’t so sure that a bunch of vague warnings was enough, but Merlin nodded. “Yes, we will keep you safe. If you leave with me, I can take you to a secure location now.”

      Sylvia stood. “I’ll leave with you because your carpet lets me get out of here without any followers noticing me, but I’m going to wait before I disappear. If I lie low and play it cool, they’ll be less suspicious that I’ve been up to anything, and I can keep my job longer. I need a little time to move money into secret accounts to set up my new life, since I doubt you’ll be willing to fund me at the level I’d like. You can drop me off somewhere.”

      “If you insist.” Merlin got out his cell phone and pushed a button. A moment later, the carpet flew up to the window and hovered. Philip and Owen helped Sylvia and Merlin out, and the carpet flew away.

      I sank onto the couch Merlin had vacated. “What do we do about this? These warnings are too vague to really act on.”

      Owen sat beside me and took my hand. “I suppose we’ll start by vetting our employees to see who might be a threat. We may need your help with that, in case they’re using magic to hide anything. We’ll be careful about anyone we hire, and we’ll need to solidify our relationships with any powerful individuals or companies we know we can trust.”

      “What you need is a Donnie Brasco,” Gemma said.

      “Who is that?” Philip asked.

      “He was an FBI agent who managed to infiltrate the mob by going into deep cover. They had no idea he was FBI and told him all kinds of stuff. There was a movie about it with Johnny Depp.” She paused for a moment of silent contemplation, a faint smile on her lips.

      With the slightest hint of irritation, Philip said, “I’m afraid that won’t be so easy. These are families that you have to be born into. A wizard couldn’t just get a job with them and learn all their secrets. Unless ...”

      “Unless what?” I asked.

      “Well, the one exception I’m aware of is that they make use of magical immunes, and although those do occasionally occur in magical families, they generally must be recruited from outside the company.”

      Before I had a chance to react, Owen turned to me and said, “Don’t even think about it.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about it!” I protested, and it was mostly true because I hadn’t had time to start considering it. “But it would never work because I’m too well-known. By now, everyone in the magical world knows who I am and where I work. It would be like trying to infiltrate the mob while wearing an FBI jacket. Besides, I have a wedding to plan.”

      Owen released my hand that he was holding and slipped his arm around my shoulders, pulling me against him. After kissing the top of my head, he said, “And don’t you forget it.”
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        * * *

      

      I got called to Merlin’s office the next afternoon. Technically, my job was marketing manager of the company, but I seemed to spend most of my time dealing with crises of a very non-marketing variety. I’d used marketing to help counter a rival wizard selling evil spells, but otherwise I did stuff like finding moles within the company and defeating a variety of nefarious schemes. Getting called into the boss’s office after we’d learned about a threat was a good sign that I might be about to take on a new project.

      Philip was there when I arrived, wearing a visitor’s badge. Sam the gargoyle, head of security, perched on the back of a chair. Rod Gwaltney, Owen’s friend from childhood and the personnel director, arrived soon after I did. Minerva Felps, head of Prophets and Lost, entered in a swirl of scarves and perfume. Owen joined us a few minutes later, looking distracted.

      Merlin began by briefing Rod and Minerva on what we’d learned from Sylvia. “I don’t know how credible her information is,” he said, “but I believe it prudent to follow up. Mr. Gwaltney, I would like you to investigate our current employees. Miss Chandler can lend her immune perspective, in case they’re hiding anything. Sam and Mr. Palmer, I’d like you to make sure the building is secure and free of surveillance devices. I will be talking with other organizations.”

      We all nodded, accepting our assignments, and Merlin continued. “Mr. Vandermeer here can function as something of a consultant, since he has experience with the Collegium. Do you have any other suggestions?”

      Philip glanced around the room before saying, “The real danger is that you don’t necessarily see them coming. They approached my brother and me with an offer to buy out the company soon after we inherited it from our father. We refused it. Some of my top employees then either quit abruptly or disappeared. The offer was repeated, and the next thing I knew, I was sitting on a lily pad. I still have no idea what became of my brother. He’s officially missing.”

      “I’m not sure that playing defense will be good enough here,” I said. “We need to know what they’re planning so we can counter it.”

      Owen closed his eyes for a second, looking like he was in pain, and shook his head. “Katie, no.”

      “I agree with Miss Chandler,” Merlin said, surprising me. “We need to get someone on the inside of that organization.”
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      I was on the verge of at least pretending to protest an undercover assignment when Merlin went to the intercom on his desk and called for his assistant, Kim, to come in.

