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      “To a new day and a new job,” Sam said as she handed me a huge mug full of coffee.

      I gladly took the bright yellow ug that had, “I’m not a morning person” blazed across the front in bold black letters. A gift from Sam, who knew me too well. I took a big gulp of coffee. “My friends at FILA would be so jealous I went from a fashion student to a junior designer in less than three months.”

      Sam finished chewing her avocado toast. “I wouldn’t tell them if I were you.”

      “Right. Like I’m going to say, ‘Hey Erin, you’re not going to believe this, but I got a design job already thanks to some powerful wizards.”

      Sam wiped some avocado off her face with a paper towel and chuckled. “I don’t think that would go over well.”

      “What about me?” Koldo pawed at my foot. “You are heading straight into the Dökkálfar’s lair. You need my protection. What happens if Mrs. Verstappen shows up at the company to see her husband and recognizes you?”

      “Thanks for looking out.” I patted his head. “But you don’t need to worry. The Order hooked me up. The Exemplary Wizard himself cast a spell so that when a Dökkálfar looks at my face they see a blond-haired girl with a pug nose and flawless porcelain skin.”

      Sam chuckled. “That’s so the opposite of you.”

      Koldo nodded. “That is impressive magic. For once I cannot complain about a wizard showing off.”

      I smiled knowing what a huge admission it was for him to make. “On top of that, the Exemplary Wizard promised I would be under surveillance the whole time I work at Magia Oscura. Graham insisted the Order also have someone on the inside as well.”

      Sam’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, is he going to be your bodyguard again?” She gave me a wink. “That’s kind of hot.”

      I shook my head wishing it was true. “No. It can’t be a wizard. More than likely, they will use a regular person.”

      Koldo chuffed. “I don’t know if I believe the whole wizards and elves cancel out each other’s powers explanation I heard. How could Graham and his men infiltrate the computers and blow up the facility on the island?”

      He had a good point. “Maybe the coven did the work. Remember Kat went to the island to help support the Norwegian witches.” I hated to give Kat credit for anything, but maybe she deserved it this time.

      Sam slammed down her blue coffee mug with a thud, sending a splash of dark liquid onto the counter. “Kat is way too much of a screw up.”

      “She did manage to pull off the whole selling info to the tabloids without our knowing.”

      Sam’s shoulders slumped. “Don’t remind me. I’ll never forgive her for that.”

      “I won’t either, but thankfully she’s all the way in Norway.”

      Taz strolled by Sam’s barstool, rubbing up against it with relish. “What about my breakfast?”

      Koldo smirked. “I haven’t had mine, either, but you don’t hear me complaining.”

      Sam pushed back her stool just missing one of Taz’s paws. “Fine.” She snapped her fingers and Taz’s bowl filled with fresh tuna. He scampered across the floor and thrust his head into his chrome kitty bowl. Another snap of Sam’s fingers filled Koldo’s bowl with ground beef. He moseyed over to his bowl as if to prove dogs have more class than cats.

      I smiled. “You’re getting really good at finger magic. Almost as fast as a wizard.”

      She beamed. “Thanks. I’ve been practicing like crazy. At the meeting we are going to be tested.”

      I sighed. “I never got the text.”

      Sam gave me a crooked smile. “Maybe you missed it because you were busy doing your spy thing with your demi-god pals.”

      She sounded a bit jealous, so I rolled my eyes. “Right.”

      Sam took a hold of my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Better start practicing. We have a coven meeting tonight!”
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      My knees shook and my palms dripped with sweat as I pulled into the parking lot of Magia Oscura. A dark shadow loomed over my space like a bad omen. The last time I’d been this nervous was before I had all four of my wisdom teeth pulled at once.  “You’re going to be amazing, Vie.”

      Ah, the comforting dulcet British tones of Graham’s voice inside my head. “Thanks, Querido. Everything all set with my surveillance team?”

      “Of course. You will be protected every moment you are inside Magia Oscura. Mr. Kumar knows how precious you are to me.”

      My fingers wrapped around the silver heart pendant. “I know you will make sure everything runs smoothly. Are you certain the Dökkálfar won’t know I am a witch?”

      He sighed. “It’s not like you to be so nervous. Mrs. Verstappen suspected you were a paranormal, but she could never put her finger on what you were.”

