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CHAPTER ONE


Danica Grey, head of Spellbound Security’s Cleveland office, was airborne. This would have been fine since she spent a decent amount of time rocketing through the air on magical blasts from one place to another. She was generally okay with it, except she hadn’t been the cause of this particular flight. One moment she’d been riding on top of a car, and the next she was momentarily defying gravity.

A thought ricocheted through her brain like a pinball in a machine, so she growled it out loud as her mind flashed back to the beginning of what had been a nice evening. “Damn you, Rockstar Damien Zane.”
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Danica sat in the backyard of her house in Cleveland, reclined on a metal and plastic lawn chair, deeply comfortable. A metal fire pit on three legs sat in front of her with logs merrily burning away and filling the air with a pleasant scent. Jilly, her fae dragon partner, reclined in the padded chair at her side. The tiny dragon had a mug of tea with honey resting beside her and daintily sipped from it. Danica had opted for a cup of decaffeinated coffee dosed with Irish whiskey.

All in all, it was a perfectly picturesque November evening. The sky above was full of stars, and the forest at the back of her property offered a sense of being out in the wilderness. Despite that, she was in one of the town’s normal neighborhoods on the boundary between urban and suburban.

Danica was in jeans and a sweatshirt with her feet left bare. Her blonde hair was in a high ponytail to keep it out of the way, and she’d long since washed off the day’s makeup. She carried no weapons since her magic would doubtless prove sufficient against anything that might attempt to bother them on this nearly perfect evening. She grinned at Jilly. “This is nice. I like this.”

Jilly bobbed her head. “It is. Much better than working.”

Danica laughed. “Very true. Although Arthur will start using that annoyed frown if we don’t take on a new client soon.”

Jilly flapped one of her iridescent butterfly-shaped wings. “This one?” She made a face, and Danica confirmed that was what she’d meant. “Arthur can just shush.”

Danica laughed. “Whoa, let’s bring it down a little. You’re getting pretty vicious over there.”

Jilly smiled. “I am. It’s true.” The dragon was a sweetheart, except when she wasn’t. Then she was a fast-moving bundle of sharp talons, sharper teeth, and menacing breath weapons. She was an excellent complement to Danica’s skill set.

She had closed her eyes and taken a deep breath, intending to settle in for possibly a light doze or meditation session when her phone rang. That it was interrupting her peace was bad enough. Worse, she recognized the ringtone immediately. She grabbed the phone from the table beside her, lifted it to her ear, and calmed her voice. “Hi, Damien.”

Damien Zane had been the Cleveland office’s first client, a rock star with a bounty on his head and a plethora of people trying to cash it in. Danica still wasn’t sure about all that had happened behind the scenes to create the situation and suspected there was more to the story than they’d been able to find out. The experience of protecting Damien had convinced her it would be good to avoid musicians as clients in the future.

He replied in his normal accented chipper tones, but a layer of stress lay underneath them. “Hey yourself, witch woman. Long time no see and all that. Listen. I could use a hand.”

“Let me guess. Groupies have surrounded you yet again, and you’ve locked yourself in a storage cupboard in an effort to avoid them.”

His laugh held an edge of panic. “I wish that’s what it was. My car seems to be possessed.”

Danica sat bolt upright. “Say that again?”

“Possessed. As in, it’s driving itself, I can’t make it stop, I can’t get out of it, and I don’t know where it’s going.”

Danica moved toward the house. Jilly jumped to her shoulder as she passed. “Where are you?”

“Near the big racing track in Indianapolis. Weird name for a city, by the way. You couldn’t think of anything after naming the state and just added some letters?”

“Shut up. Keep this line open.” As she slid the door to her house open, she put him on hold and hit speed dial. When Voltaic, the team’s freelance infomancer, answered, Danica instructed, “I need you to locate Damien Zane’s phone right now. I’m on a call with him.”

“On it.”

Danica switched to yet another line and called her second-in-command. “Alex. I’m portaling to your place in one minute. Damien’s in trouble.” Danica shoved her feet into her boots, grabbed her pistol, and slid its holster into its accustomed spot at the small of her back. After putting on her display glasses and slipping her comm earpiece in, she waved her arms and spoke the words to invoke a portal. She stepped through as Alex came out of her door.

Alex asked, “What’s up?”

“His car’s gone crazy with him inside.”

Voltaic came on the line over their earbuds. “I’ve got him.”

“Can you patch him through to our earpieces?”

“Done.”

Damien’s voice came over the comms. “You could hurry, you know. Not complaining or anything, but just saying. In an ideal world, perhaps you would hurry.” A yelp of dismay replaced whatever he might have planned to say next.

She opened a portal to Indianapolis, and they stepped through to the top of a tall building. Danica explained, “I’ve used this as a surveillance location before. Wish my gear was still here.” She looked at the spot where she’d kept her pack hidden, but it had left town with her when she moved.

A wireframe overlay drew itself over the buildings in her glasses, then a pulsing yellow dot appeared, moving away from her. Alex would see the same in her glasses.

Alex glanced around. “Get me down to the bottom, and I’ll grab a car.”

“You can just grab cars?”

“I have many talents.”

“Right. We need to talk about that sometime.”

“Ready?”

Danica nodded, and the other woman jumped off the side of the twenty-story building, which Danica thought was a sign of real trust. Danica caught her with a buffet of force magic before she hit the ground and gently lowered her to her feet.

Voltaic reported, “He just made a turn.”

Danica refocused on the map in her display glasses. Damien’s trail was in light yellow behind him. Recent moves glowed with more intensity than ones farther distant. The overall picture made no sense, but the new direction worked for her. She told Jilly, who was perched on her shoulder, “Hold on. Here we go.”

She pumped magic into her muscles and ran toward the edge of the building. When she reached it, a small burst of force magic launched her into the air. She landed cleanly on the next building over, a few stories shorter than the one she’d departed, and continued to run. She jumped to another building, then frowned as Damien’s dot turned away from her. “Can you figure out where he’s headed?”

Voltaic replied, “No. He keeps changing direction and doubling back. It makes no sense.”

Danica changed her direction toward the next intersection he would reach.

Voltaic unexpectedly muttered, “Oh.”

Danica frowned. “Oh?”

“Local police are mobilizing.”

“Bloody hell. They didn’t used to be that quick when I lived here. What’s their plan?” She assumed the infomancer had tapped into the police radios.

“They’re trying to get units ahead of him to deploy nail strips in his path. They’re also talking about boxing him in with their squad cars.”

Danica leapt and landed on the next building. “Both of those would be bad for Damien. I don’t suppose he’s in anything that can handle a collision.”

The infomancer laughed. “A Lamborghini. Basically, made of layered tissue paper and held together by saliva and high hopes.”

“Fantastic. Alert the police he’s not in control of the vehicle, and they should take caution not to hurt him.”

“I will. Think they’ll listen?”

Danica doubted the situation would offer them many choices even if they wanted to be ultra-careful. “We can hope.”

Alex reported, “I’m mobile.”

“Watch out for police. Voltaic, guide her in, please.”

“On it.”

Danica landed on the next building and stopped. Damien’s icon was moving toward her. She checked the angles and considered the timing, then connected to Damien. “Can you keep it steady?”

He retorted, “I can’t even keep myself steady. Remember when I said I had no control? That was literal. No. Control. None. Zero. Not a sausage.”

Jilly, whose acute hearing could detect the sounds in Danica’s earpiece when she was this close, teased, “That’s a normal thing for you, isn’t it?”

Damien laughed darkly. “Trust the dragon to bring up my prior failures at a moment like this.”

Danica replied, “Don’t worry. I think I’ve got this.” She blasted force magic into the roof and hurtled through the air, aiming for where she thought Damien’s car would be when she reached the ground.


CHAPTER TWO


Time slowed for Danica as it always did in moments when her choices were limited, and her safety was in question. It gave her the illusion that she had time to think and act when only reflexes could move fast enough to matter.

She focused on the glowing icon in her glasses that represented Damien’s car as it neared. She would have to slam some force magic into it as she landed to absorb her velocity. Hopefully, Voltaic had been exaggerating its fragility. Otherwise, she might have made a bad decision.

Jilly’s warning in her mind drew her out of her fascination with the glowing dot, and a glance down showed another vehicle speeding toward Damien’s. If nothing changed, she and the two cars would arrive at the same spot simultaneously. She shouted, “Watch out,” although nothing Damien could do would avoid the coming collision.

His car didn’t like the idea. Its wheels smoked as it slid into a turn and pulled away from the oncoming SUV a moment before impact.

Danica was locked on the near collision and almost forgot she needed to be an active participant. She slammed force magic onto the SUV’s roof and landed in a crouch. She created a strap of force magic over her feet so she wouldn’t fall, then stood. A logo stared up at her. Stylez, one of the major tabloid websites. She snarled, “Scumbags. Faster response than the police, every damn time.”

The car swerved to dislodge her, but she bent her knees and rode with the movements. Ahead of them, Damien’s car took a hard turn to the right, and she whipped out another line of force to grab the edge of the SUV as it made the same turn. She felt its desire to come up on two wheels, but fortunately it didn’t.

Jilly asked, “So, we’re staying on this car that Damien isn’t actually in, is that it?”

“I’m thinking.”

“Thinking is boring. Action is fun.”

“Action without thinking is asking for trouble.”

The fae dragon laughed. “Of course. I’m trouble, though. How many times have you told me that?”

Danica growled, “Apparently not enough to get the message across. To hell with it.” She wrapped herself in force shields, did the same to Jilly, and jumped toward the SUV’s hood. She blasted force magic down as she landed to send her up and flying.

Behind her, the sudden dip in its front end caused the vehicle to veer out of control. It spun and slammed into a parked car on the side of the road. She landed on another SUV that had pulled in from a side street to block her pursuit of Damien. It had the same logo on it. Her landing caused the driver to jerk the wheel because the car flipped, flinging her into the air.

And now we’re up to the moment. Her memories caught up to the present, and she prayed the Lamborghini wouldn’t change course. Luckily for her, it didn’t. She slapped a force band over her feet an instant before the car swerved and pumped its brakes to throw her off. She snapped, “Cut it out, Damien.”

Damien protested, “I’m not doing it.”

“Alex, where are you?”

“Four blocks away, parallel.”

“Voltaic, get some ambulances rolling. I’m not sure this is going to end well.”

“Affirmative.”

Danica twisted to look behind her. Another SUV was in pursuit with one of the Stylez people leaning out the window video recording her. She growled, “Nope,” and blasted the car with lightning. Zack had shown her exactly where to hit most cars to short them out. It worked just as he said it would.

They quickly left the truck behind as it rolled to an impotent stop. Her last sight of it was of its occupants bailing out of the vehicle, which fortunately had neither burst into flames nor exploded. Danica muttered, “That was lucky, anyway.” She faced forward again. “Damien. Be ready to jump out of the car.”

His exasperation was palpable. “I told you I can’t. Why don’t you ever listen?”

“You’ll be able to in a second.” She summoned all the force magic she could muster, then twisted and let a bolt fly at the rear window. It struck a glimmering barrier outside the glass and dissipated. “It’s shielded? How the hell?”

She twisted back and snapped, “Jilly, I need you to break this window, break both the ones in the front, then go find whoever is shielding this car and make them stop.”

The fae dragon bared her teeth. “On it.”
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Jilly jumped down from Danica’s shoulder and landed on the car's trunk. The vehicle was sleek and aerodynamic with the smallest rear window she’d ever seen, tinted nearly black. Its size didn’t matter. It was plenty big enough for her. If Danica couldn’t slide through this one, the others would soon be broken as well. Jilly blasted it with lightning and confirmed that a magical shield still protected it. Fortunately, magical shields were largely ineffective against her claws and teeth.

She skipped forward to the window and repeatedly dragged her claws across it to create a crosshatch design of scratches. Then she threw herself into it, and it shattered. Damien shouted in alarm.

“Relax, it’s Jilly. Or did you think we’d be able to rescue you without actually getting into the car? Musicians aren’t very smart, are they?”

He twisted to look at her. “I was kind of hoping you’d stop the car.”

“I think Danica is working on that.” Jilly used her claws to part the shield enough to slide through it, then breathed frost on the passenger window from the inside. It froze, and a blast of fire broke it open.

She hopped onto Damien’s arm. He rocked it back and forth to move the steering wheel, then took one hand off to gesture angrily at it. “See? Nothing.”

“Don’t care. Doesn’t matter.” Jilly repeated her breaths on the driver’s side window, which shattered. Damien cursed, brushed his sleeve, and cursed again as he cut himself on the broken glass. She snorted. “Not smart, Rockstar.”

“You know, you are getting just as mean as your owner.”

Danica advised, “Shield still up, Jilly.”

The dragon replied to them each in turn. “Partner, not owner. I know, relax.” She parted the shield beside Damien with her claws and passed through, then opened her senses. One of her unique abilities was a heightened sense of the presence of magic, which allowed her to detect where the shield was coming from.

She flapped her butterfly wings as fast as possible and rose to the top of a nearby building. Although invisible to the eye, her magic detection senses noted the figure hidden under a magical veil in the corner that looked down on the street. She let her magic build for a moment, then breathed lightning all over that area.

The veil fell, and the figure stutter-stepped as electricity assaulted his nerves. He turned toward her when the assault stopped, and she blasted him again. The wizard dropped his wand, fell to one knee, and collapsed. Jilly sent to Danica, Got him.

Danica wriggled through the rear window and into the passenger’s seat. Damien asked, “Shouldn’t you be out there making this thing stop?”

“Everyone’s a critic. Try the brakes.” He stomped on them, and the car sped up instead of slowing. Danica shook her head. “How did you get yourself into this situation?”

“I don’t know. I went out for dinner. Valet parked the car. When I got back, this happened.” He waved as if to indicate the car, the universe, all of it.

“Did your security people think it was a good idea for you to be driving?”

He flicked a hand as if to push the idea away. “They’d have me in my hotel suite twenty-four-seven if they could and only let me out for performances.”

Danica stared at him, then at the unresponsive steering wheel. “Given present circumstances, perhaps that’s not a terrible idea?”

“Look, if you’re just going to complain, you can go.”

She shook her head. “Musicians. Always in trouble. All right, I have an idea.”

Damien shrieked and pointed forward. “I sure hope it starts with avoiding that.”


CHAPTER THREE


Danica followed Damien’s pointing finger and saw the large truck rolling toward them. The new commercial Humvee wasn’t much different than the military version it was based on, but it was wider and larger than the vehicle’s first incarnations. It would squash the Lamborghini under its tires and barely notice the bump.

She snarled a curse, then leaned out the window and cast force magic ahead of them. Her first thought was to create a ramp for the Humvee to drive over, but letting the Lamborghini take to the air made more sense. Besides, given Damien’s car’s unpredictable driving, it might have rammed into the ramp anyway. She moved her arms in complex gestures and crafted her intent into reality.

She was shifting back into the car when it hit the ramp. Her head smacked the top of the passenger door’s window frame, causing her to see stars and feel warmth as blood flowed down her cheek. Despite that, the part of her mind maintaining the spell did its job. The Lamborghini went up the ramp and catapulted into the air.

Danica released the magic before the Humvee smashed into the ramp from the opposite side. She flopped back into the seat, relieved, then realized there was nothing to be relieved about. They were airborne, which meant they had less control of the uncontrollable car than when it was on the ground.

She grabbed the seatbelt and wrapped force shields around herself and Damien. She added shields around the car's interior to help it absorb the kinetic energy of the landing, should it reach the passenger compartment.

The Lamborghini slammed down, collapsing the front molding on the left side and throwing sparks as it came fully back to earth. She’d held out a small hope that the impact would cause the car to stop moving, but no such luck. It accelerated wildly. She snapped, “Alex.”

Frustration was evident in the other woman’s voice. “I’m pedal to the metal here, but you’re all over the place. It’s impossible to predict and almost impossible to follow.”

Voltaic interjected, “I’m guessing someone’s programmed the car with a random pattern generator. Its path doesn’t make any sense. They must have wanted to take Damien for a ride.”

Danica replied, “Ambulances?”

“On the way.”

“Police?”

A map showing a small army of blue dots appeared in Danica’s glasses. “Trying to catch up but not having much luck.”

