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      Early in 2002, I was working from home back when we called that “telecommuting” rather than “working remotely,” and one morning as I climbed the stairs to my home office, I found myself thinking that it would be lovely if I found an offer for my dream job when I logged in to my e-mail. I’d loved my job for most of the previous two years, but a change in management and the rapid change in the economy late the previous year had made it a lot less fun. I had a new immediate supervisor who saw me as a threat and a new manager with whom I’d clashed in a previous job, and I was miserable. I wasn’t hunting for a new job yet, but I daydreamed about one falling into my lap. I might open my e-mail when I got to my desk and find an offer for my dream job.

      Just before I reached the top step, my daydreaming shifted into “What if?” mode, and I thought, “What if it were a magical job?”

      And thus the Enchanted, Inc. series was born. I’d been reading a lot of what were called “chick lit” books at that time. The trend had only just started taking off in the United States, but I’d made a couple of trips to England, where I’d loaded up on those books about single women in the city. They had romance in them but weren’t really “romances,” by the American publishing definition. They were about dealing with work, family, friends, and dating. It seemed to me that they could use a dash of magic.

      At first, what I wanted was something to read. I wasn’t really thinking about writing it. The chick lit genre hadn’t been around long enough to branch into subgenres, so there weren’t any books like that with fantasy elements, and most of the fantasy books then were set in medieval-like worlds. Urban fantasy hadn’t taken off yet. There were just a few fantasy books set in the present in our world, and they tended to be darker.

      I brought up the idea with the agent I had at that time, and she thought it sounded like something to work on, so I began thinking about it more. I figured that my heroine would have to find out she had magical powers, since that’s how fantasy stories tend to go. But I didn’t want to do the same old thing that you’d expect in a story like that. I wondered if I could flip that and make her find out that she was the exact opposite of being magical. Not being at all affected by magic might be valuable to magical people.

      It was nearly a year later, during which time I got laid off from that job I hated, started freelance work, lost my agent, and kept trying to sell a nonmagical chick lit book, before I took any further steps on that story idea. I didn’t see a market for it because I couldn’t find anything else at all like it, so I’d been focusing on books I thought I might have a better chance of selling.

      In the summer of 2003, I was at a writing conference in New York and went to a launch party for a new fantasy imprint. One of the editors approached me to chat and asked if I had any questions. I asked if they would ever be open to contemporary-set stories, since I thought the target audience for that imprint sounded like a good fit for the story I had in mind. She said maybe and asked if I had something, so I told her about my idea.

      A friend who was with me said her nostrils flared with excitement. She began asking me questions about the story, and as I answered them I was making things up on the fly because I hadn’t put that much thought into this story. I had a concept and a vibe and maybe a situation, and that was it. She handed me her business card and said to send it to her. I told her I hadn’t written it, and she said, “Then what are you doing here? Go write it!”

      Since I was in New York, I did some location research in my spare time during the rest of the conference, figuring out places I might set parts of this story. But I didn’t go straight home and write it. An editor had asked to see revisions on a project I’d been working on with her, so that had to take priority. I did start doing some research, reading books on business culture to get ideas for office dynamics and on New York history to figure out how a magical corporation might fit in.

      It was early September before I got to work in earnest, doing research, mapping out romantic comedy movie plots to see how I could structure this story, researching fantasy elements, etc. I took a trip to New York late that month to do serious location research, and on the flight there I put together my initial cast of characters and basic plotline. I started writing in October, got three chapters and a synopsis written, and sent that off to the editor who’d asked for it.

      But I was having too much fun with it to stop and wait for a response. I kept writing and finished the whole book in early December. If this were Hollywood, that’s when that initial editor would have responded to me, telling me she wanted to buy the book, but I hadn’t heard a peep from her.

      I felt really good about this book, though. I revised it and began researching agents who might represent that sort of thing. I sent a query to one and she asked for the first chapter and a synopsis. She soon asked for the whole manuscript, and a couple of months later she offered to represent me. She suggested some revisions to the book (including turning a mention of going to the park to kiss frogs into an actual scene), and submitted it to publishers.

      I had visions of everyone jumping at this wonderful book, but instead it got a lot of rejections. Most publishers didn’t seem to know what to do with it. Was it chick lit or was it fantasy? Where would they shelve it? Who would read it? Finally, one made an offer. Somewhere around that time I got a form rejection letter from that editor whose interest set the whole thing off.