      I mopped up the sweat on my palms with the sweater I wore knowing it would be a dead giveaway. “Are you certain her memory of me has been wiped clean? I had a nightmare she stopped by for lunch.”

      “Your high priestess has never let us down. We used her mind-erasing spell as a safeguard.”

      They really thought of everything. “I’m sorry, I’m being silly. I have total faith in the Order.”

      “Good. Don’t forget you’ll have support inside, too.”

      My curiosity peaked. “Fantastic, who is it? Someone I know.” I hopped somehow it would be Sebastian.

      “The person made me promise not to spoil the surprise.”

      Disappointment lingered in my voice. “Alright, Guess I’ll find out soon enough.” I picked up my backpack and closed the car door, knowing I only had ten minutes until my work started at nine o’clock. “Thanks for the reassuring words. I so needed them.”

      “I sensed as much. Good luck, not that you will need it. I will be thinking of you, Vie.”

      His presence left my mind as I walked up to the back entrance of the building. I needed to make sure to act uncertain where the offices were located. They could never know I’d been at the company before.

      Pulling open the heavy metal door, I realized my choice of outfit had been a misfire. Keeping the dark elves color palate in mind, I’d picked a pair of black skinny jersey pants, a black and grey houndstooth patterned cowl neck sweater, and one of my vintage forties tailored jackets to wear. I hoped for a cool designer-ish vibe. Yet, as my eyes scanned my fellow workers buzzing about, the splashes of red and purple and yellow surprised me. On the plus side it made spotting who was an elf and who wasn’t a lot easier.

      A redheaded girl with a dazzling white smile walked briskly toward me. The bright purple long sleeved knit dress she had on clashed with her hair, but she seemed oblivious. “Hi, are you Avalon Zabala?”

      She couldn’t be a mind reader, could she? “Yes, how did you know?”

      Her smile remained steady. “We had a quick briefing on you joining our design team at yesterday’s meeting. Your qualifications are quite impressive. Straight As at FILA and your first job was at Bee Bee’s. We were surprised you’d leave such a successful company for us.”

      The Order sure knew how to conjure up a resume. “It’s an honor really. Your company has the hottest clothing out there.”

      She beamed. “It has been a wonderful ride so far.” Her brow crinkled. “Where are my manners? I’m Stephanie Scott, production coordinator.” She held out her hand. “We are going to be working closely together.”

      My first piece of good news. If her friendliness wasn’t an act, she would be a pleasure to work with. I shook her hand as I scanned the enormous warehouse getting ready to lie yet again. “This place is huge. Where are the offices? I did my interview on Zoom and they just let me know I got the design position this morning.”

      She nodded. “Sorry about that. That’s why I’m here to greet you personally.”

      This lying on the fly thing should be old hat to me by now, but my witch nerves were on fire knowing I stood at the center of the dark elves Los Angeles lair.

      Stephanie held her arm out and grabbed a slender Asian guy as he tried to move past her. “Hoc, this is Avalon Zabala, the new junior design assistant.” She gave me a smile. “You two are going to be working together as well. Hoc is the director of shipping. As our sales offices are in New York, you are going to be shipping a lot of samples overnight.”

      Hoc bowed his head ever so slightly. In an almost child-like voice he said, “Nice to meet you.” Then he glanced at his watch. “Sorry, must leave. FedEx is here soon.”

      He darted toward the far side of the warehouse. Stephanie followed along his path. “Might as well give you a quick tour.”

      I followed behind her as she took me past the shipping department, then to the yardage department which I’d seen when Tad, Sebastian and I did our big sleuthing mission.

      Stephanie pointed to a glass enclosed room filled with white metal chairs surrounding four round tables and a kitchenette along the back wall. “This is the lunchroom. There are two refrigerators. The one on the right is for the design and production departments. There is also a small patio with umbrellas near Pico Boulevard.” Her eyes drifted off toward the front of the building.  “In case you want to squeeze in some time in the fresh air.”

      Pico in downtown LA was a very busy street with lots of trucks and busses. I doubted there would be much fresh air to be had unless the wind blew at least twenty miles an hour. “That’s great.” I glanced over at the impressive metal staircase that took over the center of the warehouse. It loomed even larger under the bright glare of all the fluorescent bulbs. Scanning the exterior walls, there were few windows to shed any natural light. I wondered if the dark elves liked it that way—of course they did.