Danica realized she was out of options. “Okay, I’m gonna blast the engine.”

Alex asked, “Are you sure that’s safe?”

Her head throbbed, and she worried that she might lose consciousness. If she did, there was no telling what might happen to Damien and her. “I have shields. I can keep us safe.”

Alex countered, “Your words are slurred.”

“Cracked my skull on the window. I was building complicated magic and let my shield go. Rookie mistake.” She looked at Damien. “You be ready to move.”

As if it knew what she was planning, the car suddenly made a harsh turn and accelerated to its top speed. The engine screamed with high-pitched rage as it was pushed to its limit.

Danica turned toward the back of the car, raised both hands, and sent lightning through the broken rear window to cover the rear end. She sustained the energy flow, and her barrage eventually found cracks to slip beneath. The car stuttered, and the rear began to smoke.

Damien called, “Uh, Danica?”

“Don’t bother me. I’m working.”

“Yeah, but, wall.”

She heard the words, but nothing registered. “What?”

He shouted, “Wall!”

Danica twisted forward. The car was losing velocity but not nearly quickly enough and was headed for a wall about a block away. She snarled, “No more musicians.”

She used force magic to blast the passenger’s door off and dove out, using more force magic to pull Damien with her. Jilly had just returned and helped by burning through his seatbelt. They were all free of the car before it slammed into the building.

Danica laughed where she lay on the ground. Her head throbbed, but the experience had been oh-so-stupid and oh-so-appropriate for the man they’d codenamed Rockstar. Her mirth vanished as brakes squealed nearby. She painfully climbed to her feet, expecting to see police cars, but instead saw three SUVs disgorging people. Most held small submachine guns and were in black suits like gangsters.

One stood out from the rest. A twenty-something man with long, wild hair, eyes blacked with makeup, and a frenzy that made her wonder about his sanity screamed at Damien, “You like that? Huh? Serves you right if you didn’t. You…” He searched the heavens for a word, then yelled, “Jerk.”

Damien had risen to his feet at Danica’s side and replied in confusion, “What are you going on about, then, string bean?”

“You. You take your fans for a ride, pretending to care about them. So, I thought you should go for a ride, too. Was it fun?”

Danica looked at Damien, whose face showed no recognition. “Do you know this guy?”

“Not the ones in the suits, but this guy…” He snapped his fingers. “I recognize him.” He pointed at the seemingly crazy man. “You’ve been in the front row at several shows. You’re a fan.”

Danica quipped, “Putting the fanatic in fan, for sure.”

Jilly landed on her shoulder and sent telepathically, Sorry it took me so long to get back, but glad I got here before you crashed. You’re bleeding.

Danica replied, Just a bump on the head. I’m fine.

Okay. You want me to claw someone?

Danica suppressed a chuckle. I’ll let you know. Out loud, she advised, “The police will be here any minute, so y’all should settle down.”

Tension rippled through them, and she realized she’d made a mistake. She layered more shields around herself, Damien, and Jilly, then sent a blast of lightning at the crazy fan and those nearest him. It struck shields and dissipated. She sent to Jilly, Find the magical.

Alex’s car skidded into view as Jilly flew off to do that. It struck one of the vans side-on and knocked over several bad guys. Alex bounded out of the driver’s side and engaged two guards who were staring at her in shock.

Danica ran at the others with a loud shout augmented by magic. Two-thirds of them piled into their cars and pulled away, leaving the fan, the four men with him, and the ones already on the ground.

Those four fired their weapons, and the bullets bounced off her shields as she’d expected they would. She had her pistol at the small of her back but didn’t think it was necessary to create any fatalities today. She used force magic to rip two guns away before whoever was opposing her figured out her tactic and protected the remaining two from her power. The remaining guns were empty, and she closed into hand-to-hand range while the attackers tried to reload.

The force shields surrounding them offered some protection, but she had magically enhanced muscles and force shields, which evened the odds. She couldn’t break any joints, one of her favorite tactics for taking an opponent out of a fight without killing them. A magic-assisted uppercut took out one and a fist to the crotch dropped another to the ground.

The third and fourth attacked her as a team, grabbed her arms, lifted her from her feet, and slammed her back against the van. She sent out a wide blast of force magic that knocked them away from her.

A cry of pain accompanied the appearance of a wizard who gripped the bleeding hand that had dropped his wand. Danica blasted the left guard with lightning to drop him, then walked up to the skinny fan who was doubtless the author of this whole mess.

He raised his fists in a boxing stance. She mimicked him, and when he threw a punch, she shuffled in, grabbed his wrist, and twisted it in such a way that he went to his knees, whimpering for her to stop hurting him. She gave it a slight extra twist to get his attention and growled, “You are a moron.”

Damien walked up beside her. “Thank you for saving me. My hero.” Jilly landed on his head and gently pecked him with her beak. He laughed. “Correction, heroes.”

Danica grumbled, “We should find better people to save.”

“You wound me.”

“I’d like to.”

Damien chuckled and looked down at the man on the ground as the police cars pulled up. “This is a bad look for you, mate. And worse news, I only do shows at women’s prisons.” He grinned at Danica. “So many offers of marriage every time I do, too. Maybe one of these days I’ll find a nice girl who embezzled from a bank and get married.”

Danica surrendered the fan to the police. “Any nice girl should stay far, far away from you.”

He grinned. “I guess that makes you not very nice since you clearly have a crush on me. Came right when I called. No hesitation. Tell me, were you dreaming about me?”

Alexandra wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Yeah, boss, were you?”

Danica winced at the idea and the headache pounding in her skull. “I don’t know what hurts more. My head, or the abject stupidity surrounding me. Excluding you, of course, Jilly.”

The fae dragon hopped onto her shoulders. “Of course. Let’s go home.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Moriarty—he’d come to think of himself by his pseudonym rather than his given name—reclined in the chair behind his desk with a smile as his chief subordinate entered. Solene was as close to an equal as he had ever found, although even she fell short of achieving that mark.

They were a study in contrasts in many ways. He wore a light gray suit and a colorful tie over a pristine white shirt. She was in a black business suit that flattered her figure with her hair pulled back in a businesslike ponytail and understated jewelry and accessories. Even so, she had weapons aplenty hidden upon her, and he knew without a doubt that he was safe from any attacker in her presence.

Whether he was safe from her was a question he asked himself now and again, one that usually resulted in an increase in her salary and responsibilities. For someone who tended to spend most of his time thinking and planning, it was essential to have a right hand who could take care of the day-to-day actions that kept his plots in motion. Solene was perfect at that task and many others besides.

She sat across the desk from him as a kitchen staff member bustled in with a silver tray. The white-clad sous chef poured coffee for them and left them alone. She took hers and sipped, then nodded soon after to indicate she felt nothing strange.

He extended his magic, which he kept hidden from everyone except Solene, and found no hazards. Still, he took a first sip and set the cup down. He would wait at least a minute to see if any negative effects manifested before having more. Being careful was synonymous with continued survival in the world he inhabited.

Once that ritual was complete, Solene opened the conversation. “Paris Winters folded nicely after her failed efforts against the Scream Queen. She’s back with her family and replied as expected to our first communiqué.”

Moriarty laughed. “She’s so spineless, she can’t even act like she has a backbone in her films. This is not a surprise.”

“Well chosen, then.”

“I’d like to think so. Of course, she in herself is mostly irrelevant. But her family connections will be an asset.”

Solene leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “Are you ready to explain why?”

He picked up his cup and took another sip of coffee. “I guess there’s no harm in letting out some details. Her parents sit on the boards of some tech companies I’m interested in.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “And here I thought you hoped to influence their philanthropic efforts toward your tastes.”

Her dry sense of humor always amused him, and he appreciated the way she walked the line between appropriate respect and inappropriate sass. “No, not that. The only things that matter are money, power, and the game. The Winters family will help with the first two.”

“Are you after something specific?”

Moriarty lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “I have some ideas, of course. We’ll need to do some research to figure out everything they might have to offer us. I’m sure I could find a market for whatever we choose to take given the quality of the companies in question. And there might be one or two odds and ends we want to keep for ourselves.”

She smiled over the rim of her cup as she tasted her coffee again. “I very much doubt there’s any ‘might’ about it, knowing you. That covers money and power. What about the game?”

“I’m so happy you asked. We have a little interval before we need to move into action with our next client. What’s up with our dear friends at Spellbound Security?”

A grin blossomed on her face. “I figured you hadn’t heard. You’ll like this.” She extended her phone. He took it and hit Play on the video that was queued up. It was like an action film with cameras at multiple angles showing a car chase and a fight. He laughed. “Our initial involvement with Damien Zane continues to pay off. Another success for Danica and her team.”

“Yes.”

“Good for them. Of course, they’re playing against the junior varsity. How did you get this video?”

She took the phone back. “One of our techs stitched it together from social media posts by bystanders, the street cameras, a police drone, and bodycams, all sorts of stuff.”

His tone changed from playful to businesslike. “The technical staff is doing good work, as always. We need intel on Spellbound. Get some.”

Solene nodded and rose, obviously recognizing the order. “Any boundaries?”

“Only the usual. Nothing can trace back to us.”

“Of course. I’ll get on it right away.”
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Solene examined her reflection in the full-length mirror in her quarters. She was dressed for a night out with a thick silver necklace, a little black dress, stockings, and pumps. Aside from the silver at her throat, the only other splashes of non-black were from a bracelet that matched the necklace and the long nails painted the same red as her lips. Even her eye makeup was dark.

She rarely failed to attract attention whether she tried to or not, so she wanted people to remember her as this person whose appearance was rather different than her normal look. Her hair finished the impromptu disguise, teased up and out like something from the 1980s. She smiled at the reflected woman. People would underestimate her, which was always a bad thing for them to do.

A staff member drove her into town. Then she secured an autonomous car to take her the rest of the way to her destination. The nightclub was trendy and exclusive with a line of people waiting for access. She nodded at the bouncer as she ignored the queue, and he nodded as he let her through. She was a regular here and had established her importance with the owner at Moriarty’s instruction.

Inside, dance music throbbed, and multicolored lights flashed and whirled. A dry ice machine created fog that billowed around those gyrating on the dance floor. Tables were set around the periphery, mostly encased in darkness, all the better to make deals or make moves.

Solene headed to the bar and secured a martini with olives. She dropped an excessive tip on the bar. She wasn’t required to pay for her drinks and took care of the staff instead.

She extracted an olive from the toothpick with her teeth and slowly chewed as she circulated in the borderline between the dancers and the darkness. She needed two professionals, and they had to be people she hadn’t worked with before to avoid bringing attention to her boss. That was what had led her to this place tonight. Her social visits to the nightclub usually happened on different days.

She found the first at a corner table. The red-haired woman was seated in a booth with blonde women to either side, conveying the vibe of bachelorettes looking for trouble during a night on the town. Solene knew they were nothing of the sort. She sat across from them and nodded at the centermost. “Your reputation is impressive.”

The redhead’s eyes hardened. “Which reputation is that?”

“The one that says you’re the leader of a highly experienced infiltration team.”

“If that were true, and I’m not saying it is, not many people would know.”

Solene smiled. “I’m not ‘many people.’”

The other woman sniffed derisively. “And I should just take your word for it?”

Solene opened her purse and slid a small card across the table. The woman placed a hand over it, and the ring on her index finger glowed. “Okay. You check out. What do you need?”

She pulled the card back. “Simple job. Gathering intel.”

“Where?”

“Cleveland.”

The other woman laughed. “You’re lucky it’s not winter lake effect season yet. No money would get me up there then. Sure. Timeframe?”

Solene smiled at the flash of honest personality from her conversational partner. “Immediate.”

“That will cost more.”

“Of course.”

It was the other woman’s turn to slide a card to Solene. “Send the details here. Then I’ll name a number, you’ll agree, and we’ll get it done.”

She rose with a smile. “Perfect.”

Her next quarry proved more difficult to locate. Eventually she spotted him in the middle of the dance floor, waving his arms and laughing as he danced amid a bunch of women who appreciated that he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Solene thought he was a little scrawny, but infomancers were rarely physical specimens. She danced to him and got in his face. “You’re Talon.”

He kept dancing as he regarded her. “I am. And you?”

“Ruby.” It was an alias she’d created for this place, and she’d sent him a message telling him she’d be looking for him.

He grinned. “Finally, we meet. What do you need?”

“A hack. Independent company. Shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“You know my rates and rules?”

“I do.”

He spun in a tight circle. “And you still want me?”

His emphasis on the last two words made her roll her eyes.

Deadpan, she replied, “Yes. I still want you. Oh, so much.”

He responded with what sounded like a genuine laugh. “Well, you’ve got me. Get online tomorrow, and we’ll work it out.”

Solene gave him a professional smile as she departed and headed toward the door. After taking only a few steps, she noticed a strange movement in the crowd that seemed out of place and redirected. She entered the women’s restroom without looking behind her. One woman was inside adjusting her makeup. Solene stepped close and whispered, “You need to get out of here now. Trouble.”

The woman shoved her stuff in her purse and left, passing a large man in an ill-fitting suit who stepped in and locked the door behind him. Solene regarded him with crossed arms. “You are the opposite of subtle.”

His smile showed a couple of misaligned teeth. “When you’re strong as I am, you don’t need to be subtle.”

“So, muscles, you were so attracted to my boundless beauty that you felt the need to follow me in here?”

“I saw who you met with. Serious people. I want to know who you are. And since I doubt you’re the top of the food chain, who you represent.”

She batted her eyelashes at him. “You really don’t.”

He stepped toward her with his arms spread to grab her if she tried to run. “I really do. And I’m going to start breaking your fingers until you tell me.”

She summoned a brilliant smile and stepped forward with her right hand extended like she wanted to shake. “Why, that sounds like fun.”

He instinctively reached out with his right hand, which made her next move easy. As his hand wrapped around her wrist, she rotated her palm up and over to grab his wrist, then twisted to slam her left forearm into his elbow to lock out his arm. She used that as a lever to smash his face into the long counter with its inset sinks.

Blood splashed on the ivory surface as he dropped to his knees, and she flicked off the protective cover on her pinky nail. She stuck it under his collar and scratched him on the back of his neck. His dazed wooziness turned into unconsciousness in a handful of seconds.

The poison she applied would be fatal within the hour if he wasn’t immediately rushed to the hospital. If someone found him and got him some medical assistance, he’d last longer but still wouldn’t regain consciousness. Idiot.

She checked her look in the mirror, adjusted her hair, and exited the bathroom, headed for the safety and anonymity of Moriarty’s home.


CHAPTER FIVE


The evening after the wild chase with Damien Zane, the staff of Spellbound Security Cleveland gathered at a restaurant near the office. The place claimed to serve authentic Mexican food. It had emphasized its authenticity with Day of the Dead decorations thick on the walls like a South of the Border version of one of those chain restaurants from back in the day with license plates, paintings, sports memorabilia, and random tchotchkes.

As they waited for their drinks, Zack commented, “This place is ominous. It feels like the ancestors of people we don’t know are judging us. Downright unsettling.” He grinned up from his pretend cower. “I like it. Being unsettled isn’t the worst thing.”

Alex snorted. “Yeah, this is living the dangerous life, for sure.” She sat back in her chair. “You should have been with us in Indianapolis. That was an adventure.” She’d been needling Zack about his lack of involvement since he loved deploying to the field.

“Says the woman who crashed a car.”

“I crashed that car as a tactical choice. And I’d do it again. You should have seen their faces.”

Derek, an FBI agent who was now their primary investigator, replied, “Subtle. That’s what you are, Alexandra. Subtle.” He grinned around the chip in his hand before chomping down on it.

Alex countered, “Yeah, yeah. Easy to judge from the sidelines. Monday morning quarterback. Other football metaphors.”

Randall, the movie stuntman who was unexpectedly talented with physical magic, added, “We’ve just got to go out there and play well.”

Alex pointed. “Exactly.”

“Too bad you didn’t.” The table laughed, and he toasted her with his newly arrived margarita.

Lilac, the team’s pacifist magical support, smiled at them all. “You’re goofy.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement.

Jilly was lying on her side in the center of the round table. She nodded in agreement. “You all are.”

Danica asked, “But you’re not?”

The fae dragon gave Danica her most serious look. “Of course not.” That elicited another round of laughter from everyone.