      Oddly, I did later hear about editors who passed on the book but ended up buying it when it was in bookstores and loving it, not realizing it was a book they’d passed on. I’m not sure what was up with that, whether they signed their names to rejections from assistants or if they just had a bad day when reading the manuscript.

      The series was never actually a hit. People who read it loved it but most people  never heard of it. The publishers who said they wouldn’t know where to shelve it weren’t wrong. It was published as chick lit, which meant it was in general fiction, and fantasy readers didn’t find it there. It took word of mouth for fantasy readers to find it and to get past the cartoony covers. And then the chick lit market tanked, taking the series with it.

      You can thank the Japanese publisher for the series continuing. They wanted more books, so I wrote them. And then the independent publishing world opened up. I had these books on my hard drive, so my agent convinced me I might as well publish them myself. Then I wrote a few more. And so there ended up being nine novels.

      I’m not much of a short fiction writer. Once I get started with characters and a world, I tend to keep going, so the story turns into a novel. But I was asked to contribute a story to a convention program book and managed to write something involving Sam that stayed within the word count. I later published that one. Then I wrote another Sam story and published it. The Japanese publisher wanted to translate these short pieces and asked for a new story to fill out the collection. Meanwhile, readers were asking for print versions of the other stories. I figured I could get a decent paperback of Enchanted, Inc. short pieces if I wrote a couple of new ones.

      So, here we are. Since I seem incapable of writing short pieces, there’s only one story in this collection that fits the “short story” definition. The rest are novelettes and a novella. These are all side stories, touching on characters and events we didn’t get to see in the main series, and from different viewpoints. I’ve arranged them in chronological order according to events, except for “Paint the Town Red,” which could have happened at any time.

      These stories mostly depend on readers being familiar with the books in the series, and some may contain spoilers for the books. If you haven’t read those, I recommend putting this book aside and reading the series, then coming back to these stories. Then these stories will make a lot more sense, and you’ll get the references.

      There is one more story that’s not in this book. You can get this story for free by signing up for my newsletter at http://shannaswendson.com/newsletter/
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      When I wrote Enchanted, Inc., I set it in 2005 because that was when I thought it was most likely to be published (and I was right). I used a calendar from that year to block out events so I could keep track of when things happened. I stuck with that timeline as I continued writing the rest of the series, so we were only in 2006 in book four.

      That didn’t make a big difference until the later books, which were spread out a lot more, so we were more than ten years ahead of the books by the time I got to the end of the series.

      When you’re writing an ongoing series in which time in the real world moves faster than time in the books, you can either stick to the original timeline, so that the books are historical by the time you’re done, or you can keep the series in the eternal now, so that no matter how long the series runs, the characters stay more or less the same age and the stories are always contemporary—like the way the early Nancy Drew books were clearly set in the 1930s and the newer books I read as a kid were clearly set in the 1970s, and yet Nancy was still eighteen. I chose to stay with my timeline.

      This mostly only matters in terms of technology and popular culture. You might not even notice the timeline except for one thing that happened in the middle of me writing the series: the arrival of the smartphone. That’s the sort of thing that makes a big difference in plotting. Suddenly, people are carrying the Internet with them, along with cameras, video cameras, voice recorders, their entire music collection, access to their e-mail, etc. Smartphones are so ubiquitous that it seems odd if someone doesn’t have one. I started getting e-mails from readers asking why no one had iPhones, and that was when I started making the timeline clearer. The smartphone didn’t appear until just after the end of the series, so it never became a factor in plotting.

      This timeline means that Owen and Rod were in college in the mid 90s, at a time when the Internet was around, though not quite as useful as it is now, and college students wouldn’t necessarily have had cell phones. Cell phones were getting ubiquitous around 2005, but it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility for someone like Katie not to have one. In a city where she never drove, didn’t travel, and was never more than a few steps from help in case of emergency and with a tight budget and a boss she wanted to avoid, she wouldn’t have prioritized getting a cell phone.

      I tried to keep popular culture references in line with the timeline, as well. Sometimes it was hard to remember what we were watching and talking about back then. It seems like yesterday, and yet so long ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPELLING TEST

          

        

      

    

    
      Timeline: This story takes place during Rod and Owen’s college days in the mid-1990s. That’s why no one thinks to try calling their missing friends on their cell phones—most people didn’t have cell phones at this time.