      I followed behind Stephanie, almost hypnotized by the way her long red hair swung back and forth like a pendulum as she strode up the stairs. When she reached the catwalk she said, “The design offices are to the left and the administrative offices are to the right.”

      I nodded pretending I’d never been at the company before. “The large glass windows must let in a lot of light.”

      She smiled. “I think it’s like working in a fishbowl. The production offices are windowless, thank goodness.” Her phone made a bird chirping noise in her pocket. She glanced at the screen. “I’ve got to head off and do some damage control. Nice meeting you.”

      Stephanie hurried down the stairs before I could thank her. My nerves returned as I worked my way down the catwalk and opened the door to the design office. I sucked in a breath when I saw Isanti sitting at the third desk in the room. How could the Order ask her to work here? She’s a wizard. Even the most powerful Twelfth Order magic won’t be able to shield her for long. I smiled at her, happy to see a friendly face but worried for her at the same time.

      The brunette woman who sat at the larger middle desk turned in her chair to face me. Her resemblance to Audrey Hepburn was striking. She could be her sister if we time shifted.

      “You must be Avalon. I’m Linda Miller, the head designer. The desk on the right is yours. I left you the latest line sheets and the production list.” She turned to Isanti. “Rachel has only been here for a week. But she is very capable. She’ll help get you oriented.”

      Linda stood up and I was surprised by her height. With her four-inch spiked heels, she must be close to six feet tall. Could she be an elf?

      Linda moved toward the door. “Sorry, I have a fitting. I’ll get you up to speed when I get back.”

      As soon as Linda left, I slowly moved toward Isanti. “What are you and what’s with the name Rachel?”

      She held her delicate long finger up to her mouth indicating we couldn’t talk freely. Terrific. Not only were we working in a goldfish bowl, but it was bugged.

      Isanti tore off a piece of paper, scribbled something on it, crumpled it up, dropped it on the floor and kicked it toward me. In all my time at FILA I never really felt like a spy. After a half an hour at Magia Oscura, I felt like I’d been thrown into an old Sean Connery James Bond movie. As Isanti turned back to face her stack of paperwork, I kicked the paper under my desk and sat down. Feeling like there were eyes everywhere, I placed my backpack over the crumpled-up paper and then took a notepad out of the center compartment and with a bit of sleight of hand nudged the paper inside. On a bathroom break I’d find a way to read it.

      Forty minutes sped by as I worked my way through the line sheets until I memorized all the different styles and production dates thanks to a spell I cast. I had to admit I could see why the line was getting a lot of buzz. The clothes were sophisticated yet had a trendy edge to them. Linda knew how to balance the elements seamlessly. She was so talented the clothes didn’t need magic to sell them. Yet, I had no doubt the dark elves were responsible for the company blowing up so quickly.

      As if her ears were burning, Linda popped her head in the door. “Avalon, can you join me in the pattern room?”

      “Sure.” I grabbed my notepad and followed behind her. The pattern room was at the very end of the catwalk. It had no fishbowl glass, instead the room had the only solid wall upstairs. Oh, how I wish the design office were the same. They probably had cameras and could hear everything the patternmakers said, but at least I didn’t have to feel like a store display mannequin.

      A short blond with curly hair and an enormous smile greeted me. In an almost cartoon-like high pitched voice she said, “Nice to meet you. I asked Linda to have you join the fitting party.” She dropped her heavy patternmaking scissors and held out her hand. “I’m Leslie.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said as I shook her hand. I glanced over at a cropped raven haired woman, whose tall thin body reminded me of a stork. She modeled a black pair of pencil pants and a matching lace bra. She acted like I wasn’t in the room as she discussed a few of the pants fitting issues with Linda who marked out the corrections with straight pins, being careful not to prick the model. Sebastian told me some fit models were just as snotty as their runway cousins, and this one proved him right.

      Leslie moved from behind her pattern table and ran to catch the pants the model peeled off her body like the skin of a banana. Then she threw on a mini sweater dress, pulled on a pair of knee-high leather boots, grabbed her Coach bag, and left without a word.

      Leslie followed my gaze. “That’s Charlotte. Be careful, she bites.”

      I laughed. “Thanks for the warning.”