      Kim had been one of the first people I met at the company. She was also magically immune and had been working in the Verification department when I was hired. She’d resented the fact that I’d very quickly moved up and out, and she’d taken my old job as Merlin’s assistant when I was reassigned. We’d managed to cooperate on some things since then, but I still felt like she saw me as a rival to her ambitions. Now I was afraid I knew what Merlin had in mind, and as much as I knew there were good reasons why I shouldn’t go undercover, it still irked me to think that she was getting the job.

      “Ah, there you are,” Merlin said to her. “I have an assignment for you.”

      She practically came to attention. “Yes, sir!”

      “We need someone to infiltrate a secret magical organization. The only people they hire outside their families are magical immunes, and one who has been ousted from MSI might be considered a valuable find.”

      “You want me to go undercover?” Her eyes widened and her face lit up. I could see her mentally preparing new stationery and business cards for the position a successful operation would surely earn her.

      “I want you to try. I’m going to dismiss you from your employment here, which will leave you angry at our organization. That should make you a tempting prospect for them. However, there is no guarantee they would take you on.”

      “What you’ll need to do is make yourself available,” Philip said. “I know of some places you can go where you might come to their attention.” He smiled slightly. “That is one benefit of an organization as tradition-bound as they are. They haven’t changed their ways in a century. Your first step will be to apply to work at my company. They should notice that. Then there are a few restaurants and bars you could frequent where they might approach you.”

      I couldn’t help but start to feel some resentment at not being chosen, even though I knew I’d be a bad choice. It sounded like it would be fun. And it wouldn’t be like going undercover in the real mob, so I wouldn’t have to worry about being shot and having my body dumped in the river. These people turned their enemies into frogs, and that spell wouldn’t work on me.

      “You really wanted that undercover assignment, didn’t you?” Owen said to me as we left Merlin’s office after briefing Kim.

      “Kinda,” I admitted. “But I get why it wasn’t me. If I suddenly popped up, looking for a job with them, I might as well be wearing a light-up button saying, ‘Hi! I’m here to infiltrate you!’ Still, it would be really cool. And better than working on updating our marketing materials.”

      “Maybe while Kim’s on assignment, you could go back to your old job as Merlin’s assistant.”

      The idea tempted me for a moment, but then I sighed and said, “It’s probably best if I don’t. I’d have to leave again when Kim came back, and then I’d have to pick up where I left off with the marketing. I really ought to try staying in one job here for more than a few months.”
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        * * *

      

      I may not have been going undercover, but I wasn’t off the hook in our efforts to defend the company against the Collegium. I spent enough time in Rod’s office that I was beginning to think maybe I should just resign my marketing job and consider what I was doing security.

      At first, we just pored over paperwork. “I don’t know why you need me for this,” I grumbled on Friday afternoon, after several days of reading personnel files. “Company paperwork isn’t going to be magically veiled or altered, is it?”

      “It depends on who did it. I haven’t been in this job forever, you know. The person before me may have hidden plants in plain sight. And you never know if a reference letter or transcript might have been altered.”

      I stared in dismay at the stacks of files that all looked meaningless to me. “I don’t even know what to look for.”

      “If something’s been magically altered or hidden, we’ll consider that a red flag.”

      It was tedious work, both of us having to look at the same document together, him reading what he saw and me making sure that’s what I saw. It reminded me of my early days at the company, when that was what I did all day. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was ridiculously easy to recruit MSI immunes, as boring as their jobs could be. In the time we’d been combing through the records of employees who’d begun work before Rod took over in personnel, we’d yet to find anything remotely fishy.

      When we finally reached the bottom of the stack, I wanted to throw all the files in the air in celebration, but my joy was tempered by the fact that finding nothing meant we hadn’t gained anything.

      Apparently, I wasn’t alone in that dismay. Rod sat there, frowning. “Something’s wrong,” he said. “We should have found at least one.”

      “Well, if the personnel director was in on it, he’d hardly have put the real info in the records at all,” I said, grasping at straws. “Maybe they didn’t even bother keeping two sets of books, so to speak.”

      “True,” he said, nodding. “I guess we need to check the paperwork of the people who came in under my watch—reference letters should be a good start.”

      “Is there a way to find people who might have applied under the former person but were hired under you?”

      “That’s a good thought. Maybe the initial applications had some indication that these were people who were vouched for.” He got up from his desk and went to the outer office, calling out, “Isabel, I’m going to need some more files.”