      
      Rod Gwaltney knew he should be listening more closely to the guest speaker. After all, he hoped to get a job at Magic, Spells, and Illusions, Inc., after he graduated, so hearing the chief executive speak was a real opportunity. But his attention kept straying to the group of seniors sitting near the front of the dining hall. Rod was fairly certain those were the members of Wand and Orb, the secret society within the magical residential college at Yale. There were fifteen of them, which was the rumored number of members, and it was utterly impossible that someone like Ivor Ramsay, MSI’s CEO, hadn’t been a member when he was in school. They were about to choose the next slate of members, and Rod was determined to be on that list.

      The audience broke out in laughter, and he forced his attention back to the speaker, wondering what he’d missed. He glanced to the side where his friend Owen Palmer sat and glanced at Owen’s notebook. Owen was a diligent note taker, but apparently he didn’t consider a joke worthy of jotting down. Instead, his focus was on the textbook nearby. Somehow, Owen was reading and taking notes on a book while also listening to and taking notes on a lecture. He didn’t seem all that impressed by the lecture because his notes were fairly bare.

      On Rod’s other side, his classmate Natasha Belkin was doing the same as Owen, but she was also twisting her tiny body into strange positions as she made up for missing a gymnastics workout by getting in some stretching while listening to the lecture. Noticing Rod’s attention, she gave him a halfhearted smile before returning to her notes. Rod figured he could get her to let him look at her notes later. She had to be easier to cajole than Owen was, and maybe he was flattering himself, but he suspected she might have a crush on him.

      The speaker concluded and the audience applauded. Rod was sidetracked from the question-and-answer session by trying to come up with a question he could ask that would be so witty and relevant that it would bring him to the attention of the Wandies and Ramsay. By the time he’d come up with something good, though, Ramsay took the last question and the dean brought the session to an end. Rod sighed heavily. At the rate he was going, he’d never get chosen for the society because they wouldn’t know he existed.

      Ramsay came down the aisle of the dining hall, surrounded by the Wandies. Rod looked up, trying to catch their eyes, to make them notice him. He subtly amped up his attraction field to increase his charisma, and it seemed to work because Ramsay slowed as he approached Rod’s table. Rod’s hopes rose. He might get a chance to ask his question in a more intimate environment, right in front of the Wandies.

      But Ramsay’s gaze slid right past Rod to Owen, who was so busy packing up his books that he hadn’t noticed. “Ah, Owen Palmer,” Ramsay said. “Nice to see you here. How are you liking Yale?”

      Owen looked up, blinking behind his glasses, and immediately ducked his head. “It’s okay,” he mumbled.

      “Glad to hear that. Keep up the good work.”

      Rod opened his mouth to say something, but Ramsay and his entourage were already moving on. Forgetting about the friend sitting next to him, Rod slid out of his seat and followed them. He was sure they were heading to some private conclave, a chance for the Wandies to chat with one of the most powerful people in the magical world. Their “tomb” where they met was so secret that not even the magical students knew where it was. Rod had been trying to find it during his whole time at Yale, and he’d never come close. This might be his chance.

      Staying far enough behind to keep them in sight, but not so close that they’d be aware of his presence, he trailed them out of the dining hall. They crossed the courtyard, and he stayed close to the building, going around the edges so they wouldn’t see him following them. He went through the gate just behind them.

      When he exited the college gate, they were nowhere to be seen in any direction. They seemed to have vanished while passing through the gateway arch, which probably meant their tomb was in the Grove, the distant place where magic students went to practice things that might be noticed by the outside world. The portal they took to get there was in the gateway, but only professors—and, apparently, certain other people—were able to open it. On the off chance that it was still open, Rod pressed his hands against the gateway arch, but he found only firm stone.

      “What are you doing?”

      The question made Rod realize just how silly he must look, which wouldn’t improve his chances of being selected as one of the elite juniors. Fortunately, it was only Owen. “They vanished right around here,” Rod said. “I think they went to the Grove.”

      “Who vanished?” Owen asked.

      “The Wandies and Ramsay. I was hoping to find their tomb.”

      “And what good would that do you?”

      “It would make it easier to put myself in their path so they’d notice me. I think it’s in the Grove, so now I know they’ll come and go from here.”