Danica remarked, “It’s good to have you all in Cleveland, finally. Feels like things are coming together.”

Lilac replied, “I have my workspace fully set up. I’ll be able to get started tomorrow on stockpiling some healing and energy potions for those who use them.”

Alex put on a fake pout. “What about the non-magicals? Don’t you care about us?”

“I have a plentiful supply of Band-Aids. Plus, I can make you some delicious tea from the herbs I use.”

Alex laughed. “Well, that’s much better than healing potions.”

Zack added, “I can 3D print bandages if you need them now that the fabrication area is all set up. I can’t do anything huge, but odds and ends, machine parts, that sort of thing, we’re set.”

Derek asked, “Security?” It was a constant concern for the agent.

Zack replied, “I have the security cameras set up and the network locked down to Voltaic’s satisfaction. The drone garage on the roof is up and functioning. I can control them from my phone, or Voltaic can access them whenever she needs to.”

“Good. I’ve been chatting with folks in the local police department, building some contacts. They’re helping me get a better sense of how the city works, so if we have work here in the future, we’ll be more knowledgeable about our immediate environment.”

Danica was proud of her team. Arthur had led her to them, mostly, but they had chosen to work with her. They were doing so very well.

Zack observed, “Unfortunately, I don’t think creating a training space in the warehouse will work out. It’s a big space, but it’s taking a lot of time to dismantle the heavy equipment and will eventually require more hands than the robots. Some of those things are so big they need to stay, or we’ll need a crane to lift them out.”

Danica countered, “Or a bunch of powerful magicals. I’m guessing Randall, Lilac, and I can move whatever needs moving.”

“Maybe. But we’d have to cut a hole in the side of the building or the roof to get them out.”

Randall replied, “Then I guess it’s a good thing I found us another option for training.” Everyone looked at him with interest, and he held up a hand to forestall questions. “Danica needs to look at it before I say more about it.”

She nodded. “Of course I will. Want to give us any hints in the meantime?”

He grinned. “Nope.”

Alex mildly noted, “Well, aren’t you just a jerk?” Everyone laughed.

Jilly asked, “Would some salsa in the eye help him be more forthcoming?” The dragon twitched a wing toward the bowl of salsa near her.

Danica replied, “Let him keep his secrets for now. But if we decide we need to torture him, you get first shot, Jilly.”

She bared her teeth in a fake growl, causing another round of laughter.

A popular tabloid show came on one of the television sets around the restaurant, and Alex gestured at the picture on the screen. “Paris Winters seems to have mostly disappeared from public view.”

Danica scowled. “Serves her right. Wench.”

Randall asked, “You keep up on the celebrity gossip, Alex?”

She leaned back with crossed arms. “At this point, it’s job research.”

Danica laughed. “Can’t argue with that. I heard from Vivian Beck yesterday. She caught some news about the chase and wanted to make sure everyone was okay.” The Scream Queen had been their previous client.

Jilly commented, “I love her.”

Murmurs of agreement from everyone at the table followed. She’d been great to work with.

Alex frowned and called across the restaurant, “Turn that up, please.” She pointed at the TV, and everyone turned their attention to it. It showed a small jet, kind of like a fighter but on a smaller scale, behaving erratically in the air. Then it nosedived and plunged almost vertically into the ground. An ejection seat rocketing out suggested that the pilot hadn’t been aboard at the end. The banner at the bottom of the screen read, Hayley Wish stunt gone wrong.

Randall whistled. “Actors who do their own stunts generally worry me, but Hayley is the real deal. I’ve never seen her screw up like that.”

Danica frowned. “Hayley Wish. Like, Deathwish?”

He nodded. “That’s what the tabloids call her. Seems like you’ve been doing your research as well, boss.”

Alex asked, “Did that look normal to you?”

Randall watched as the video played again, then shook his head. “That looks like a direct drive into the ground. There wouldn’t be any reason I know of for that to happen. But I’ve only done a few flying things. I’m not a fully qualified pilot.”

Lilac asked, “Is Hayley?”

Randall nodded. “She can do just about anything. Cars, planes, motorcycles, boats, you name it, she’s used it and probably wrecked it.”

Danica stared at the screen as it played the crash for a third time. “You don’t think that’s what they were going for. Like, that wasn’t the shot.”

Randall shook his head. “No chance. If they were going to crash the plane intentionally, the insurance company would never have let her fly it.”

Zack chuckled. “Hell, it always comes back to the money, doesn’t it?”

Randall nodded. “In the movie business? Definitely.” They continued to discuss Hayley Wish during their meal. Danica had a hunch and knew she was right when her phone buzzed before dessert. She picked it up. “Hello Arthur.”

The owner of Spellbound Security’s various offices replied, “Danica. Got a new gig for you.”

“Deathwish?”

“Yes, although please don’t use that name to her face. How did you know?”

“We saw it on TV. Randall said it didn’t look like a stunt Hayley would be involved in, which says to me it might’ve been an accident—or might not have been an accident.”

She heard approval in his tone as he replied, “Finding out is your first task. We’ll have clearance set up by morning. You and your team can portal here then, and I’ll have transport waiting.”

“Got it.” Danica killed the line and smiled at her team. “We better all go home and get some sleep. We’ve got work in the morning.”


CHAPTER SIX


The next morning, Danica got up early enough to indulge in a leisurely cup of coffee. Jilly had tea with honey, as usual, and the two playfully bantered back and forth until it was time to leave. Danica had learned from the adventure with Damien Zane a couple of nights before and wore her leather jacket with the healing and energy potions in the pocket. She wouldn’t leave without her magical resources again.

Normally, she’d wear a suit for a business meeting. A text from Arthur told her to expect to examine the plane in detail. She decided practical jeans and a decent blouse were more appropriate if she would be crawling around, under, and over things. She’d texted her team that detail so they could make their own informed choices.

A portal took her and Jilly to the Spellbound Security Cleveland office, where the others had gathered in the lobby. She nodded in approval. “Everybody ready?”

Lilac replied, “I’m not sure I have much to offer here. If it’s all right with you, I’ll spend time with my potions today.”

Danica nodded. It made sense, and they were already bringing a hefty crew. “Sounds good. Want me to portal you there?”

The witch grinned. “No. I love the scooter ride.”

Danica laughed. She did too, although she didn’t indulge often. The office was connected to the warehouse by an underground tunnel with scooters on both ends to make the transit easier. They also made it much more fun than walking would have been.

Danica opened a portal to the Spellbound office in Miami, and they passed through. The lobby was a large, glass affair with a big reception desk in the middle.

Arthur arrived a moment after they did with a man in tow. “Steve here can get you within a mile of the place. You can walk from there.”

Danica replied, “Perfect. Anything I should know?”

Arthur shook his head. “I don’t have anything useful to share yet. I’m working with Hayley’s assistant to figure out a time for us to meet with her.”

“How is she?”

“Mentally and physically well as far as I know. We’ll find out more later when we chat with her.”

Danica looked at Steve. “Then let’s do it.”

He opened a portal. Fifteen minutes later, they were at a large warehouse in Nevada, where the crash had occurred. The guard at the hangar door stopped them to check their IDs, then let them through. As they walked in, someone called her name from behind.

Danica turned and saw a uniformed delivery person stepping off a motorcycle. He had a flat box about the size of a laptop in his hands. She took it and saw that the sender was V, which meant it was from Voltaic.

Alex was beside her. She asked him, “Did you meet the sender in person?”

He shook his head. “No, drop-shipped.”

“Have you worked with her before?”

The delivery person got a slight look of concern in his eyes. “No.”

Alex waved it off. “Okay. You can go.” She looked at Danica and confided in a whisper, “I think Voltaic is an artificial intelligence. It would explain everything we know about her. It.”

Danica laughed. “We already have one mystery to deal with. Let’s not add another.”

Alex countered, “Just wait. You’ll see.”

Danica opened the box as they walked inside. It held several devices, each about the size of her phone. It was doubtless not a coincidence that there was one for each of them, plus an extra. She passed them out and turned to a woman who walked up to them wearing an NTSB windbreaker. Danica introduced herself and her team, then asked, “Anything obvious?”

The other woman shook her head. “Nothing. This is a custom plane, but it’s all mods added to a standard one. No recalls exist for it or any of its parts. There’s no reason it should’ve stopped working.”

“Anything else we should be aware of?”

The NTSB rep looked frustrated. “Only that we hate mysteries like this. If you find anything, please share. I’ll do the same.”

Danica nodded. “Sounds good.” She tapped her earpiece to activate the microphone. “Voltaic, are you there?”

It took almost half a minute for the infomancer to reply, “I am now. You’re at the site?”

“We are. Thanks for the toys. What are they?”

“Advanced sensors, so I can help out.”

Alex commented with an undertone of amusement, “You know, you could come out and look at it with us. It would probably be no problem to get you portaled here.” Her gaze met Danica’s as she spoke.

Voltaic replied, “No thanks, I’m good. Being around people is not my favorite thing.”

Alex pointed at Danica, then touched her nose as if to say this was evidence for her suspicion. Danica shook her head. “All right, how do we use them?”

“Basically, just do your examination but do it through the viewer on the devices. You can zoom in if you want and toggle between multiple modes. X-ray, heat, radiation, all that jazz. They’ll feed all that information to me regardless of which mode you’re using. Put one of them in a static spot so I can use it as a reference point to build a 3D model. There’s a strip of adhesive for you to use.”

It took Danica a couple of minutes to properly position the device under Voltaic’s guidance. Then she joined the others in walking around the pieces of the plane and examining them. The fragments had been laid out more or less in the correct configuration for an unbroken aircraft. There was one large intact piece and many, many smaller ones. Danica murmured, “Does the NTSB have anything useful they’re not telling us?”

The infomancer replied, “If they do, I’m not seeing it. I could hack their servers, but that’s the federal government. You probably don’t want that heat.”

Randall asked, “Does this look like a remote box to any of you?”

Danica walked over to see what he was pointing at. It didn’t look like anything to her, but Voltaic replied, “It does. All right, that’s good to know. Do we have the recorder?”

Danica grabbed a nearby NTSB person and asked that question. The man replied, “The recorder malfunctioned.”

She frowned. “How often does that happen?”

“Never.”

Danica let him get back to work. “So remote piloting is normal?”

Randall replied, “In a lot of cases, the actor needs to act, not focus on flying the plane, so it’s remotely piloted. In some other cases, they might have a compartment built out of sight for another pilot, the way they do with drivers in some cars. I don’t see any evidence this was set up that way.”

Alex had crouched by the fuselage and was running her scanner over it. “Doesn’t look like there was any space to spare on this thing.”

Zack replied from the other side, “It’s basically a rocket with some control surfaces and a passenger compartment. And fortunately, an ejection seat.”

One of the NTSB investigators shouted to a colleague. Danica wandered over to see what the fuss was. They crouched and peered at a black spot on the part of the fuselage that was otherwise fairly undamaged. She held her sensor up to it and listened to their conversation, which offered no answers.

Voltaic stated, “I’m feeding you an image.” Danica was wearing her contact lenses, and a 3D model of the plane appeared in them. The picture zoomed in to where they’d been looking. The infomancer continued, “Seems like a part of the fuselage. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

Danica tapped one of the investigators on the shoulder. “What’s up with that?” She gestured at the burn spot.

The woman replied, “The plane’s circuitry is imprinted in the skin. That burn could have damaged a control line.”

Danica let the woman get back to work. She had no particular understanding of what the investigator said. Voltaic announced, “Checking. Okay, it looks like throttle controls run through that spot.”

Alex asked, “So, we have a potential hack of the remote piloting system, a broken throttle, and a recorder that malfunctioned?”

Derek had been working quietly more or less on his own. “What if the scorching is to cover a physical hack on the throttle in case the remote didn’t work?”

Voltaic whistled. “Damn. That’s duplicitous.”

“It might explain some things, though.”

Danica observed, “So we have two potential vectors for interference with the plane. I wonder why the ejection seat worked.”

Voltaic replied, “I know the answer to that question. It’s a system that’s disengaged from all the others by design. There are two ways to fire it, one remotely and one physically from the cockpit. The second part is a closed system. There’s no way to interfere with it except to physically disable it, which likely would’ve been visible.”

A tone announced Arthur joining the channel. He asked, “Discover anything?”

Danica replied, “Nothing definitive, but we have some avenues of inquiry.”

“Good. You can share them with Hayley. She’s ready to meet with us.”

“Be right there. Alex, Randall, come with me. Derek, Zack, you stay and keep working.”

A sleepy voice from the inner pocket of her jacket asked, “Where are we going?”

Danica slid a finger inside and scratched the fae dragon’s scaly head. When they’d arrived, Jilly had quickly announced that she had better things to do than look at broken equipment she didn’t understand. “We’re going to meet Hayley Wish.”

A long yawn was the response. “Okay. Wake me when we’re there.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Danica used a portal to take them back to Spellbound and was surprised when Arthur ushered them into a car. “She’s in Miami?”

“She is. She has a condo nearby, so she chose the spot. She was taken to a regular hospital for a checkup first, then transferred to a private medical center nearby.”

“Smart. Avoid the media.”

Arthur nodded. “I’m sure being as well-known as she is causes problems everywhere, even inside the hospital.”

They made small talk about Hayley's movies until they arrived at the hospital. The guards outside checked each of their IDs and called in to ensure it was okay before letting them pass. Crossing the threshold revealed the presence of an anti-magic emitter as Danica’s power fled. Randall grunted.

Jilly poked her head out of Danica’s pocket. “What’s wrong?”

Danica replied, “Anti-magic.”

Jilly clawed out of the pocket, up Danica’s jacket, and onto her shoulder. “Oh, yeah. I can feel it now. It tickles.” She concentrated for a moment. “Oh, I felt it outside. I just didn’t notice.”

Randall laughed. “Must be nice to be innately magical.”

“It is.” The dragon looked and sounded smug.

Arthur pointed. “Over here.” He knocked on a door and opened it after a reply from within.

Part of the chamber looked like a typical hospital room, but the other half was an elegant living room setup. A woman Danica instantly recognized as Hayley Wish was seated in a leather recliner with her feet up. She was dressed in black leather pants and a tight T-shirt with her hair done up in the sort of rock ’n’ roll style she often wore in interviews. Her makeup was perfect. She didn’t look injured.

Danica remarked, “You’re the most well-put-together hospital patient ever.”

Hayley laughed. “I might look good on the parts that show, but the bruises and overall body aches are real. But I’m getting released soon, and even though no one supposedly knows I’m here, there’s bound to be paparazzi. I don’t want to give them any more material to cause controversy than they already have.”

She rolled her eyes and sarcastically added, “Thank goodness there were so many people with cell phones recording the stunt, so we can have headlines like, ‘Drug-addled Hayley crashes her plane.’ Jerks.”

Arthur chuckled. “You mean your publicist will be summoning the media to watch you walk out of here, don’t you, so you can replace the crash footage with something more positive?”

Hayley grinned. “Maybe. I don’t argue with Ian. I just do what he says.”

A tall, thin man in a business suit that was altogether too tight responded in a singsong voice, “And that’s the right way to be,” as he entered the room. “The doctors say we have two hours before we’re out.”

Hayley sighed and put a silly whine in her voice. “But I’m bored now.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “You should’ve thought of that before you crashed your plane.”

Her amusement vanished. “I didn’t crash my plane. We’ve been over this.”

He lifted both hands and patted the air as if soothing a bear. “Yeah, yeah, nothing is your fault. I know.” He turned and waved as he walked out of the room. “Try to adjust your attitude before we meet the public.”

Hayley called after him, “I didn’t,” then quietly repeated it for them.

Danica took the empty seat near her, and Arthur and Randall sat as well.

Jilly asked, “So what did happen?”

Hayley's gaze flicked up to Danica’s shoulder.

Danica laughed. “Oh, sorry. This is Jilly. I’m her human.”

Jilly offered, “Nice to meet you. You’re a very good actress.”

Hayley grinned. “Why, thank you, beautiful.”

Arthur prodded, “Can you tell us about it?”

Hayley closed her eyes. “Everything was going fine. I’d done most of the acrobatics, and the director had assured me we’d gotten the shots. The plane had several cameras mounted on it and there was one inside the cockpit to record me. That’s why I wasn’t wearing a helmet and why I have this.”