      While they were going through whatever filing system they used, I stood and stretched. Rod came in with a reassuringly small stack of files. “That’s it?” I asked.

      “It’s enough. Unless you just like reading employment files.”

      I forced a grin. “My, what a lovely small stack.”

      We returned to our seats at his desk, and he opened the first file. He didn’t even have to start reading before I pointed out, “This is one of them.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That reference letter is blank. There’s just a symbol on it, something like a starburst with a rune-like letter in the middle. I bet Owen could tell us what it is.”

      He leaned over the page. “It looks like a regular reference letter to me.”

      I squinted at the symbol. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. Then for a split second, I somehow squinted hard enough to make it look small and distant. “Hey, wait,” I said, frantically reaching for the pile of files we’d just gone through. I tossed aside the first three, but then there it was, on the top of the fourth employment file: that same symbol, very tiny. “See, there it is,” I said.

      He leaned over to look. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Then it must be veiled, and you’d have to be in the know to unlock the spell. Maybe they’ve coded all the Collegium people. That reference letter must have been just in case the new personnel director was also Collegium. If he had been, the symbol would have been enough, but since it was you, you see a normal reference letter.”

      He pushed the stack of files toward me. “Well, since you’re the one who can see the symbol, have fun with that. Do you want some coffee?”

      “No thanks. I’d probably spill it on your files.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll let you work. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      At least this work wasn’t nearly as tedious as reading every single part of every file. I just had to open each folder and check for the symbol. Soon, I had a stack on either side of me, those without symbols on the left, those with on my right. I’d barely registered the symbol before, dismissing it as perhaps a part of the form. It was a magical company, so arcane-looking signs on paperwork weren’t anything to get excited about. I supposed I should have found it odd that Rod never mentioned it, but it really hadn’t occurred to me that it might be meaningful.

      I’d just tossed the last folder aside when Rod returned. “Find anything?” he asked.

      I gestured toward the pile at my right hand. He picked up the top folder and raised an eyebrow at what he saw inside. “Really? Him? Okay, then.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, just someone I’ve had to counsel several times for not performing up to expectations. I guess he thought his connections got him out of having to work.”

      “It’s a wonder you haven’t been turned into a frog.”

      “Or he isn’t as important to his masters as he thinks, and they weren’t about to blow their long game over him.”

      The next one made him grin. “I bet you got a kick out of this one.”

      “Yeah, Gregor. Who’d have guessed it?” Gregor ran the Verification department and had been my first boss at the company. He had a tendency to turn into an ogre when he got angry, and the magically immune verifiers were the only ones who could see it, so they’d literally put him in the worst possible spot—or maybe the best. “You know, if they’re looking for magical immunes, he made an outstanding recruiting tool. He could identify the ones who showed promise, make their lives miserable, and then they’d jump when the Collegium made them a good offer.” I leaned back in my chair, shaking my head. “That explains so much.”

      The list of possible Collegium-linked employees included a couple of members of the sales staff, a lot of accountants, and most of the middle management, and they were scattered through just about every department other than Research & Development. “How did they manage not to end up with any?” Rod mused out loud, shaking his head.

      “Do these Collegium people sound like innovators to you?” I asked. “They seem more like parasites who feed on other people’s work. I guess there was Idris, but I wonder if he was really Collegium or if he was a convenient patsy.”

      “Good point. If they didn’t really have the skills to do R and D work, it would show up pretty quickly, and if you’ve got those skills, you don’t need some secret society pulling strings to get you a job.”

      I looked at the pretty substantial pile of folders representing all the employees we suspected might be Collegium-linked. “How many people do you think have come on board since you’ve been here who are with the Collegium?”

      He shrugged. “There’s no way of knowing. I guess I could look for any relatives of past Collegium people. I find it hard to believe that it’s that widespread and I’m just now hearing about it. I mean, I heard stories growing up, but it was always something that happened long ago. It was history.”

      “Like the way stories about fairies are always said to take place right before they vanished?”

      “But they didn’t vanish.”

      “Exactly my point.” Well, it wasn’t, because I’d learned not to think about people with wings as anything different from anyone else, and I never really associated our fairies with the creatures from storybooks. “Even the really old stories were set in some mythical lost time before things changed. But most people don’t know that they’re still here.”

      “And I suppose it is a secret society. If everyone knew about it, it wouldn’t be so secret. They can’t be that bad, though, if no one’s talking about them.”