      “I don’t know why you care so much. They’re a bunch of snobs. If they won’t talk to you now, why would you want to be stuck spending hours with people like that?”

      “You don’t want to get in when it’s your time?”

      “It would mean going to meetings,” Owen said with a shudder.

      “Well, my parents aren’t as well-connected as yours, so I need all the help I can get moving ahead.”

      “Foster parents,” Owen corrected. “And by the time I’m a junior, I’ll have aged out of the system. I’ll have other things to worry about.”

      “Oh yeah, I forget that you’re still just a kid. How many grades did you skip?”

      “Only a couple. But I want to get as much of college out of the way before I age out.”

      “They’re not going to dump you halfway through school.”

      “I’m not taking any chances. I’ve saved up a lot, so I might be able to pull my last couple of years off on my own. Which reminds me, I’ve got a commission to work on. Catch you later.” He hurried off toward the freshman wing, and Rod sighed in defeat. The portal was definitely closed by now.
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      The next afternoon, Rod tried to look casual, like he just happened to be hanging out in the quad, practicing his magic as he put a variety of  illusions on the statue of the long-forgotten illustrious wizard that served as the centerpiece of a fountain. He hoped that one of the Wandies would pass by and be impressed with his skill, but so far he hadn’t seen any of them.

      He heard footsteps approaching from the gateway, so he changed the illusion to make it look like the statue was walking to greet the newcomer. Turning around to see who it was before he pulled off the trick would have kept him from looking cool, so he had to do it whenever anyone approached, and he was starting to get tired.

      “Is there a reason you’re sending poor old Nick on walkabout?” someone asked. He whirled to see Nat Belkin, wearing her gymnastics team warm-up suit and carrying a bag of books slung over her shoulder.

      Letting the illusion drop, he shrugged and said, “Just practicing.”

      “And trying to impress someone,” she said with a smirk. “Let me guess, either a girl or a Wandie.”

      He felt his face growing warm, but the illusion he habitually wore to make himself more handsome hid his blush. “No, just playing. I’m trying to come up with some new effects and it drives my roommate nuts when I do it in the room.” Which was actually true.

      She shook her head. “Whatever. Good work, though. It was a nice touch that you remembered to hide the actual statue when you had the illusion go walking. Made it look more real.”

      “Um, thanks. That makes it a bit trickier because I’m essentially juggling two spells, but I think it’s worth it for the effect.”

      “Yeah. You going to dinner?”

      Now that he thought about it, he was getting tired and hungry after all that magic. “I guess.”

      “Come on, then. I’m starving. I just spent a couple of hours doing flips. I could eat a horse—which would be okay because it’s pure protein.”

      He picked up his backpack and joined her in heading to the dining hall. Being seen with her wasn’t a bad idea. She managed to be at the top of the class while also juggling the gymnastics team and her magic studies, so she was likely a shoo-in for the Wandies. There weren’t a lot of varsity athletes in the magical college, and she was a nationally ranked gymnast.

      They got their food, and soon after they found seats, Owen joined them, taking a seat alongside them as though they’d planned to meet up for dinner. He had a knack for knowing exactly when to show up. He looked distracted, which wasn’t unusual, but this was even more distracted than normal. “Is something up?” Rod asked.

      “No,” Owen said, pulling a notebook out of his backpack and beginning to scribble frantically. “I just came up with an idea and I need to write it down before I forget it.” Rod and Nat exchanged a glance. She smiled fondly and looked like she was barely restraining herself from patting Owen on the head. Owen finished writing and gave a deep sigh of relief. “There. Got it.” Putting aside his work, he moved his tray over, picked up his fork and began eating.

      “Something for a class?” Nat asked.

      Owen looked up at her. “Huh?”

      “The idea you had.”

      “Oh, well, sort of. It started as a thing for class, but then I got a new idea for what I could do with it. It might be something I could sell once I get it fine-tuned.”

      “At the rate you’re going, you’ll have dozens of licensed spells before you graduate,” Rod said.

      “I hope more than that!” Owen turned to Nat and said, “Nationals are coming up soon, aren’t they?”

      “Next month. But we don’t yet know who’ll be going. I’m training as though I am.”

      “Is it bad luck to wish you good luck, or is that just an acting thing?”

      “We’re wizards. We don’t believe in luck,” she said with a grin.