She lifted her bangs to show a gash at her hairline, then dropped them to cover the injury. “Doctors say it should heal clean, but I think it’ll be all right even if it doesn't. I’m not exactly a pristine beauty.”

Randall replied, “Scars build character.”

“My thoughts exactly.” She frowned. “Why do I recognize you?”

He grinned. “I can’t believe you do. We worked on a movie together about five years ago. The anime adaptation.”

She snapped her fingers. “You were the principal stuntman for the lead actor.”

“I was.”

“That guy was a jerk.”

Randall laughed. “I’m glad I wasn’t the only one to think so.”

Hayley grinned. “Everyone thinks so. They’re just afraid to tell him because he’s so insecure he’d try to get them blacklisted.”

Danica brought the conversation back to the important topic at hand. “So, you had most of the shots. Then what happened?”

Hayley looked at her. “The last thing we had to do was the landing. It was supposed to look rough, like the plane was having mechanical problems, so I waggled the wings and stuttered the engine, that kind of thing. It would’ve looked right on screen, but it was nothing dangerous and nothing I haven’t done a hundred times. Then things went wrong.”

“We’ve taken a preliminary look at the wreckage and are still investigating. It seems like two things might’ve malfunctioned. The throttle and/or the remote piloting.”

Hayley raised her fists as if celebrating a victory. “Yes. Both. Finally someone believes me.” She dropped her arms. “Everything went wrong at once. The plane started to skew back and forth, and the throttle locked open.

“At first, I thought it was the director adding some effects. Then I realized communication was gone since he was no longer talking in my ear. I’m not going to lie. I lost a few seconds to complete shock right then.”

She shook her head as if to clear it. “I was being banged around, but the remote pilot kill switch was nearby, and I managed to flick it. The ride settled, but the throttle stayed open, and by this time I was descending at a bad angle. I slammed my knees into the ejection trigger and off I went.

“I blacked out as the seat rocketed away but woke up when the parachute deployed. It was a hard landing, but like I said, only some bruises and aches other than the cut on my head, which I got in the cockpit.”

Arthur shook his head. “It sounds like you were smart to call us. Do you have any enemies?”

Hayley laughed as she reclined again. “No. I mean, I’m an actress. There are bound to be people who don’t like me, but no specific enemies I’m aware of.”

Ian breezed back in and announced, “One hour and forty-five minutes.” He left.

Arthur requested, “Let’s go over it again and see if we can fill in any more details.”

They talked over the incident until it was time to leave with a break in the middle so Jilly and Hayley could become better acquainted. When Ian finally gave them their exit cue, Hayley led the way down the hallway and out of the hospital.

As predicted, cameras flashed, and video rolled from both sides as a large SUV pulled up. As soon as she saw the situation, Danica cast shields around everyone and adjusted them as Hayley stopped to shake hands or hug fans who had also shown up.

Finally, they climbed into the back of an SUV that was almost identical to the one they’d taken to the hospital. When it stopped at a red light, Danica opened a portal, and they all moved through it to Spellbound’s Miami building.

Arthur grinned. “Smoothest escape ever. Come on upstairs, and we’ll figure out the details of our contract.”

Jilly whispered, “Autographs. We need autographs for the office.”

Danica laughed. “All right. We’ll make sure they’re added to the contract.” It was a great idea.

“Good. Then I’m taking a nap.” The dragon climbed back into her jacket pocket.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Voltaic’s systems were working on a detailed analysis of the crashed aircraft while she did other things. Her hands flew over the keyboards while her magic made other manipulations.

From time to time, she muttered, “Annoying rust bucket needs a personality adjustment,” and other deprecations toward the host of her arming room, Oswald. She was so engrossed in her work that when the ping sounded, it took her several seconds to process the noise and identify what it was.

She frowned at her monitors and opened the various surveillance programs she had running to see which had triggered. She expected it to be Spellbound’s Cleveland office for no other reason than that was the project she was engaged with. It wasn’t. Instead, it was the central server for Spellbound Security, which was physically located in the Miami office.

She had set up a presence in both systems when she started working with Danica as a matter of course. When she worked with someone, what happened to them influenced her to some degree. She couldn’t remember if she’d admitted to it on this occasion. Sometimes she did, sometimes she didn’t.

As she closed out her other work to focus on this new development, she chided herself for thinking it might have been the Cleveland office in the first place. No one would know about that network because it had no external-facing entrances other than the one she used, which wasn’t discoverable.

There was no need for such connections since the team didn’t have an internal infomancer and could use phones and their encrypted connections for any simple research. There was a connection from Cleveland to Miami, which meant whoever was knocking on the door of the Miami server could potentially find their way to the Cleveland office.

She triggered the routine to load up her preparation room. She materialized in the cyberpunk-themed equipment shop as her typical avatar, a punk rock version of herself with vividly colorful tall hair and clothes to rival it. The place had wooden walls and shelves, offering a lodge-like feel that deliberately contrasted the cyberpunk city her system rendered the dark web into.

Her helper bot Oswald, who was usually less helpful than one might hope, was behind the desk. “Hello, Ms. Voltaic.” She wasn’t sure how he managed to convey disdain, but he did.

She scowled and walked up to him. “Hello yourself, Rust Bucket.”

“I notice that you have adjusted some of my programming.”

She gave a thin smile. “Do you like it?”

He replied in his prim, proper British butler accent, “I do not.”

“Too bad.” She turned on her heel and headed for the weapons aisle. She grabbed paired katanas and shrugged on the holder that would put them behind her shoulders. Twin pistols went into the holsters at her thighs, and a couple of grenades clicked as she snapped them onto her equipment belt.

Oswald asked dryly, “Not going to take a rocket launcher?”

She turned and pointed at him. “Keep giving me attitude, and I might take a rocket launcher to you, Rust Bucket.”

He shuddered. “I stand corrected.” His tone indicated that he did not stand corrected.

She shook her head. “I don’t know why I ever coded you like this in the first place.”

A smile spread across his robotic face. “Masochism, I suspect.”

She muttered as she headed for the door, “Yeah, whatever. Don’t wait up.” The door opened, and she jumped down into the nightscape.

He called, “Be sure to return that equipment.”

She ignored him and spread her arms. Her tight-fitting shirt extended and stretched into the wings of a flight suit. She glided through the evening skyline and took great pleasure that she knew exactly where she was going for once. Usually, she was busy casting about and trying to find the right path when she was in the infomancy world. This was downright decadent.

It took her several minutes of flight time to arrive, which would have been less than a few seconds in the real world. She landed cleanly in a modest jog on the ground, and her outfit transformed back into its normal form as she slowed to a stop.

The server address for Spellbound’s Miami office had taken her to a bank called Security Trust. She grumbled, “Not a particularly clever disguise, folks.” She had installed her warning programs remotely, so this was her first “physical” sight of the place.

The metaphor didn’t bother her, even if it was mostly off-the-shelf. Banks were highly secure, so infomancers often defaulted to them when they wanted to lock down a system. She examined the front door but found no evidence of intrusion.

Next, she lifted a black device from her belt and pointed it at the door. It registered its results in her avatar’s technologically augmented vision and displayed the crack through which the enemy infomancer had slipped and left open behind them. She used the same one and crouched once inside, ready for surprises. None came.

Some infomancers left defenses along their intrusion path. She generally didn’t since she preferred that no one knew she was there. Whoever had breached the system followed the same principle.

The regal and wealthy-looking bank lobby stretched forward, left, and right. It was conspicuously empty. If the system had detected the intrusion, there would be guards or other defenses here. Although it was relatively low-security, whoever she followed had gotten through it quickly and efficiently, meaning he had skills.

That meant she would find him on the vault level. Whatever he was after, that was where it would be. That was how the simulations worked. If she were looking for something different, it would still be in the vault. She descended the steps as quietly as possible and found a man standing in front of a massive circular door that shone like solid gold.

He was clad entirely in black from head to toe, a ninja motif as recognizable as her cyberpunk avatar was to her chosen genre. He had swords on his back, and she presumed there were throwing stars, blades, and who knew what else hidden inside his outfit. He had tools that were not ninja-era appropriate, historically speaking, and was drilling into the bank vault with a lengthy drill bit. She wove programs into the room as he worked, and they fed her data informing of his progress in cracking into the heart of the system.

She wouldn’t reveal herself if the server could keep him out on its own but would attempt to follow him back to where he’d come from. She was tempted to throw a tracer on him now, but doing so risked premature discovery. Besides, she could measure his skill by how far he got in the effort to breach the system. Knowing one’s enemy was an essential part of defeating them.

It took several tools inserted into the hole the drill had made, accompanied by some low muttering from the ninja, but the tumblers finally fell into place with a loud clank. He withdrew his tools and reached for the large wheel that, once spun, would cause the vault door to open dramatically.

Voltaic stepped out of the shadows. “Wow. Impressive.”

He spun, and his eyes narrowed. They were the only thing about him not covered with black fabric. He replied, “I knew you were there.”

She laughed. “You didn’t, but I appreciate that it’s because you were quite focused on the task at hand. The bots you had out to watch your back were easy enough to misdirect.”

He stepped away from the equipment, giving himself some space. “Why are you here?”

“Consider me the local neighborhood beat cop. This bank is my beat, and you should beat it.”

“Such a stupid joke. Intellect is not your primary characteristic.”

“Nah, I’m much better with my hands than my mouth.”

He reached back and drew both of his swords. “Show me.”

Voltaic considered shooting him but resisted for two reasons. First, a high-level infomancer could use blades to intercept bullets. It was impossible in the real world, but the physics of the magical dark web were not real-world. Second, she enjoyed a challenge as much as the next person and sensed he would provide one. If he proved problematic, she could always shoot him later.

She drew her blades with a flourish and stepped into a defensive stance, one extended in front of her, the other held up over her head, the tip pointing slightly downward. “Bring it, Shinobi.”


CHAPTER NINE


As if to mock her positioning, her opponent twitched one of his swords in an invitation for her to attack. Voltaic considered staying in place to irritate him but instead flowed smoothly into a shuffling step forward and lunged with her lead blade. He blocked it as he spun away, rotating toward her back. She moved her back foot to keep him in front of her and deflected his blade as it came down in a testing chop.

They sparred several more times in quick slashes and defensive flicks. Then each backed up a step. He observed, “You’re adequate.”

She scowled. “You don’t need to sound so surprised.”

The way his mask muffled his voice made his laughter sound insincere. “But so few are adequate. I wouldn’t have thought Spellbound Security would have someone so talented on staff.”

It was an information-gathering effort to trick her into admitting something. Instead of complying, she stepped forward and leapt into the air. He whipped his sword up to intercept her, but she snapped her foot out and blocked his blade. Her boots were reinforced with metal and mostly impenetrable.

His other blade caught hers as she chopped down at his head. She tested her strength against his as she landed, trying to channel all her weight and momentum into breaking his block.

Denying her that goal, he guided her swords away, spun, and whipped an elbow at the side of her head. Voltaic threw herself into a sideways flip to avoid it, and he was on her again the moment she landed. A flurry of attacks came at a speed that prevented her from performing any counterattacks and pressed her ability to defend herself.

In the real world, she would be panting with exertion. Here, she kept her gaze soft and let her body flow as it would, her programs matching up against his and causing her blocks to defeat his attacks.

After almost thirty seconds of hammering on her, he disengaged with a backflip. She noted, “You too are adequate. How about that?”

She sensed his smile through his mask. “Thanks so much for the compliment. Coming from you, that means…” He paused. “Not all that much, really.”

Voltaic laughed. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a jerk?”

“On occasion.”

“Good. They were right. You’re a jerk.” She wanted to go for her gun, but that would be an escalation, and she still thought she might have a chance at beating him with swords. She launched herself at him with a yell, both hands holding her swords high.

He didn’t buy the move and pointed one sword forward to intercept her charge while the other remained on guard. She shifted into a slide under his blade and swept a foot around at his feet. He leapt over her attempt to knock him down and kicked at her face.

Voltaic knocked the kick to the side with the pommel of her sword and slashed at his thigh. Steel rang against steel, and he moved around her in a run, kicking at her from every direction. She spun on the floor, deflecting each attack, and fought back up to her feet. She chided herself internally. Stupid move, V. Giving him an advantage for the chance of sweeping his feet. He’s too smart for that.

She feinted at him, which caused him to backpedal, then spun to gain some distance. When she turned again, her swords were back in their sheaths, and her pistols were in her hands. She raised one high, pointed the other lower, and pulled the triggers.

The ninja’s blades created a whirling shield as he whipped them around in a figure eight. Bullets clanged as they deflected from the blades. The final shot rebounded toward her as he smacked it with his blade.

Voltaic leaned to the side to avoid it as she ejected the magazines and shoved the smoking pistols into their holsters in a single move. Before he could counterattack, her blades were in her hands again.

He remarked, “Not very sporting.”

She inclined her head. “What can I say? I was getting bored.” They were evenly matched here in what amounted to neutral territory.

Again, a smile distorted the mesh cloth of his mask. “Well then, let me endeavor to entertain you.”

He threw one of his swords up. The moment her gaze flicked up to track it, she knew she’d been an idiot. She whipped her blades down in a blind defense and threw herself into a backward flip and roll as gleaming metal shards transited the space between her and her enemy. Several sliced into her tight leather clothing, but the armor held. The throwing stars fell with a clatter behind her as she landed in a crouch.

She shook her head. “My way is better.”

He laughed. “But it had no more success than mine.”

“What else do you have in your bag of tricks?”

Instead of responding, he threw the blade up again. This time she kept her eyes on him. The thin throwing knives he produced were positioned to catch her if she tried the same evasive move. She interposed her blades and slapped them out of the air one after the other until he ran out of projectiles.

He seamlessly caught his sword as it descended again and flourished it in a tight circle. He bent in a small bow. “You do fight well.”

“As do you.” It had become clear to her that she wouldn’t win this battle anytime soon, and the longer she stayed, the more vulnerable she might be to whatever he was cooking up.

She sheathed one sword, dashed forward, grabbed a smoke grenade from her belt, and threw it down between them. Smoke billowed out to obscure her vision and his as she continued her charge. She could sense him with more than her eyes and knew when he whipped his swords at her.

Voltaic deflected the first one but took a cut on her thigh from the second. Her free hand grabbed a tracker from her belt and tossed the tiny adhesive unit onto his back. She turned after she’d dashed out of range, and he lifted one eyebrow arrogantly.

“Maybe you’re not as good as I thought if you believed that would be effective. In any case, I think we’re done here.” He threw a smoke bomb.

Voltaic charged between him and the vault door in case he still planned to break in, but he had vanished when the smoke cleared. Only his mocking laughter remained.

She sheathed her sword, reloaded her pistols, and activated the tracer. It showed that he had already stopped elsewhere in the magical dark web. That was good. Following him might give her an indication of his presence in the real world, which would be ideal, but at the very least she should be able to find out more about him.

She exited the server and launched herself into the city’s airspace. It took only a few seconds to reach her destination and pass through the access port into this server. She landed gently in a grassy field, part of a nighttime scene in the countryside. The moon shone bright with stars dotting the sky around it. A well-traveled dirt path was nearby, and she followed it toward the top of the hill, beyond which was a glow.

Summiting the hill revealed a medieval Japanese village in front of her, or perhaps a replica of one from a video game. One building dominated the space, the only one taller than a single story. It had a pagoda-style roof and was made entirely of logs and wood planks. She cautiously walked toward it, the certainty that her foe lay within increasing with each step. Sneaking inside would be a challenge since she saw no open windows or doors on the approach.

Voltaic navigated around to the back of the building, ignoring the large, closed crimson double doors at the front, and found an entrance. She snuck inside. Beyond lay a hallway with doors to either side and a large open space ahead that appeared empty. She crept down the corridor and stopped before the large room. Unlike the hallway, it was two stories tall with a balcony protected by a wooden railing running around the second level.

The space was gorgeous with flickering fires and lanterns all around, and the floor was stone tiles etched with intricate designs. It was empty of other furniture, like an audience hall or something, although it lacked a throne. She walked in cautiously, then spun at the sound of laughter from above.