      “They turned Philip into a frog and stole his business, and there’s no telling what they did to his brother,” I reminded him. “The people who’ve run afoul of them can’t talk, unless you can understand the nuances of ‘ribbit.’ But now that we know, what do we do?”

      He looked at the stack of files and grimaced. “I guess we take these to the boss.”

      It took both of us to lug all the folders to Merlin’s office. “Can’t you just poof these things up there?” I asked as I nudged a wayward folder back into my stack before it could slip out.

      “There’s a slight risk they could be intercepted. I’m not taking any chances,” Rod said.

      Merlin raised his eyebrows when he saw how many files there were and heard our explanation. “So, she was telling the truth about how deeply the Collegium has infiltrated our company,” he said.

      “Now, what do we do?” Rod asked. “We can’t fire all these people. The company would shut down.”

      “We would also be revealing our awareness of them,” Merlin said. “No, I think it best that we merely monitor the questionable personnel and only act if they give us reason to fire or reassign them.”

      “We probably should find something to do with Gregor,” I said. “Right now, he’s probably running a recruitment scheme for them.”

      “Or we keep him in place and make sure we recruit the next immune who quits,” Rod said. “That would be a good way to get our own double agent.”

      “Kim’s still out there,” I said, “and it’s only been a few days. I think we’d be better off counting on her.” And I couldn’t believe I just said that. I did think she was loyal to MSI, or at least thought that was her best chance at advancement. I found it hard to believe that she hadn’t been approached by the Collegium earlier because she had been one of the few really competent verifiers in the company.

      “Surveillance may be tricky because they have people in Security,” Rod said.

      “We will have to rely upon those we know we can trust.” Merlin leaned over his desk, staring at the folders. “But we don’t know that any of these people mean us harm. It might merely be a case of networking. I know there are a number of employees here who came from the various magical secret societies at universities. Their fellow members recommended them.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s secret, and then there’s secret,” Rod said. “All the magical people know about the societies at school because that’s where you get your training. It’s only a secret to the nonmagical world. This stuff takes ‘secret’ to a whole new level.”

      “And there’s that threat that they want to take over,” I said. I checked my watch. “Speaking of Kim, I’m supposed to casually run into her today and see if anything has happened.”

      I went back to my office to grab my coat and purse before heading out to a bar near the office where MSI people tended to go after work. When I entered, I tried to act surprised to see Kim. “Hey! How’s it going?” I asked. “I was so sorry to hear what happened.”

      She gave a dramatic sigh. “It’s okay, I guess. I just didn’t expect it.”

      “Let me buy you a drink,” I said. I climbed onto the stool across the table from her and flagged down a passing waitress to order drinks for both of us. “Now, tell me how you’re doing,” I said to Kim. “Any leads on a new job?”

      “Nothing yet. Not even a nibble, but I’ve put in some applications.”

      “Something’s bound to come along. It’s only been a few days.”

      I had what I needed, but for appearance’s sake, I had to sit and make small talk with Kim until we finished our drinks. That was as challenging as any assignment I’d ever taken on. We’d never been all that friendly.

      She didn’t have any better news at the meeting after that, or the one after that. Then it was Thanksgiving, which I spent with Owen’s foster parents. The Monday after the holiday weekend, I was thinking about possible alternative plans when my assistant, a young elf woman named Perdita, stood in my office doorway and rapped lightly on the doorframe.

      “Mr. Hartwell has called a meeting,” she said, hopping anxiously back and forth from one foot to the other, probably because she knew what I thought about meetings. “You need to get to the conference room right away.”

      I couldn’t help but groan out loud. “Really? Did he say what it’s about?”

      “Nope. Sorry. Should I have asked?”

      “No, it’s okay.” It wasn’t so much the idea of a meeting I hated. Sometimes those were necessary to work with a group. But my marketing role fell under the Sales department, and it was like working in a fraternity house. Everything was an excuse for a party. Owen had joked about the great “We Opened a New Box of Pencils!” festival, complete with commemorative T-shirts, but they had once thrown a party to celebrate new computers in the department. When someone called a meeting, I never knew if we were going to talk business or get our groove on while sipping corrosive drinks out of pineapples. If I showed up with notes and documents, I felt like a square as the conga line went past. If I showed up ready for a drink, I felt unprepared when asked to give a status report.