      Rod looked up to see a tall, blond senior heading their way. It was Dexter Parker, and Rod was fairly certain that he was the president of the Wandies, or whatever it was they called their leader. He was always in the middle of that group, and the others deferred to him. Rod tried frantically to think of something he could do or say as Dex walked past that would be impressive, but the dining hall didn’t provide many options that didn’t also hold a high risk for disaster. Maybe this was a better occasion to just smile and nod. It wasn’t as though Dex was likely to notice the likes of Rod as he walked past, anyway.

      Much to Rod’s surprise, Dex slowed and then aimed right toward their table. Okay, act cool, Rod told himself, but Dex didn’t look at him. Instead, he spoke to Owen. “Hey, kid, I understand you do spells on commission.”

      “Sometimes,” Owen said.

      “I may have something for you, but I’d rather discuss it in private. Can I come by your room later?”

      “I guess. I’ll be there this evening. I’m in—”

      “I know where you are,” Dex interrupted with a laugh. “See you later.” He ambled off without acknowledging either Rod or Nat.

      “Okay, that’s cool,” Rod said when Dex was gone. “Do you know who he is?”

      “Some senior,” Owen said with a shrug.

      “He’s Dexter Parker, and I’m pretty sure he’s in charge of the Wandies.”

      “I’m a freshman, so it’s not like I’m looking to get in,” Owen said. He reached over to grab the notebook he’d been writing in and made some new notes.

      “Yeah, but if they’re noticing you now, that paves the way. He’ll be an alum when you’re a junior, and they’ll have influence over who gets tapped when your time comes.”

      “I don’t really care. Adding magic work to my course load takes up enough of my time. I don’t need another secret society within the existing secret society of the magic school.”

      “Yeah,” Nat agreed. She’d pulled out one of her textbooks and was reading while eating. “Who has time for that stuff? And who wants to go through all the hazing and rituals to be allowed to be friends with people you don’t even like in the first place?”

      “The connections that come with it are a big deal,” Rod argued. “You’ve got your grades and gymnastics, and Owen’s a genius with family connections, so you’ve got it made. I have to make my own connections.”

      “Foster,” Owen corrected, sounding perturbed.

      “What?” Nat asked.

      “My foster family is well-connected.”

      “Like, Council connected,” Rod said.

      “But I’ll have aged out of the system by the time I finish school,” Owen continued. “I won’t be connected to them anymore.”

      “You’re still a genius, and you’ll have all those licensed spells. You’re a shoo-in to get a job at MSI. I bet they’re already recruiting you.” Owen’s quick blush verified Rod’s guess. “Anyway, even if you don’t care, I do, so if you can put in a good word for me when you have the chance, I’d appreciate it. Maybe I could work with you on the commission. If it requires illusions, I’m your guy.”

      “I don’t even know what the commission is yet or if I’m going to take it. Anything they want is likely to be shady, at best.”

      Rod was determined not to let the opportunity pass him by, so he made a point of swinging by Owen’s room later that evening, on the off chance that he might happen to bump into Dex. “Hey, how’s it going?” he asked when Owen responded to his knock.

      “Not that different from when we were at dinner. Did you need something?”

      Rod took a seat on Owen’s bed while Owen returned to his desk. “I was just curious what Dex wanted. Has he been by yet?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure if this one is for me. He’s looking for a good prank.”

      “That must be for initiation. There’s got to be something you could do for him. We did a few fun stunts back home.”

      “I’m not crazy about the idea of messing with people like he wants to.”

      “Surely what they want is harmless, just a bit of fun. Anyone involved would be a willing participant if they’re trying to get into the group.”

      “I don’t know. It sounded mean to me.”

      Rod picked up the notebook lying beside him on the bed. “What’s this?” As far as he could tell from Owen’s notes and the flow chart, it was a nesting doll of magic, in which breaking one piece of it only triggered a new spell. Owen had used the classic frog curse as the basis, with the kiss to break the curse triggering a new spell that made the former frog obsessed with the person who broke the curse until his affections were otherwise diverted. Owen had written out the spells to do everything except the initial frogging.

      “It’s jut a theory, creating a spell chain. I stuck it on the first thing I thought of, but if I do more development, I’ll layer it on something else.”