Her foe sat in an opulent chair on the balcony, carved from the same wood that made up the rest of the place. He lounged with one leg over the arm of the chair, perfectly at ease and entirely unthreatened.

“Your effort to track me was so transparent as to be embarrassing, so I thought I’d bring you here for more fun.” He waved, and suddenly an army of ninjas, all dressed exactly like him, appeared along the balcony. She had only a moment to process the sight before half of them leapt toward her with loud shouts to begin the fight.


CHAPTER TEN


Before the first cloth-covered feet hit the ground, Voltaic had her swords out and was spinning in place to intercept the arrows shot by those who had remained on the upper floor. The projectiles varied in size, and her sweeping gaze spotted longbows, short bows, and hand-sized crossbows. Needing to cut her vulnerability to the missiles down, she charged toward a corner of the room, which would be safe from some angles of the balcony.

A ninja landed in front of her, and she transitioned from her dash into a leap with a foot extended at his head. He dropped and rolled, but the move allowed her to get into the corner. Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to stay because her attackers had no concern about their mortality. She extended a blade to deter one of several who crowded in on her. He rammed himself onto it, the metal claws on his hands reaching for her throat as she impaled him.

This forced Voltaic to disengage and retreat, which opened her to immediate attacks from several others. She accepted kicks and punches with the trust that her armor would deal with them while she focused her defense on strikes aimed at her head and deflecting weapons inbound at her.

If these opponents had been infomancers, she would have been toast. It also would have been the largest gathering of infomancers she’d ever seen, but that was beside the point. They were bots. As such, they were innately less powerful and swift than she was, even in a server that wasn’t hers.

She used that disparity as she surged into motion and cut down foes to either side, slashing across them at neck level. Blood flew as they pixelated out of existence. She didn’t have time to give more than a passing thought to why the first one hadn’t vanished as quickly, perhaps because he’d voluntarily impaled himself. Her body went into automatic mode, and her swords whipped around to intercept another flight of arrows. One projectile struck a glancing blow to her chest, but her armor turned it.

Instinct screamed, and she bent over backward almost completely to avoid a blade that stabbed at her face. Her first instinct was to come right back up and counter, but she let herself fall, a fortunate move since the blade was on the end of a chain and immediately whipped back across where she would’ve been.

She rolled backward to her feet and continued to slice through her enemies as they made themselves available to her blades. Her armor protected her, but each blow she took reduced her power in this space. It was like what damage would do to a physical body, but these attacks affected processing speed or connection integrity. Enough damage and she’d still lose, even to bots.

A few moments of fighting later, she realized she was battling two different levels of programs. The ones who attacked with swords were simple and easily defeated, thus low-level bots. Four individuals on the floor presented unique attacks and evaded her counters. Soon, she was down to them and those above with the ranged weapons she hadn’t yet figured out how to address.

One of the four whirled the blade on a chain at his side. Another held a long spear with ornate feathers attached below its head and a ribbon on the end. Another had claws on his hands like a comic book character and spikes on his toes.

The last held knives that he flourished in a pattern so swift she could barely make it out as anything more than a blur. They stood on four sides of her like she was the center point of a compass.

Arrows continued to rain down from above, but her body automatically handled them while her senses stayed focused on those four, waiting for one of them to make their move. A scuffing boot behind her was her only warning.

She spun and whipped one of her swords around at chest height. It deflected the thrust of her foe’s spear, but he immediately retracted it and snapped it out again so fast that she had to commit her other sword to block it, unable to reposition the first one in time.

She sensed the chained blade coming again from behind and jumped forward in a somersault over the spear-wielding opponent’s head. He got the weapon up to smack her in mid-flight, but with the shaft, not the point. After landing and repositioning toward a corner, she had all four in front of her but limited range to retreat given the building’s outer walls behind her.

The one with the spear spun, twirled his weapon like it was a bō staff, and stabbed it forward in a full lunge. Voltaic whipped both blades across in a scissor movement and chopped the point off before it reached her.

It was an all-or-nothing move. If she’d missed, or if the staff had held up against the blow, the pointed metal would’ve impaled her and kicked her out of the system. Her opponent was visibly astonished at the loss of his weapon, then seemed even more so when one of her swords pierced his throat. He pixelated into nothingness. One down, three to go.

Voltaic moved away from chain guy, putting the ones wielding knives and claws in the way of his wicked weapon. She moved in a crouch to ensure he couldn’t whip it over their heads and catch her.

Knives made the first move. He had continued weaving the blades all along, and as he advanced, the way they caught the glimmers of flickering lantern light along their shining steel was almost hypnotic. One licked out and slashed her face faster than she could react, and cold filled her capillaries as she realized the weaving was a program designed to slow her reflexes.

She forced her gaze away from the blades and focused on taking in everything around her. When her swords flicked up to deflect yet more arrows from above, her foe came in fast, leading with his knives.

In a moment of optimism, she decided to trust her armor but twisted at the last instant so his blades didn’t plunge straight but rather sliced against her clothing. It held, and now he was close enough for a useful response. Voltaic rammed a knee into his sternum, and he backpedaled with shock in his eyes.

The follow-up opportunity vanished since the one with claws and pointy feet was already in midair over his partner’s head. The gleaming blades that stuck out beyond his knuckles came straight at her face. She spun and slashed, but he tucked his legs to avoid the blows, rolled into a somersault, and came up charging at her again.

Voltaic deflected one claw after the next, unable to get any counterattack in under the relentless assault. Arrows continued to harass her from above, and she finally decided she’d had enough of that.

In a rare moment where she had an extra beat in her defensive rhythm, she shoved her left-hand sword back into its sheath and drew the pistol from that side. Then she moved deliberately, maintaining her defenses with blade and distance against the attacks from hand and feet and the occasional intervention of the chain knife to shoot the people on the balcony. They had no defense against her bullets and pixelated away easily. Her gun ran empty before she got to the last, and she dropped it and drew her sword again.

Winnowing her ranged opponents allowed her to focus on the dangerous one in front of her. She pretended to falter and blocked at the last minute, then angled her blade and slashed across to chop off his hand at the wrist. He attacked with the other, seeming not to care about the loss, and she repeated the process. With him disarmed—or dishanded, perhaps—she plunged both blades into his chest. He finally vanished.

Knives came in again, finally having regained his breath, but she had the longer weapons and no longer had to deal with constant attacks from above. A few passes were all it took to eliminate him.

The enemy with the chain was a different story. He moved into a different style of attacking with the weapon. Instead of throwing it straight out, he wrapped himself in the chain and used his body to whip it around and initiate attacks from unexpected vectors.

Voltaic danced aside from one that came at her shins, then leapt over a sweep that would have cut her legs out from under her. She deflected and danced to avoid the blade but was forced back onto the defensive every time she tried to move in. Finally, she realized she was playing the game the way he wanted and decided not to do that anymore.

She raised both swords and ran in with a yell. The chain came out and wrapped around her weapons, and he yanked them away from her. The triumph in his eyes quickly dissipated when she delivered a chop to his throat with her right hand. It would have been fatal, so he pixelated into nothingness, but her swords went with him since he had captured them.

Voltaic drew her other pistol and aimed it at the infomancer she’d followed to this place. He stood, clapped condescendingly, and leapt over the balcony to gracefully descend as if gravity had no greater hold over him than what he permitted.

“A valiant fight. Well done. But I’m afraid I can’t have you tracking me any further.” He reached over his shoulder, produced the tracker she’d put on him, and let it vanish. “Perhaps we’ll meet again sometime.” He threw a smoke bomb onto the floor.

She fired into the smoke, but he was gone when it cleared. The only thing that remained was a small rectangular piece of paper on the floor. She picked it up and flipped it over to reveal a jack of hearts playing card. Instead of the normal coloring, darkness that rippled and pulsed filled every line and shape.

She growled, “Jack Shade. Damn you.” She knew him by reputation, and he was good with a capital G.

Voltaic logged out after ensuring he hadn’t applied any tracers to her. The interaction felt like a failure, although she’d interrupted his efforts to compromise her client’s company. She set up additional programs to watch over the Spellbound Security servers and called to notify the infomancers in the Miami office of the breach.

She almost pressed the button to call Danica but checked her watch and realized it was much too late to do that because some people liked to spend their nights sleeping. Slackers. She launched a video game to help her wind down and get ready for her much later than most people’s bedtime.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Danica dressed casually for the office in slacks and a tank top under a comfortable cardigan, then portaled there to avoid the chill weather outside. Jilly complained from her shoulder perch, “This outfit doesn’t have any inner pockets.”

“Pockets are always a problem in women’s clothing.”

“Where am I supposed to sleep?”

“You can always curl around the back of my neck and use my hair as a blanket.”

Jilly did the thing she sometimes did and craned forward to look back at her and meet her gaze. “Take your hair out of that ponytail right now.”

Danica laughed, then winced as the fae dragon climbed around her neck using her claws for purchase until she got comfortable. A contented sigh told her that solved the problem for the moment.

She moved carefully as she brewed a coffee pod to hold her over while the real pot of coffee brewed, then grabbed one of the office tablets and sat at the conference table. The message icon was flashing when she logged in. Tapping on it summoned Voltaic’s avatar to the screen.

The infomancer’s recording began, “I was going to wait to talk to you in the morning, but it’s late, and I might sleep in.” She covered her mouth as she yawned. “Someone attacked Spellbound Miami’s servers last night. I stopped him before he got too deep inside. I don’t think he got away with anything, but I don’t know why it happened.” Her expression suggested that not knowing wasn’t something she enjoyed.

The recording continued. “The person who broke in goes by the handle Jack Shade. He’s a freelancer with very few scruples about who he works for. I’ve heard tell that he’s just in it for the challenge. All I can say after facing him is that he’s really talented, and if he’s taking an interest in your company, that might prove to be a problem. I contacted the Miami office’s infomancers already.”

As messages from Voltaic often did, this one ended with no farewell.

Danica leaned back in her chair, careful not to push against the dragon, and muttered, “That’s not good.”

Randall entered the room. “What’s not good?” He set a box on the table, spun it toward her, and opened the lid. “Whatever it is, these will help.”

Danica selected a Boston cream doughnut and bit into it. “That does help, thanks. An infomancer tried to break into Spellbound Miami last night.”

Randall left the room and returned a moment later with the carafe of coffee and a mug. He poured some for himself, refilled Danica’s, and took his seat. “Because of us?”

She shrugged. “That’s a question, isn’t it? The other offices are doing their own things, so it doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with us.”

“But you think it does.”

“I think it does.”

It was Randall’s turn to shrug. “Even paranoiacs have enemies. You never know.”

Alex, Derek, and Lilac came in together, followed a moment later by Zack. Danica brought them up to speed as they consumed their sweet treats. When she finished, Zack stated, “I’ll see what I can do to improve our security around the office and warehouse, both physical and cyber.”

“Good. Anyone else have ideas or suggestions on this topic?” No one did. “All right, on to the current problem. Hayley Wish?”

Randall mentioned, “I was in a chat room with other movie stuntpeople last night.”

Alex interrupted. “Seriously? Is that the most hopelessly pathetic chat room ever?”

“Actually, it’s a pretty smart place. Sharing ideas, techniques, stuff. You know, using our brains. Something an Army doofus like you probably wouldn’t understand.”

Alex let her face go slack. “Me no understand. Me shoot mean stuntman.” She mimed doing so, and everyone laughed.

“All right. Soldiers are smart, I know. In fact, a number of stuntpeople are former military. It’s just you who’s deficient.” He grinned as she stuck out her tongue. “Now can I get on with what I was gonna say?”

“I don’t know, can you?”

Jilly whispered just loud enough for Danica to hear, “If you want me to singe them, let me know.” Danica stifled a laugh.

Randall continued. “Anyway, we were talking about Deathwish and the plane.”

Derek asked, “Did anyone in your chatroom have any good suggestions about why it might have crashed?”

Randall shook his head. “No. But one of them works for the studio that’s making the movie. I asked if he’d be willing to chat with us since he didn’t seem interested in sharing anything in the chat room. He agreed to.”

Energy coursed through Danica as it always did when she felt something important was starting to move. Getting the momentum started was always important. “Fantastic. Where and when?”

Randall checked his watch with deliberate slowness. “Toronto, as early in the day as we can reasonably get there.”

She finished her doughnut and drank her coffee. “Perfect. Let’s go.”

Danica didn’t have a portal to Toronto, but that wasn’t a problem. They went around the corner to the nearest Starbucks and descended through the magically protected door into the magical train system connecting each restaurant. A short time later, they exited a matching coffee shop in Toronto. After taking a moment to get oriented, they walked the three blocks to the movie set.

The crew had closed off a cross-street and blocked access to the public, which included them. Randall called his contact. The man hustled out to meet them. He was tall and thin, which was unexpected. Danica had thought he would be muscular and burly like Randall but realized she was being stupid. Stuntpeople had to resemble the actors they replaced, which meant a variety of body types and looks were needed.

After introductions, she asked, “What’s the gossip?”

He smoothed out his impressive mustache, which she presumed was a prop. “Randall there said you were interested in Deathwish. The studio’s real concerned with the plane crash. I thought their reaction was a bit much, even given how scary it was, and made some inquiries.” He said the word like he was making fun of himself for putting on airs. “Turns out that if this film doesn’t succeed at the box office and do well enough to create a franchise, the studio is going down.”

Randall whistled. “Damn, that bad?”

The other man nodded. “Yep. Tough times in the movie business, apparently.”

Danica asked, “What happens then?”

“Rumor is they’ll probably get bought out by Scarab Classic Film studios. They have the most free cash at the moment, and there are some ‘synergies and opportunities within such a partnership.’” He made air quotes with his fingers before he said the last phrase.

Randall asked, “Anything specific about Hayley?”

The other man shook his head with a smile. “That dude is crazy.”

Randall laughed. “That’s why everyone loves her.”

“I think she’s an adrenaline junkie, to be honest. I don’t see another reason she’d be so committed to doing all her own stunts. Well, most of them.” He looked at Danica. “The insurance company vetoes some.”

They thanked him for the information, then portaled back to the office and shared their new knowledge with Derek. He was the only one still in the conference room.

Derek mused, “That’s an interesting angle. Do you think Scarab cares enough about the takeover to sabotage the other company?”

Danica replied, “Intercorporate warfare isn’t my specialty, but it certainly seems possible.”

Derek nodded. “At least possible. Maybe probable. I’ll see if any of my government contacts know anything.”

As he was walking out, Randall joined him. “I’ll hit up some other industry folks, see if there’s any more information out there for us.”

Danica called, “Don’t be too obvious. We don’t need a slander defamation charge or whatever.” She opened her phone and connected to Voltaic.

The infomancer asked, “You got my message?”

Danica nodded. “Yeah. Not much we can do about it, but thanks for the information. I wanted to ask you, how hard would it be to hack a movie studio?”

Voltaic laughed. “It would probably be easier to hack the Pentagon.”

“Why?”

“They have all that intellectual property in the form of completed media and works in progress, plus whatever they have in development. The industry is cutthroat, so everyone is super secretive and thus uber serious about security.”

Danica pressed, “If you had to do it, could you?”

Voltaic paused. “Possibly. But I’d need hardware on site to bypass the outer layer of security. That’s the most hardened part, where they connect to existing networks. It would take a legion of hackers working together to breach that. If I could slip behind it and into their local network, it might be possible. Emphasis on might.”

Danica nodded. “Okay, I’ll take a tour and get the lay of the land. You can jump in while I’m there.”

“What studio are we talking about?”

“Scarab Classic Films.”

Voltaic vigorously shook her head. “Not good enough. Visitor tours only go to the outer areas. You need to be right in the center. Their office, where the network we want will be, is in the castle.”

Danica’s eyes widened in surprise. She knew there was a castle in the middle of the studio but thought they only kept the famous set around for marketing purposes. “You’re kidding me.”

“I am not.”

It was Danica’s turn to pause as her mind whirled. “This will require some thought.”

Voltaic nodded. “Think fast. Industry trades suggest that if your client’s production doesn’t start again real soon, they’ll run out of funding before it’s over. Which means Deathwish will be back in the crosshairs of whoever’s after her in no time.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


Danica met Randall after lunch to make good on her promise to see the place he’d found that might be a potential training ground. It was across town, so they took the company SUV and went for a drive. As he steered them through various neighborhoods, Randall commented, “I like it up here. It’s a nice place, Cleveland.”