      What I found in the conference room was the unholy spawn of a meeting and a party. There was a bowl of punch and a tray of store-bought cookies on the table in the back of the room, but a slide with a graph on it was projected on the screen at the front of the room. I slid into a seat in the back row and got out my notebook and pen.

      It appeared to be the “just because we’re in the holiday season, that doesn’t mean you can slack off, and here are some numbers to motivate you” meeting. Since I wasn’t out making sales, it mostly didn’t apply to me, so I let myself focus instead on the other people in the room.

      The sales department had the highest concentration of Collegium-linked employees that we’d found, and I supposed that made sense, since selling was all about networking and connections. I wondered if they cut special deals with Collegium people at other companies. Still, I had a hard time picturing any of these people as sinister. Their organization may have done some awful stuff, but these individuals seemed to be just doing their jobs. Well, when they weren’t partying.

      I was so lost in thought that I blinked, startled, when I thought I heard my name. I came out of my daze to find every eye in the room fixed on me. “Oh, sorry, I was thinking about something you said earlier,” I lied to cover up my daydreaming. “What did you ask me?”

      “What do you have in the works for a holiday-related campaign?” Mr. Hartwell, the director of Sales, asked.

      “The one I came up with three months ago, when we did our planning for the holidays,” I snapped without thinking. Only after I’d spoken did I realize that maybe I could have worded that more diplomatically. “Everything was planned and approved then, and most of it has been implemented. You don’t start working on your holiday campaign after Thanksgiving.”

      “Can you remind us what you have going on?”

      I forced myself to count to ten and consider my words before responding. “The details are in reports and kits that were sent to each of you, and I don’t have that in front of me, since I wasn’t planning on this meeting. But we do have advertising to our target markets, new packaging that was automatically implemented the day after Thanksgiving, and holiday pricing for consumer spells. We released a new range of decorating spells last month.”

      Sam’s standing offer to join the security team was sounding better. It was hard to prioritize selling magical Christmas-tree lights when I had to worry about tracking down a potentially dangerous secret society.

      “I assume you’re already planning your spring promotions,” Mr. Hartwell said.

      “Yes, that’s in the works. I’m still getting details from R and D about what they’ll have ready for release.”

      Fortunately, that seemed to do it for my part of the meeting, but it left me seething. I supposed he was only expecting me to do my job, but considering that my position didn’t even exist a year ago and the company had done without it for centuries prior to that, I found it both amusing and annoying that every so often, when he remembered I existed, Mr. Hartwell suddenly felt the need to publicly make sure I was carrying out my duties.

      I was still simmering at the end of the day when I headed to Owen’s lab in R&D. I found him in his office, in his usual position, bent over an old book. “Want to get some dinner?” I asked.

      He looked up as though just then noticing me. “Oh, hi, no, sorry, I want to get through this tonight. Tomorrow, maybe?”

      I tried not to let my disappointment show. “Okay. See you tomorrow.”

      Now in an even worse mood, I decided to head for that bar where I usually met with Kim. I didn’t want to bring my bad mood home, and I figured that if I went there without seeing Kim, it would look less suspicious that I went there so often.

      I’d just ordered a glass of wine when a woman about my age took the stool next to me. “Rough day?” she asked.

      “Not too bad. It just didn’t end well. Why do people have meetings at the end of the day?”

      “Don’t you hate that?” She got a drink for herself, and we sat in companionable silence for a moment before she faced me, smiled, and said, “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in a new job?”
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      The only reasonable response to a total stranger offering you a job was, “What? You don’t even know who I am or what I do.”

      She quirked an eyebrow as her lips twitched in amusement. “Well, actually, I do. I know more about you than you’d think.”

      I was on the point of telling her no thanks when I realized what might be happening. I knew the Collegium recruited immunes, and I knew that the room had been full of people linked to the Collegium when I’d been snippy to Mr. Hartwell. Had that made me ripe for recruitment?

      Playing it cool, I said, “What do you know about me?”

      She leaned closer and dropped her voice so no one around could hear. “Your name is Katie Chandler, and you’re immune to magic. You work at MSI, where your unique talents are being wasted. You’re doing marketing plans for salesmen, which you could do anywhere. But if you had a job that used your gifts, you’d be in miserable working conditions. You had a job that made use of everything you could do, but you got shoved out of that. They rely on you for too much without giving you credit.”

      “Okay, you know about me,” I said, feeling a little queasy about exactly how much they did know. “What are you offering me?”

      “The company I work for needs people like you. There’s opportunity you wouldn’t have at MSI. More money
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