      It looked to Rod exactly like the sort of thing Dex was probably looking for. And he could look like a hero by bringing it to Dex—and negotiating a hefty fee, which he would turn over entirely to Owen. He studied the spell carefully, committing it to memory with the help of a memory charm. Then he tossed it casually onto the bed and stood. “Well, I guess I’ll be off. You’re not the only one who needs to study.”

      As soon as he left Owen’s room, he rushed to his own room, sat down, and wrote out everything he remembered about Owen’s spell. Actually turning people into frogs had been banned at the beginning of the century, but that was where his gift for illusion could come in. He changed it to an illusion that made everyone see the subject as a frog—including the subject—and from there, the rest of Owen’s spell could work, adding layers so that breaking the frog spell set up a new round of funny behavior. It would be hilarious.

      There was the possible downside that if this was an initiation rite and he got into the group, he’d be subjected to it, but he didn’t think it would be too bad, and he’d know what to do to deal with it. Or maybe they wouldn’t do it to him if he was the one who brought it to them. After carefully checking his work, he made a clean copy and rolled it up, then headed out to find Dex.

      It wasn’t a night when the secret societies traditionally met, so he figured his best bet was the common room that was known as the senior hangout spot—the cool seniors. It wasn’t an official designation, but everyone else knew that they wouldn’t be welcome there. Even if they didn’t know, they’d sense it as soon as they entered. Rod’s mission gave him an excuse, but he still had to pull all his courage together to cross the threshold, and he amped up his charisma spell as he crossed the room, ignoring the curious and icy stares.

      Even scarier than entering the room was approaching Dex and his friends, who were seated in the best chairs, the big, comfortable ones near the fireplace. His courage nearly failed him when every eye in that group fixed on him at his approach, and the gazes weren’t at all friendly. Gulping, Rod said, “I have something from Owen Palmer.”

      Dex’s attitude changed instantly, and that had a ripple effect on the others. “Yeah?” Dex asked, leaning forward with great interest.

      “We put something together for you that I think should work.” Rod held up the rolled paper with the spell written on it.

      “Let’s see,” Dex said, reaching out.

      Feeling a lot bolder, Rod pulled the spell back. “First, we need to negotiate what it’s worth to you.”

      “How do I know what it’s worth if I don’t see it?”

      “Yeah, and what’s to stop you from picking it up, reading it, then saying you don’t want it but using it anyway?”

      “I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted,” Dex said with a grin that made Rod uncomfortable, it was so ambiguous. “You seem to think I could read a spell once, just enough to see what it does and how it works, and that would be enough for me to cast it—which would make me some kind of genius wizard.”

      Rod decided to refrain from saying that Owen could do that, and he’d been able to copy Owen’s spell after studying it.

      Dex’s grin turned decidedly unfriendly. “Then again, you also implied that I would be so dishonorable as to take your work without paying for it. Not too long ago, that would have kicked off a duel.”

      “I’m representing my friend. I owe it to him to make sure he gets what he deserves,” Rod replied. “You have lawyers, right?” Dex was definitely from the kind of people who had lawyers on call. “You don’t sign contracts without reading them—or without your lawyers reading them, at least. Think of me as Owen’s lawyer here. Or agent.”

      “Since you’re looking out for your friend and you assumed I was a genius, I’ll let it slide. This time.” He named a figure high enough that Rod had to force himself not to react. It would go a long way toward Owen’s college fund. There would be the trick of getting Owen to accept it, but it was easier to get forgiveness than permission.

      “Hmm,” Rod said, trying to sound unimpressed. He figured taking the first offer would be a bad move. “This spell is unlike anything you’ve seen. It’s like one of those nesting dolls, layers upon layers. Just when they think they’re out of it, something else pops up.”

      “That’s my offer without seeing the spell,” Dex said. “It may go up once I see it if I think it’s worth it.”

      “Okay, then,” Rod said. “I accept your initial offer, with the provision that there may be a bonus if you think it’s worth it. And, trust me, it is.” He handed over the scroll.

      Dex unrolled it and spread it across the coffee table in the middle of the cluster of chairs. His friends all leaned over to read it along with him. Rod clenched his fists to keep his hands from shaking as he watched them and tried to gauge their reactions.

      A slow smile spread over Dex’s face. Then he chuckled, a sound more sinister than humorous. For a moment, Rod had second thoughts. Although the spell would be harmless, it would be uncomfortable and disruptive for its targets. Was this really about a prank that was all in good fun, or was something else going on?