She had been looking out the windows and absorbing the place while he drove. “Agreed. I still haven’t seen everything I want to check out, but I’m sure that will come in time.”

“Like what?”

“Well, the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame, for sure. Terminal Tower is nice, I hear. And of course, the Great Lakes brewery.”

“The middle one sounds boring but count me in for the first and last.” He snapped his fingers. “We should do them in sequence. Brewery first, then Hall of Fame.”

Danica laughed. “I like the way you think.”

“Spellbound Security Cleveland holiday party and bar crawl.”

“I’m not sure Arthur would pay for that.”

Jilly contributed from the inner pocket of the leather jacket Danica wore over her cardigan, “Embezzle.”

Randall cracked up. “How does the dragon know that word?”

Danica rolled her eyes. “We watched a couple of movies recently that involved financial crimes. Turns out, Jilly would very much like to be a white-collar criminal.”

“That would be a definite career change.”

“You have to admit, she’d be a trailblazer.”

Their conversation turned to finding the right streets. They eventually pulled up in front of a massive building, easily half again the size of their warehouse.

Danica climbed out of the vehicle. “What was this?”

“Not sure. Heavy industry, I’m guessing, given the train tracks.” Randall gestured at the several sets of rails that ran parallel to the building. “Now it’s something far more interesting.”

They walked in through a small door. Danica had expected it to lead to an office or entrance area, but it opened onto the massive space. Inside was perhaps the most impressive collection of random junk she’d ever seen organized in the most efficient and amazing way possible. It was like a hundred huge Tetris games arranged all over the place. She murmured, “Wow.”

Randall laughed. “Right?” A man came over and shook his hand, and Randall added, “Let me introduce you to Samuel. He’s a stagehand here, works in all the theaters. This is his side hustle.”

Samuel was bigger and stronger-looking than Randall with a bald head, dark skin, and a thick beard. His teeth gleamed white when he smiled. “Pleased to meetcha. Yeah, this is a good place. It’s really coming along.”

She waved in a semicircle. “What is all this stuff?”

“We do storage for custom items. The place looks a little rickety from the outside, but we got it physically reinforced and double-layer weatherproofed inside, plus magical support to keep things protected. All around you are movie props, historical artifacts, first-edition books, equipment prototypes, the whole nine yards.

“For example, when they rotate things out of the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame to make room for a special exhibit, those things come here. Plus, props for all the theaters, stuff for movie shoots, a lot of stuff from local colleges and universities, and whatever I can buy on the cheap that I think might be useful to rent out later.”

Randall explained, “He’s basically a combination packrat and entrepreneur in the most interesting way.”

“It’s not just me. I got a few partners who help me keep the place running. One of them’s former military, was an Army quartermaster, knows a hell of a lot about logistics. The other two are mainly sales.”

Randall added, “And when I asked him if we could turn some of the space into a training ground, his eyes lit up.”

Samuel laughed. “It’s all about organization, and we’ve got a hell of a lot of space. So, yeah, from what Randall explained, I think we can help. It’ll require moving some of the more fragile stuff, but that’s just logistics.”

Danica asked, “So, what, we just say we want a training setup of some kind, and you make it happen?”

“Pretty much. We’ve got some custom computer software that knows every inch of this place, so it can do the layout plan. Then it’s just a matter of moving things around. I hire freelance magicals mostly for that. Easier and safer than trying to get equipment in here.”

He flashed a sly grin. “I’ve heard tell that you’re pretty strong with magic yourself. Maybe we can work out a little trade action.”

Danica laughed. “Sounds great. I’ll happily volunteer the other magicals on my team if it’ll defray more of the cost.”

“We’ve built two-story buildings in here before to use as movie sets, so it’s not a big deal to do that for you if you want. Or we could do one long level that snakes through the whole place. Or both. It all comes down to your desire and your budget.”

“Could you set up specific scenarios if we provided information?”

He shrugged. “Of course, given enough lead time.”

Danica’s mind raced with possibilities. “What kind of opposition can you provide? You know what we do, right?”

Samuel nodded. “Randall explained it. We can do anything you want within reason and budget. Traps, turrets, other automated defenses. We can get you opponents who will shoot back with enough warning. Lots of freelancers in Cleveland.” He laughed. “Paintball, of course, not real bullets. Or electronic if you want to break the bank.”

“Paintball, thanks. Arthur will have my head if I overspend.”

Jilly contributed, “Embezzle.”

Danica poked her through the jacket.

Samuel replied, “Good. We got all kinds of paintball gear from a place that went out of business.”

Randall asked, “Hand-to-hand?”

“Only if it’s your people against your people, probably.”

“Fair.”

Samuel grinned. “More than fair. I’ve seen you fight.”

Danica asked, “Do I sense a story?”

Randall looked embarrassed. “Sometimes when we shoot films in small towns, the locals like to mix it up. It’s all in good fun.”

Samuel laughed. “Yeah, not more than four or five broken bones or teeth a night.”

“They’re fair fights. No magic unless they do it first.”

“Skill counts.”

Randall laughed. “Well, yeah, but that choice is on them. They know what we do going in. Besides, look at us.”

Danica asked, “Can you set up something for stealth training?”

Samuel scratched his beard, then nodded. “Sure. I might need some tech support to arrange electronic detection and such, but we love a challenge. I know all the people who work the theaters in this town, which means we got almost every skill you might need covered.”

Danica nodded and extended her hand. “Sounds good. We’ll get back to you.”

Twenty minutes later, she and Randall were at a restaurant she’d wanted to try with draft beers in hand. She commented, “I like it a lot. I don’t see any problems with it, as long as the money comes in right. Great work.”

Randall took a deep sip and let out an appreciative sigh. “You can trust Samuel. He’s not going to gouge you. I can check into local MMA studios to see if there’s anyone good to help us train in hand-to-hand.”

“I would’ve thought you’d want to be the one to teach the others to fight.”

“Oh, I can give them some tips, for sure. But my style’s kind of particular to my abilities, you know? Someone who can teach ground fighting and upright fighting would probably be better. I’m more of a boxer with some dirty tricks on the side.”

“They definitely need to learn your style, too, then. No tricks are off-limits when it comes to protecting our clients.”

He tapped his index finger on the table. “I saw your face in there. You were thinking of more than general training today, weren’t you.”

Danica nodded. “Yeah. I was talking to Voltaic. It looks like we might have to break into Scarab Films’ lot. That would be kind of new territory for us. I doubt the timetable will work out this time around, but I wonder how feasible it would be to practice that kind of thing beforehand in the future. Assuming further break-ins are required.”

Randall took no time to reply. “Like Samuel said, these guys can do anything with the right prep time and budget. If you want it to happen, we can make it happen.”

“Good to know. Now, let’s stop talking about business and enjoy our meal. You can tell me about your dirty tricks.”

Randall laughed. “Sounds like my idea of a perfect evening.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Moriarty was in disguise again. Physical prosthetics changed his face, and a magical sheen changed everything about him from clothes to size to how he moved. It was a complicated spell that he had spent many years perfecting.

Solene walked beside him. He also had his magical disguise tendrils wrapped around her, although she wore no prosthetics. It wasn’t quite as dire a situation if someone saw her given that anyone outside his inner circle who saw his true face would be killed as quickly as possible without reservation. Secrecy was vital to a man in his position, whose actions would always put him at odds with other powerful people.

He refused to be limited by that. Many chose the life of a shut-in, trapped inside walls and well-patrolled grounds. He refused to give up the real world entirely, although it was fair to say he’d spent less and less time out in it as the years passed.

The park they walked through was nowhere near his home, yet another precaution. They had portaled here after two other destinations to ensure they couldn’t be traced. They would go back the same way but not through the same places. It was in a small English town he had visited once long ago on holiday.

His false image smiled at the senior citizens who populated it as they fed the ducks in the small lake that was the park’s feature point. They smiled back as if he belonged, being polite, as small-town people often were.

Solene remarked, “This is beautiful. Thinking of retiring? Giving up the game?”

Moriarty laughed. “Hardly. And if I was, this wouldn’t be the place. Too cold, too rainy. And entirely too many old people.”

“That explains why villains in movies always have island bases.”

“Exactly. Why not be warm and surrounded only by those you choose to be around while you’re being concealed? It’s just logical. I’ve often thought I should go that route.”

Her tone changed. “I received word just before we left that our team put the physical surveillance around Spellbound Cleveland in place last night.”

These surroundings were a pleasant place to receive such good news. “What do we have?”

“A drone rotation that will keep an eye on their office from above, plus cameras on all four sides. Our infomancy team is working on hacking into the local security cameras.”

“Boring, but essential. People are watching?”

“All of the sources are constantly recording, and motion sensors will alert whoever’s on duty to take a look if something warrants it. Plus, an AI reviews it all in real-time, and we’ll have another analyze the recordings to look for patterns over time.”

“Again, boring, but good. Technology is so very useful.”

“More interesting was our attempt to breach the Spellbound servers.”

He paused to flick a metal can off the path with his cane. “Who did you hire?”

“Jack Shade. Goes by Talon in the flesh.”

Moriarty laughed. He was aware of Jack Shade. “He’s notable.”

Solene joined in the laughter. “That’s one way to put it. Another would be to say that he has his own inimitable style. But he can be trusted to keep his mouth shut and is stellar at what he does.”

“He performed a successful intrusion, then?”

“Unfortunately not. Another infomancer interrupted him as he broke through the server’s inner security. He says it was someone good, someone he recognized by their avatar. They go by the handle Voltaic.”

The name meant nothing to Moriarty. “Employed by Spellbound Security?”

Solene gently kicked a rock off the path. “Unknown. Jack Shade says no one knows anything about Voltaic beyond the fact that they tend to freelance. Whether that’s all they do or if it’s in addition to a regular gig is another unknown.”

“Well, it’s time someone found out more about this devil in the code, wouldn’t you say?”

“My thoughts exactly. Jack Shade is already on it. He’ll let us know what he finds.”

Moriarty stopped walking and gazed out over the pond. The sun shone on the ripples made by fish and who knew what else in the water. “Good report on our proactive efforts. Anything else to share?”

“It seems likely that Danica and her team have been hired to watch over Hayley Wish.”

“The action movie star. The crazy one.”

“That’s probably the most accurate description of her I can think of, yeah. Another way to look at it is that she’s a highly skilled thrill-seeker who gets to do those things because she’s talented enough to.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Either way. A risky way to live.”

Solene allowed a small, intimate chuckle. “And yours isn’t?”

The observation made Moriarty laugh. “Well, the two aren’t similar in most respects, but I suppose I have to agree that what I do also carries risk. Anyway, what’s the evidence that Wish hired them?”

“Danica and her team were present when Wish left the hospital, trailing in her entourage.”

“Well, that does seem likely, then.” He snapped his fingers. “Wait. Her movie is the one that Scarab was concerned with.”

Solene nodded, having expected him to make the connection. “Exactly.”

Moriarty frowned thoughtfully at the lake. “I guess refusing to pursue their offer was a bad idea since we’ve wound up at the same destination and could have been getting paid for what we’re doing for free.”

“As I recall, you thought the risk of exposure was too great.”

“That’s true. We probably made the correct decision regardless of this development.” He set all concern about that aside. “What do we know about Ms. Wish?”

“She was involved in a stunt that went wrong and put her in the hospital but didn’t result in any great injury. No one has yet pinpointed the cause of the accident.”

“But it was likely Scarab Classic, and thus not an accident.”

“That’s my thought. She’s returning to the shoot location before long. The studio can’t afford any cost overruns.”

Moriarty offered a thin smile as he resumed walking along the path. “That seems like a dangerous choice on her part.”

Solene put her hands in the pockets of her jacket. “At this point, they likely still think the first incident was an accident.”

He snorted derisively. “They can’t be that stupid. Besides, someone was worried enough to contract Spellbound.”

“I noticed you mentioned we’d be doing the same work for free. What work is that?”

He stopped and faced her. “Why, trying to cause Spellbound’s efforts at protection to fail, of course. It’ll give us an opportunity to fully test Danica and her team. Once we know their limits, it will be easy enough to destroy them if they get in our way again. Or perhaps to destroy them for fun.”

A broad smile lit Solene’s face. “You have the most wonderful idea of fun, boss.”

He laughed. “And that’s why you are my closest confidant.”

“So, how do you want to do it?”

He waved it off. “You handle it. Be creative.”

Solene grinned as they resumed their stroll. “Excellent. I do love free rein.”

“Speaking of free rein, I hear that someone was killed at a nightclub the other night.”

He couldn’t fail to note the satisfaction in her voice. “I hear the same. A rather painful death, as I recall.”

He mildly replied, “I’m sure it was deserved. But do remember to be on the lookout for prying eyes.”

“Of course.”
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Once they were back at Moriarty’s mansion, Solene headed to her office. His warning about not using the same location again was a good one. One could never be sure that enemies, the police, or the government didn’t have informants around.

Fortunately, the people she needed to meet moved from place to place each day to avoid becoming predictable should those prying eyes be present. It would be a simple matter to reach out and find out where someone she might hire to take a shot at Hayley Wish would be that evening.

Since the boss wanted to test Danica’s team, something more than the simplest solution of a sniper bullet from afar would be necessary. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, steepled her fingers over her chest, and let her mind wander. Thinking about how to cause chaos and kill people was one of her favorite ways to relax.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


It had taken a couple of portals, but Randall and Danica arrived in Nevada right on time. As they waved goodbye to the magical who had taken them the last step of the journey, Danica remarked, “You movie people have everything figured out, don’t you?”

Randall shrugged. “People think about the movie industry as being all about creativity, and to be fair, it is. It’s just that the required creativity extends across disciplines. Logistics. Construction. Transportation. Innovation in cameras, editing, hell, even in figuring out how to do catering for a huge crew in the middle of the desert. It’s all creative work of one kind or another. What you see on the screen is just the tip of the iceberg.”

Danica had looked around while he explained and had to fight to keep her jaw from dropping. They were on the edge of the movie’s filming area. In front of them, in the middle of the desert, was a section of a city. Skyscrapers rose several stories before suddenly cutting off, the streets were paved, and traffic lights and streetlights were exactly where they ought to be.

“Wouldn’t it be cheaper to do most of this stuff with effects?”

“Some of it, which is why you see the big green walls around and why they didn’t build any higher than they had to for the action that’s going to happen. I’m guessing they’re shooting a lot of scenes here, which made the practical construction more cost-effective. Filmmaking is always a balance between cost and complexity, and sometimes it’s simpler to get everything on camera rather than effect it in later.”

Danica shook her head. “I figured all movies were shot in front of a green screen nowadays.”

Randall started walking. “Some of them are, you’re right. And large portions of every movie probably are, as well. But there aren’t too many green screens capable of handling, say, a car chase.”

Danica hustled to keep up. “Please don’t tell me there’s a car chase in this film.” The script had come in the night before, but Danica hadn’t had time to read it.

Randall laughed. “Every Deathwish film has a car chase. Of all the stunts remaining, that’s the one you should probably be most comfortable with.”

“You’re not making me feel any better about this.”

“I wasn’t aware that making you feel good was part of my job. Do you want a cookie?”

Improbably, he produced a sleeve of chocolate chip cookies from a pocket in his cargo pants. Danica grabbed it, took one, and shoved the packet back at him. “Yes, actually.” She nibbled as they moved. “What’s the director like?”

“She’s amazing. I’ve never had the chance to work with her, but I’ve always wanted to. She’s really made a name for herself in action films.”

They turned a corner and discovered the production crew hard at work on the next street. They stopped to watch as the director worked with several actors, tweaking their positioning and describing and walking them along the paths she wanted them to take.

The director spotted them and left the actors to rehearse. She shook hands with Randall, who introduced her to Danica.

“I’m Lana. Good to meet you. You’re representing the insurance company?”

Danica laughed. “Maybe in a roundabout way. We’re security for Ms. Wish, working for her directly.”

Lana wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of one hand. “Scorcher today. Normally, we try to hide out and have a siesta during the worst part, but the lighting is just right for the scene, so we have to get it done.”

“I hope we’re not interrupting.”