      Linda didn’t laugh, instead she looked at her watch with a concerned expression. “Sorry, for this to happen on your first day, but our merchandiser called an emergency production meeting. It’s in ten minutes.”

      Isanti looked at me with pleading eyes. Her note must be important. “I need to use the restroom. I’ll be right back.”

      I’d seen the bathroom location when I cased the place with the demi-gods. Speeding back into the design office, I scooped up my backpack and headed toward the unisex sign- covered door. The sinks that lined the wall were made of beautiful white marble. The stalls were stainless steel and had a sleek European feel. I had no time to appreciate the sophisticated design, instead I pushed open a stall door and plunged my hand down to the bottom of my backpack. Keeping in mind there might be cameras, I pulled out the crumpled note and hid it under my sweater. With my fingers, I straightened out the paper. Draping my hair over my face, I bent down and read the note.

      “There are eyes and ears everywhere, so be careful. And whatever you do, tread lightly around the head merchandiser, Ms. Kilmore. She’s a shark on two legs and probably a dark elf in disguise.”

      The irony of the shark analogy with the merchandiser’s last name made me smile. Then the awareness of how fast the time was ticking made me kick it into high gear. I tore the note into tiny pieces under my sweater and then sat down on the toilet. Keeping in mind the old rule, pee whenever you get a chance, I did just that. Then I tossed the pieces in the bowl and flushed them down. Not the smoothest spy move in the world, but it would have to do in a pinch.

      Isanti and Linda stood at the top of the stairs. “Thanks for waiting for me. I have no idea where the conference room is.”

      Linda nodded. “No problem. I remember my first day here and wished someone had done the same for me.”

      I followed Linda down the stairs to the far side of the warehouse where a large stark white room with another fishbowl window stood front and center.

      Linda gave me a quick smile. “Welcome to Hell.”

      Something told me we were going to get along great with her sense of humor. Linda and Isanti took the far-right side of the enormous black conference table next to a cute petite Asian girl and Stephanie, who smiled when she saw me. At least it seemed I had the possibility of two new friends.

      The rooms bright white wall was bare except for a huge chrome sign a foot tall with the company’s name—Magia Oscura. The glare forced me to squint. I wondered if it would be rude for me to put on sunglasses. Probably.

      The room went silent as a tall woman dressed in a tailored to an inch of its life black pants suit, marched in the room on her stiletto’s. She stood like an Army Sergeant at the head of the table. Formidable was the only word that came to mind as I took in the woman who somehow made the room suddenly feel quite small. With the help of her stilettos, she stood six feet tall and looked exactly like the character Miranda Priestley in the movie Devil Wears Prada. She had the same cropped white-blond hair and the red, pursed lips. She stood glowering down at the petite Asian girl. “You better have an answer for me.”

      The girl frantically glanced down at the notes on her pad. “Rest assured, Ms. Kilmore, the problem with the charcoal wrap dress will be solved today.” Despite Isanti’s warning, I let out a little chuckle at the mention of her name. After spending only one minute with Ms. Kilmore there was no doubt her sir-name fit her perfectly.

      Her narrow-eyed glare could rival Mrs. Verstappen’s. “Was something amusing, Ms. Zabala?”

      Crap, she knows my name. I shook my head. “I apologize. When I’m nervous I laugh.”

      Isanti to the rescue. “Ms. Kilmore, do you want the samples from the weekend line and the corrected wrap dress to go out tonight?”

      Her eyes stayed glue to mine. “I think Ms. Zabala will have no problem staying past normal working hours to make sure it is done.” Her glare bored into me. “Isn’t that correct, Ms. Zabala?”

      My witch nerves sizzled, but I ignored them. “Yes, Ms. Kilmore.”

      With that she closed her laptop, tossed it into her twenty-thousand-dollar tan Birkin bag, and left the meeting room with her nose pointed toward the ceiling.

      I’d never been so grateful for a meeting to be over in my life. You’d need a samurai sword to cut the tension still lingering in the room. Isanti and Linda packed up their stuff and headed out the door without saying a word. Fantastic. I don’t think I could have botched up my first day any better if I tried.

      As I hit the door, Stephanie pulled me aside and whispered, “Be careful. The last person that laughed at Suzan’s last name didn’t make it through the first week.”
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