      When Dex finished reading the spell, he laughed out loud and leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, that’s perfect.” He upped his offer by a considerable amount. “Deal?”

      Rod pretended to consider even though inside he was jumping for joy. “Yeah, okay.”

      “I’ll get cash to you later. And you can count on it. In fact . . .” He leaned over to dig in the backpack that rested at his feet, took out a notebook and pen, and scribbled an IOU, which he tore out of the notebook and handed to Rod. Rod tucked it in his pocket. Dex returned his attention to the spell. “This really is a neat piece of work. Have you tested it?”

      “Well, not exactly. Not all of it, that is. But each piece has worked independently.” Rod knew that was stretching the truth a bit. He was confident the illusion part was good, and he was pretty sure the other parts worked. Owen wouldn’t have written them down otherwise. They were probably all based on existing spells that he’d researched.

      “Huh.” Dex leaned over the spell, reading it carefully. It was only when Rod felt the first tingle of magic that he realized Dex wasn’t just studying it, he was doing it. By then, it was too late for Rod to do anything to defend himself. He already felt it working on him, and he couldn’t make his body obey him when he decided to escape.

      And then he wanted to escape, but for totally different reasons. A frog didn’t belong indoors. He wanted to be outside, near some water.

      “Ribbit!” he said in protest.
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        * * *

      

      Owen reached for a French fry and encountered an empty plate. He looked up from his textbook to see that he’d apparently eaten his entire dinner without realizing it. With a shrug, he pushed his tray aside and went back to studying. Rod wasn’t at dinner yet, and if Owen left before he showed up, Rod was likely to come looking for him. Owen didn’t entirely mind having a surrogate big brother looking after him at school, but sometimes he felt like Rod was even more overprotective than his foster parents were.

      He jumped, startled, when someone slammed a tray on the table nearby, and he looked up to see the gymnast who tended to hang out around Rod. What was her name? Nat, he was pretty sure.

      “He’s not here, either?” she said.

      “Who?”

      “Rod. Is something wrong with him?”

      “Where do I even begin?” he said with a wry grin. She gave him an icy glare, and he hurried to add more seriously, “Not that I know of.” Though, come to think of it, Owen hadn’t seen Rod all day. They didn’t have any classes together, but they usually ran into each other at meals.

      “He wasn’t in history this morning, and he wasn’t in the magic seminar this afternoon. Now he’s not at dinner.”

      “That is odd,” Owen admitted. He tried to remember the last time he’d seen Rod. It must have been the night before, when Rod came by his room.

      “So, you don’t know anything?” Nat asked, taking the seat next to him.

      “No. I haven’t heard anything from him. And while he’s not always the most diligent student, he’s not prone to skipping classes.”

      “I don’t think he’s ever missed a magical seminar. Something must be wrong. Or there’s something in the air. Our team captain missed practice today, which is really odd so close to Nationals. When a gymnast at our level misses a practice, you’re probably going to find a body.”

      “She and Rod don’t know each other, do they?”

      She swatted his shoulder. “Not likely. So, no, they aren’t off playing hooky together.”

      “Well, he is Rod, so that’s usually the obvious answer.” Owen glanced around the dining hall, looking for people he thought Rod might have disappeared with. Every girl Rod had mentioned being interested in was there, but it did seem like there were some vacancies in the dining hall. There weren’t assigned seats, and people ate at various times, but there were still patterns, people he saw in the same places around the same times every day, and he thought a few people were missing—all seniors, and all fairly prominent among the magical student body. Not Wandies or even the sort who hung out with that group, but those who were not only good at magic but also did something else on campus. Rod didn’t fit the pattern. He was a junior. There must be something else going on.

      Now a bit worried, Owen packed up his books, stood, and picked up his tray. “I hate to abandon you, but I’d better go check his room.”

      “Yeah, go, it’s okay. I’m going to eat and run, anyway.”

      Owen bussed his tray and headed up to Rod’s room. One of his roommates was in their suite’s common room, but Rod wasn’t in his room, and the roommate hadn’t seen him all day. Under the pretense of leaving a note, Owen checked the room and found that Rod’s backpack was in there and his jacket hung over the back of his chair. He began to feel pricklings of alarm.  The room looked like Rod had just stepped out
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