“No, they’re rehearsing some new blocking. It’s all up to the director of photography to figure it out now that I’ve told them my perspective. I have a couple minutes to chat before I make sure they’re listening to me.”

“Is it true that Hayley will be back on set in a couple of days?”

The other woman nodded. “I’m getting as much done as I can without her, but she’s the star, and in this kind of film, the star shows up in most of the scenes.”

“What stunts does she have left?”

“Motorcycle jump is the next one. It’s over a nearby hill. It will look like a cliff in the film, but it’s not that high.”

Randall interjected, “Don’t let her fool you. It’s still high enough to kill her if something goes wrong.”

Lana’s laugh expressed a touch of exasperation. “It wouldn’t be a Deathwish film without it. We have a car chase through town that will take a few days to shoot, and the big fight scene finale.”

“Let me get this right. We’ve already had a plane crash, and we’re courting both a motorcycle crash and a car crash involving the woman we’re trying to protect?”

Randall replied, “That about covers it, yeah.”

“Can’t we use a double?”

“We could if Hayley would agree to it. Her contracts always give her the right to do the stunts herself. The studio hates it. The insurance company really hates it. I’m fifty-fifty. I detest risking my star, but we get some awesome shots we wouldn’t be able to get with a double.”

“Couldn’t you just, I don’t know, special effect her head on someone else’s body?”

Lana grinned. “We could. A lot of movies do. The reason Hayley’s career is such a success is because people know she’s out there taking risks. That’s her reputation, and it would be bad for everyone at this point if she changed.”

Danica sighed. “All right. I’d like to have Randall on set for all of the stunts, as close as possible.”

Lana looked at him. “You’re still paid up?”

He grinned. “You know it. Once a stunt person, always a stunt person.”

Lana nodded. “All right. We can put you in among the extras and stunt performers wherever appropriate. I can’t promise you’ll be right up close and personal, but I’ll work with you on it.” She chuckled. “Okay, that’s a lie. My assistant director will work with you on it.”

“Can’t ask for more than that.”

Danica interjected, “Actually, I’m going to, sorry. I’d like to be in the scenes, too, as close to Hayley as possible.”

Randall laughed. “I knew you’d get bitten by the movie actor bug.”

Lana shook her head. “No. We only have males in the scenes. It’s a better visual if Hayley is the only woman.”

Danica countered, “I can use magic to disguise myself. It’s not a problem.”

The director shook her head again. “It is a problem. No offense, I’m sure you’re good at what you do, but I can’t risk having you on the set.

“This is a different world. Randall’s rep is good, and we worked together once, long ago, but I don’t know you. I can’t afford to spend one extra dollar or waste one extra second. My career is on the line here, too.”

Danica frowned. “Even to ensure Hayley’s safety?”

“Even for that.”

Someone shouted. Lana turned and shouted back. “Sorry, I have to run.”

As the director departed, Randall offered, “I’ll stay on set. Meet some people. See what I can find out.”

Danica nodded. She wasn’t happy about being told no, but she supposed she understood. If she couldn’t be right in the thick of things, she would find a way to be around, even if it was as a member of Hayley’s entourage.

“I’m gonna want Derek here as well. Do what you need to do to find a place for him to watch over things. Investigator’s instincts might see something you or I would miss.”

Randall nodded. “I can handle that.”

“How dangerous are the stunts, really?”

He shrugged. “They’re planned out in meticulous detail. There are backups and backups for the backups. It’s as safe as it can reasonably be. That doesn’t mean it’s danger-free, but we do this stuff all the time, and hardly anyone ever gets hurt.”

“Would you say there are lots of places where someone wanting to harm Hayley could find a way to do so?”

Randall winced. “Yeah, I would.”

Danica shook her head. “I totally hate this. Go get yourself integrated with the crew. Talk to people. Learn what you can. And keep your earpiece and your lens in. I want to know about anything concerning right away, no matter how small.”

“You got it, boss.”

Danica opened a portal and wondered, not for the first time, if anything was more difficult than protecting celebrities from themselves. At the moment, she couldn’t think of a thing.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Danica popped back to Cleveland, picked up Lilac and Alex, and headed for Spellbound Security’s Miami office, where one of Arthur’s people gave them a portal to LA. From that spot, they grabbed an autonomous car and headed for the studio lot.

The car took them through areas Danica had read about but never seen. They drove past grandiose homes owned by ultra-wealthy actors, landmark locations for the movie industry, and through the streets where the rich and powerful made deals for astronomical sums as if for pennies on a playground. She felt overwhelmed by the scope of it all.

They exited the car outside the studio’s gate and headed for the queue of people waiting for the next tour to begin. They had dressed to fit in with the other tourists. Danica was in a T-shirt and loose black skirt, Alexandra wore a tank top and jean shorts, and Lilac sported a hippie-inspired sundress, all with footwear to match.

Jilly had flown away as they climbed out of the car and perched in a nearby tree. Danica felt the dragon’s location, as she always did now. The bond they’d strengthened under Rowena’s guidance had continued to improve, and now the connection was always active with no effort required.

After a few moments of small talk and chatting with those around them, a vehicle pulled up and stopped with a squeal of brakes. Danica’s first thought was that she’d been transported back to the heyday of the movie industry she’d seen in films set in the 1950s. An engine on the front pulled three separate open-sided cars filled with seats. The crowd climbed inside, each sliding across to make room for those who followed.

A perky voice sounded over a crackling loudspeaker. “Welcome to the Scarab Classic Films studios tour. I’m Gloria, and I’ll be your host today. Right now, we’re outside the lot where some of the world’s most famous movies were filmed. The studio began in⁠—”

Danica tuned the guide out as the tram began to move. It pulled onto the same road that cars entering the studio used and passed under the raised gate. A security guard smiled and waved, seeming sincere, but doubtless that was a fundamental part of the man’s job.

Lilac whispered, “This is seriously old-school.”

Alex chuckled. “Right? I feel like I should be in a kitchen somewhere cooking a roast.”

Danica asked, “You can cook?”

“Quite well, actually.”

Lilac observed, “A person of many talents, you.”

The conversation ceased as they pulled onto a small-town Main Street Danica recognized from several films. Sections of the street were customized to different periods. Danica figured the rest of the street would look appropriate in the background of a shot even though it wasn’t perfectly in tune with the theme. As they rolled on, Alex pointed out disguised cameras along the route, something she had a talent for.

The tour traveled around the studio’s periphery. Given what Voltaic told her, it made sense. The castle loomed in the center now and again, visible in the background of other buildings but never fully revealed. They passed television studios, movie soundstages, and areas where videogame scenes were shot, with the tour guide enthusiastically recounting tales from their production.

Halfway through the tour, the guests were allowed to dismount and walk through a soundstage where a movie was in production. Cautioned to be silent, the crowd kept their whispering to a minimum as they walked through and listened to the director shouting at the talent.

Danica whispered, “This show was filmed before a live studio audience.”

The others gave her dirty looks for the dumb joke.

Once they were back outside, Alex asked, “Do you see the drones?”

Lilac replied, “No.”

Danica responded, “Yeah. Two at least.”

“I’ve seen three.”

Danica called, “Hey, Gloria.”

The tour guide replied, “Yes?”

“What’s up with the drones?”

The tour guide flashed another of the broad grins she’d been displaying. “I’m so glad you asked. We are constantly shooting behind-the-scenes footage of things going on at the studio. Those of us who work here hardly notice the drones anymore, to be honest. The footage they capture goes into the promotional materials for all of our films.”

Her voice changed as if she was sharing a secret. “We give it to the news media and hope they’ll play it for us, too.” The senior citizens around them tittered, and Danica resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

Gloria began speaking about something else, and Danica mused, “I wonder if there’s a bar nearby.”

Once the tour ended, they walked half a block away and located a restaurant. Danica and Alex ordered beer and Lilac opted for a lemonade.

Danica settled herself more comfortably. “All right. What do you think?”

Alex went first. “They have an inner perimeter and probably another boundary outside the castle. I couldn’t quite make that out. The inner perimeter is made up of the buildings and checkpoints. I’m guessing they have electronic sensors and stuff all over the place too.

“It looked like a couple of the buildings crossed the boundary. Like if you went inside the public area, you could possibly exit through the back into that inner cordon.”

Lilac replied, “Agree. It looked like the gift shop and the cafeteria crossed the line when we stopped inside. Maybe some other ones did too.”

Danica pointed out, “We have to assume they’re secured.”

Alex nodded. “But security will be less absolute if it’s a place where employees are expected to move freely in and out of. Probably ID tags, that sort of thing.”

Lilac added, “I tried to get a look into the back when we were in the gift shop, but that door stayed closed. They have cameras watching it.”

A moment later, Jilly flew in and landed on Danica’s shoulder.

“I asked Jilly to do a flyover. What did you see, sweetheart?”

The dragon jumped down onto the table between them. “The castle is surrounded by a wall. It has sharp metal spikes on top. I didn’t see anyone cross that fence, although I only watched for a few minutes.”

Alex wondered, “Underground tunnels, maybe?”

Danica countered, “That would be clever but not good for security. Were there gates?”

Jilly replied, “Only one. It was big enough for a truck, I think.”

Lilac shook her head. “Sounds daunting.”

Danica finished her drink and rose. “Yeah. It does. Let’s get back to the office and do some brain work to figure out how to deal with this.”

A short time later, Danica was in her office in Spellbound’s building. The individual offices were fairly small, and she had chosen to put a couch in hers rather than a desk. She was lying on the sofa with Jilly on her chest. The dragon had fallen asleep in a shaft of sunlight coming through the window, and Danica was stuck, unwilling to move and interrupt the happy dragon’s soft snores.

She activated her comm and rang Voltaic, who answered after only a moment.

“What do you want?”

Danica laughed at the fake insult. “Don’t pretend you don’t love hearing from me. I know I’m your favorite client.”

“At the rate you keep needing things, you might wind up being my only client.”

“Which is why you should just come work for us here.”

Voltaic laughed. “I see your strategy now. Going to have to up my rates, sorry.”

“Rude. We did a little recon of Scarab’s lot today. Here’s what we found out.” She shared their observations.

The infomancer replied, “That corresponds to what I know about the place too. Interestingly, it’s blocked from most mapping programs and available satellite images. They also control their airspace quite well. Paparazzi frequently try to get drones across, but those craft suffer unexplained malfunctions that drop them out of the sky.”

“Sounds like a military installation, not a movie studio.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“The only thing I can think of is that we need to get onto the property as tourists, make our way through one of the low-security buildings, then figure out how to breach the castle's inner walls. It might involve hiding out until nighttime or something. I can use force magic to get over the spikes on the inner wall.”

Voltaic countered, “And if there’s anti-magic near the wall? Or worse, whatever deals with the drones cancels out your magic and drops you on the spikes?”

Danica winced at that outcome, which hadn’t occurred to her. “Can you find out?”

“Not really.” Then Voltaic corrected herself. “Well, yes, but it will put them on alert. I don’t think there’s any way I can break into their systems without being noticed.”

“And if they’re on alert, that makes everything more difficult.” Possibilities whirled in Danica’s brain, but they didn’t know enough yet to come up with definitive answers. Finally, she shrugged. “Okay, never mind. We’ll do what we do best. Improvise.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


That night after a relaxing dinner, Danica and Jilly headed for the forest at the back of their house. Danica wore jeans, a sweater, and her leather jacket. Jilly had decided to ride on her shoulder rather than in the pocket, so Danica wrapped spells around them to keep them reasonably warm as they walked through the November evening.

Everything seemed muted and quiet among the dense trunks as if they’d already traveled beyond their neighborhood. They found the portal where it always was and passed through without a problem. Danica sensed a change as they walked among the trees that had attacked them on their first visit. It seemed like they were waving a greeting, almost welcoming them in. She remarked on it.

Jilly replied, “I feel the same. Maybe it’s because we used magic on them?”

Danica shrugged. “Could be. Maybe that’s why they recognize us. Or maybe it’s something Rowena did. Either way, it’s nice.”

“It is. I like it.”

They found the witch who had offered to be their mentor in her house after walking through the door that had opened before they’d reached it to knock. Tea was already prepared, and they sat and chatted with Rowena in her cozy living room.

Danica asked, “How did you know we were coming?” She gestured at the tea.

“I’m always alerted when something comes through my portals.” The woman’s white hair was in a loose bun that made her look like she was having a cozy day, an effect increased by the lack of her usual dark eye makeup and lipstick. She wore flannel trousers and a shirt in clashing patterns, and her feet were bare. Her pipe sat in its holder on the table, unlit.

“You knew it was us?”

“I guessed it was you. If it had been someone else, I still would’ve offered them tea. Although they would not have found the door open as you did.”

Jilly replied, “That makes sense.”

Rowena inclined her head. “Thank you for saying so. How has what I taught you the last time you visited been working out for you?”

The little dragon was enthusiastic. “Perfectly. We always know where each other is and can talk without speaking.”

Rowena laughed. “I’m glad to hear it.”

Danica added, “That’s kind of the reason why I decided to come here tonight. We were out where it would’ve been useful for me to see what Jilly saw. I wondered if there might be a way to do it with magic. To let me see through Jilly’s eyes. If not, I’ll bother our tech folks to create a super lightweight camera to make that happen if they can manage it without messing up her ability to fly.”

Jilly interjected, “And vice versa.”

Danica kept her expression neutral. The idea of the tiny dragon rummaging around inside her mind to see through her eyes was alarming every time she mentioned it. Still, she agreed, “And vice versa.”

Rowena quietly sipped her tea as she considered the request. Finally, she answered, “The closest thing I can think of to what you describe is shared consciousness.”

Jilly asked, “Is that like what we already have?”

Danica added, “It sounds similar.”

Rowena shook her head. “Not really. What you two currently do requires very little opening up to the other. There’s a bit of it to accept the mental contact, but it doesn’t take a strong connection to share words or presence.

“This would be a far deeper integration. Essentially, you are looking to share a mind and body with the other being. I don’t know of any way to do it except in equal amounts, which means you could theoretically take over the other’s body, not that you’d want to. But connection on that level requires total trust and complete surrender.”

Danica asked, “You’ve done it before?”

Again, Rowena shook her head. “I have not. Nor have I taught anyone to do it. But if there was any duo I’ve ever met who might be able to pull it off, it’s you two.”

Jilly replied, “Because Danica loves me.”

Rowena burst into laughter. “Yes, exactly that. Because Danica loves you, and you love her, among other things.”

Danica asked, “Can we give it a try? It would be really useful in a lot of ways.”

Rowena rose. “I’m willing if you’re willing. Worst case, the two of you switch bodies.”

Danica had also risen. She froze. “You’re kidding, right?”

Rowena raised an eyebrow. “Am I?” She turned and headed for the front door.

Danica looked down at Jilly. “She’s kidding, right?”

The fae dragon laughed. “I hope not. I’d love to be a human for a while. Lumbering around, bumping into things, drinking coffee. Could be fun.”

Danica extended her hand palm up, and Jilly jumped into it. “I guess I wouldn’t mind being catered to constantly for a while and sleeping all the time, either.”

Jilly gently nipped her. “Be nice.”

“You be nice. You started it.”

They continued to bicker until they were outside.

As she had before, Rowena had them sit on the ground and focus on their connection. It came easily now because it was always there, ready to be reached for. Then she instructed, “All right. You need to maintain your awareness of that connection but not use it. We have to bond in a different way for this to work.”

Jilly frowned. “Aware, but don’t use. Right. Okay.”

Rowena continued. “First, you each need to lower your barriers. Practice this with me. It should be easier for you to lower them for each other, but I won’t know how to guide you unless I’m involved. We’ll start with Danica.”

Danica straightened and focused her mind as sharply as she could. “All right. What do I do?”

“I’m pressing against your mind right now. Can you feel me?” As before, Rowena had her wand in her hand, lying in her lap.

“No.”

“That means your natural protection is working to keep you safe. You’ll need to pull that back enough to sense me.”

Danica batted aside her growing frustration. “How?”

Rowena laughed. “That’s the challenge of it. I can’t really tell you because it’s particular to each person. For me, it’s imagining I have a barrier of thorns around myself, and I’m making an opening in it just large enough to permit a thought to enter.”

Danica held that idea in her mind while she looked inward. The realization grew that she thought of her defenses as a force shield, a shimmering barrier surrounding her. She opened it slightly, allowing the tiniest crevice in the palm of her hand, then widened it until she felt something unfamiliar. She kept everything the same. “Doesn’t feel quite like pressure. More like the tickle of a feather.”

“I’ve heard it described that way before. You subconsciously recognize it’s me, so it reads as something positive but not quite comfortable. If I were an enemy, it would feel very different.”

“Okay, what’s next?”

“You need to widen that opening and let me farther in.”

Danica tried for several minutes but couldn’t manage it.

Rowena assured her, “That’s not completely unexpected. This is a very intimate thing, requiring an almost complete surrender of the self and trusting the other person to take care of you. We haven’t known each other long enough for you to be comfortable with that. Let me try it with Jilly, then you two can try with one another.”

Danica was jealous when Jilly almost immediately found a way to let Rowena in, but the dragon couldn’t manage the necessary surrender either. Then Rowena worked with them together, pushing them to open further. Danica did better but still couldn’t manage it. They stopped in frustration after another quarter of an hour.

Rowena soothed, “This is a powerful magic. It takes time.”

Jilly asserted, “We’ll figure it out.”

Danica only half believed that. “Yeah, I’m sure we will.”

Rowena suggested, “Let me teach you something else, Danica.”

Her spirits perked up. “What?”

“Think back to when you examined the trees, how you felt the roots and the way water moved through the tree, the veins, the capillaries. Can you bring that image into your mind?”

Jilly piped up, “I can.”

Rowena laughed. “This might work with your breath weapon too, Jilly, so feel free to try. But not on me, please.”

“Okay.”

Danica replied, “I’ve got it.”

Rowena instructed, “I want you to think of your magic like that. Normally, when you summon fire or frost, you create one large strand, be it a bolt, line, or burst. I want you to think about creating smaller strands and weaving them together the way roots go together and vines entwine.”

Danica asked, “Mixing the magics?”

Rowena corrected, “No. Each has its separate strand, so integrity is maintained, but they are woven together.”

Danica tried it. She summoned a line of force on an upturned palm. Then she imagined lightning wrapping around it. For a moment, the force crackled with power as the electricity surrounded it, but then she had it. The two lines stood separately on her hand.

“Good. Excellent, even. Now entwine them.”

It took Danica several minutes to find the right mental gyrations to make it work, but then she had it, and a spiral of force and lightning sat in her palm.

Rowena’s voice turned soft, probably so she didn’t startle her. “Now add frost.”

Under Rowena’s guidance, she added each of the magics she knew, including shadow. When she finished, she had a beam comprised of all of them rising out of her hand.

“Good. Now dispel it and do it again.”

Rowena had her try it several more times until she could summon the combined magic at will. By then, Danica was exhausted. Jilly had already fallen asleep, having quickly lost interest in the project. That made perfect sense. The dragon couldn’t sustain her breath weapon the same way Danica could maintain a small sliver of power.

She tucked the dragon inside her jacket and carefully hugged her mentor. “Thank you.”

Rowena smiled. “You’re always welcome. Keep working together on opening up to one another. You’ll get it eventually.”

Danica doubted it, but as she took her leave, she promised, “Will do.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The next day, Danica watched with interest as Alex and Zack moved back and forth from the warehouse’s fabrication area to the spot where they’d placed a large folding table. It took a dozen trips, but they had a plastic model of the movie studio grounds laid out on the workbench when they finished. The buildings were in different colors, although everything was the same plastic material.

Danica asked, “Where did this come from?”

Zack replied, “Voltaic. She combined data from multiple sources, including satellites that hadn’t been wiped from the web, recordings of drone flyovers before they malfunctioned, and the sensor packs you all wore during the tour to create a representation of the studio. Then she sent the result to our printers, which have been busy spitting this out for more than an hour.”

Alex added with a note of teasing in her voice, “She’s really good.”

Danica nodded. “She is.”

“An effective leader would get her to join us here full-time.”

Danica stuck her tongue out at Alexandra. “An effective leader knows how best to use her personnel. Like how I don’t ask you to do the thinking too often because I know that’s not your strong suit.”

Alex laughed.

Jilly asked in Danica’s mind, Want me to bite her?

Danica sent back, Not yet, but it’s on the table.

Lilac added, “It’s a really good model. Even has cars and trucks. I presume those little knobby things are supposed to be people.” She frowned. “Or maybe hedges.”

Danica laughed. “Yeah, I’m not sure either. I’m leaning toward people.”

Zack interjected, “The important thing is we have something useful to work with now, so maybe we should get to working with it.”

Danica gestured at the model. “You haven’t been there yet, so you’re not polluted. Tell me what you see.”

The tech frowned and looked things over with his arms crossed. After more than a minute of staring in silence, he ventured, “I see three zones. One is around the outside, and it’s the biggest. It has the least security because it has the most entrances.” He pointed out places that led into the studio from the surrounding streets.

Alex nodded. “That was our thought, too.”

Zack made a circular gesture with his finger. “Everything between that and the castle, I’d call maybe a restricted zone. It can’t be high security because there are buildings that cross from one to the other.”

Jilly confirmed, “Gift shop. Cafeteria.”

“At least one more than that over here.” He pointed at another large building on the opposite side from where they’d entered on the tour.

Alex pulled out her phone and poked around on the screen. “My video from the tour makes it look like a vehicle garage of some kind. Not sure if it’s storage, maintenance, or what.”

“That must be the one Voltaic said was in operation around the clock. Probably not the best idea.”

Danica nodded. “Sounds like good advice.”

“Then we have the center spot. The castle, right where it belongs, protected by everything else. Although in a classic setup, these would be more maze-like so the defenders would have strong killing zones before you could reach the inner gates.”

“Lucky for us they’re not quite that purist about it.” Danica studied it again. “This pretty much verifies what we already thought. I get in through the gift shop or the cafeteria. Then I hide out.

“When the place is closed and no one’s around, I try to breach the castle. I didn’t sense any hint of anti-magic when we were shopping, so I should be able to stay veiled easily enough.”

Jilly added, “I should be able to detect anti-magic before you can, now that I know specifically what it feels like. Since I’m attuned to magic, I’d probably notice the lack of it.”

“Even better.”

Alex countered, “I think you mean we will go in through the gift shop or the cafeteria.”

Danica shook her head. She knew this challenge was inevitable and had already thought it through from every angle she could. “No. Randall and Derek are on set with or watching over Hayley. I need you, Zack, and Lilac to be ready to move if they need you. Protecting her is still our primary objective.”

Alex didn’t argue. “It looks like if you go in through the gift shop, you have a better line to where all the trailers are set up.” She pointed at the building, then traced a potential path to get to the area where the cast and crew had their accommodations, which wasn’t far from the wall surrounding the castle.

“You’re right, and I think that offers me the best place to hide.”

Lilac asked, “When are you going to do it?”

Danica shrugged. “No better time than today. I’ll find out from Voltaic when they’re the busiest and sneak in then, obscured by the crowd.”

They discussed further details, with the team offering tactical and strategic ideas, then Danica followed Zack into his workspace. Danica stated, “Going in pretty much naked on this one. No pistol, no ASP.”

“I knew a day like this would come eventually, so I have a couple of things for you, and Voltaic provided several more.” Zack held out a rectangular device with metal prongs on one side, then pressed a button. Electricity arced between the silver spikes. “This is more powerful than the standard Taser but still legal in California. A quick blast should take down any normal-sized person.”

Danica accepted it and dropped it in the shoulder purse she’d carry as part of her tourist disguise. “Well, that’s something, I guess.”

“I’d give you one that shoots, but you need special paperwork, and you probably don’t want to be caught without that.”

Danica nodded. “Ideally, this is an in-and-out with none the wiser, but good thinking.”

Jilly interjected, “No Tasing fae dragons.”

Danica laughed. “I promise.”

Zack pulled out a small plastic-covered object about the size of his palm and three inches high. “This, I like to call the invisibility cloak.”

Danica raised an eyebrow. “Now that sounds intriguing.”

“It is.” He removed the case and held up the fabric, which was larger than she’d expected from the package’s size. It looked like ordinary gray cloth. “You have to pinch the edges in a specific pattern.” He showed her, and suddenly, the fabric made the parts of him it covered, and itself, vanish.

“How does it work?”

“Tiny sensors. It’s not good enough to handle movement. But if you lay down with this on top of you, you should look more or less like whatever surface you’re lying on.” He set it on the desk, and it changed color to match.

“Very nice.”

“It also has a memory. Pushing this pattern shows you how to fold it back up into its smallest size.” He demonstrated, and creases appeared.

He handed it over, and she unfolded it and refolded it twice, activating it in between. “Perfect.” She dropped the object in its plastic case into her purse.

He reached into a desk drawer and produced a wallet. “Three more things from Voltaic. First, this ID packet.”

She opened it to see her picture on a license under a different name. “Who is this?”

“A journalist for Stylez.” He air quoted journalist. “If you get caught, it will seem like you’re just another scumbag looking for a story.”

She rolled her eyes as she dropped it in the purse. “Alex is right. If I was any good, I’d get Voltaic to work for us full-time.”

“No, you’re right. Giving Voltaic whatever she wants as she continues to do excellent work is what’s important.” He held up a phone case. “This is the access point that Voltaic needs mounted on the castle. It has to be in the right spot, and she’ll talk you in when you’re close.”

“All right.” Danica would wear her lens and earpiece to stay in touch with everyone.

He handed her a set of keys with an electronic fob on the end. “Finally, this has the RF codes for the doors in the cafeteria and the gift shop. Voltaic lifted them from your sensor packs during your tour. Press one for the cafeteria, two for the gift shop. Three should momentarily disable the cameras.”

“Should?”

“That’s what Voltaic said.”

Danica had to trust the experts to know their jobs. “Great work, Zack. Be sure to tell Voltaic so, as well.”

“I will.”

Danica patted Jilly on the head. “All right, my friend. Time to go home, dress like a tourist, and head on out to La-La Land.”
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Voltaic had gotten the word that Danica would be going in that night. This meant she had to be ready to act, and given her recent adventure with Jack Shade, she felt the need to have more cover than usual. Danica hadn’t requested this particular service, but it was the smart play, and since Voltaic had a good relationship with the Spellbound team she’d taken it upon herself to make it happen.

Her avatar opened an unmarked door on a graffiti-strewn back alley of the magical dark web. It led into a vestibule that was dingy but had no trash in it, unlike the street immediately outside. Hidden sensors scanned her, and at the system’s request, she released the essential data that served as a password. Her bona fides had been established long before in this venue.

The door in front of her opened, and Voltaic entered a slinky nightclub from the early twentieth century. A jazz trio played on the stage while some people danced on the hardwood floor in front of it. Others sat at tables, holding elegant cocktails or cigarettes in long holders as they chatted and enjoyed the show.

She’d spent many a day here because this was one of several places where infomancers available for hire hung out. The other venues each had their own vibes, but this one suited her mood this evening, and more to the point, suited some of the people she knew best.

The four she’d messaged were all present, and she waved them all over to a secluded corner table. They were in innocuous disguises appropriate to the venue, as was she. Her normal avatar had changed as she’d crossed the threshold to resemble a proper look from the period. She wore a black dress, slicked-back black hair, heavy eye makeup, and impractical shoes.

It didn’t matter how she looked or how they looked. Their computer systems exchanged identity information automatically because they had existing relationships.

Voltaic slid into the empty seat at their table. “Tonight we make movie studios unhappy. I need you each to hit one in a coordinated attack.”

None of them seemed shocked. One asked, “Objective?”

“Do your best off-the-shelf break-in. Whether you succeed or not is immaterial. No heroics, low risk, but I need the best, which is why I came to you.”

Another commented, “Smokescreen.”

“True, but irrelevant. Will you do it?” All four agreed without delay, and no price was discussed. It was a small request in the grand world of infomancy, and it was understood that she’d repay the favor with one of similar effort in the future.

That accomplished, she sashayed out the door to play the role she was dressed for, then logged out. It was time for her to sleep. She anticipated a tough night of work and needed to be ready for it.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Danica chose a comfortable T-shirt, a well-worn pair of jeans, and high-top tennis shoes for her tourist disguise. A strap ran diagonally across her torso, and the attached shoulder bag sat comfortably on her hip, ready for her right hand to grab whatever she might need.

While looking in the mirror, she cast a magical disguise that changed her hair color from blonde to brown and subtly altered the lines of her face. It should be enough to fool facial recognition, but if it failed, someone might—emphasis on might—think that seeing her face and hair color differently was a trick of the eye rather than magic. If she got caught, that might be the least of the things she’d have to explain.

She opened a portal and crossed the distance to Los Angeles in a step, ending up about a block away from her destination. Jilly flew into the air and took position in a nearby tree. As Danica walked toward the tour start point, she sent, Keep an eye on me.

You know it. Be careful. Don’t make me come in there and burn the place down to rescue you.

Danica didn’t doubt the dragon would do it if she got into trouble.

Joining the tour was as effortless as it had been on the previous visit, and she didn’t get the sense that anyone recognized her. When it finally finished, she flowed into the gift shop with all the others. The tour members all showing up together made the place fairly crowded.

Danica sidled toward the counter to position herself near the back door and pretended to look at the merchandise on the wall. Her right hand located the key fob in her purse, and she transferred it to her left.

When only one salesperson was nearby since the others were on the floor helping customers, Danica flicked her fingers and caused a trio of mannequins to topple. Cries of alarm rang out from startled patrons. Danica went for the door as the person behind the counter moved toward the floor. She pressed the button to interrupt the cameras first, then the one to unlock the door. She cast a veil over herself before she stepped through.

Beyond the door was a short hallway. A sign on the door to the left read Authorized Personnel Only, and the one on the right was marked Storeroom. She moved toward the latter but didn’t get there before the door behind her opened again. She froze and pressed against the wall, her veil rendering her invisible to the camera in the ceiling and the man who stuck his head in the door, one of the workers from the front. He stared around, confused, then raised a walkie-talkie to his mouth. “I don’t see anything.”

“Well, the door opened. Check the latch.” The speaker sounded annoyed.

“Probably just something wrong on your sensor board.” He pulled the door closed, and she heard him wiggle the handle. The door didn’t open.

She waited five minutes before she gained the nerve to move, then slowly went down to the end of the hall near the rear exit to wait. She originally planned to hide out here for at least an hour, but the “malfunctioning door” might have generated some suspicion, so she decided somewhere else might be better.

After a wait that felt like an hour but was probably only a quarter of that, the rear door opened, and a couple of workers walked in together, engrossed in conversation. She pressed herself against the wall to avoid touching them, then snuck out before the door closed behind them.

Behind the gift shop was an area for the studio’s staff. Tables with umbrellas were scattered around, and workers sat at them eating and chatting. Golf carts whizzed by from time to time in both directions, and she spotted several robots on tractor wheels moving heavy boxes at what seemed to her a glacial pace. As she circled the crew area toward the trailers they’d identified as her best hiding place, she saw several celebrities she recognized.

Jilly sent, I’m above you.

Danica had felt her presence but looked up and saw the fae dragon waggling her wings, hidden in one of several palm trees that dotted the rear area.

Danica kept moving and eventually found a trailer she could easily slide under. She pulled the invisibility cloak out of its bag and spread it over her, then wriggled until she found a comfortable spot. She was sure her veil would hold up unless she fell into a deep sleep, which she was unlikely to do. Still, it never hurt to have a backup plan, especially when technology backed up magic and vice versa. She whispered, “And now the waiting begins.”

Zack replied, “Good work. Voltaic’s been pulling data from your sensor pack. No red flags yet.”

Voltaic interjected, “But now I’m going to nap some more while you wait. I need my beauty rest before my big date with the studio.”

Danica chuckled. “Sleep well.”

Between dozing and meditating, Danica killed time until night fell and the action around her subsided. She pressed the spots to reveal the creases, folded the cloak, and shoved it into its case. Compressed, it looked vaguely like a scarf and might pass inspection if she got caught. She crawled out from under the trailer and looked around but saw no danger nearby. She whispered, “Voltaic, you there?”

“You know it. I can tell where you are because of my connection to your wireless pack. You want to go about a hundred feet to your left, then turn right. You’ll be able to see the wall from there. After that, it’s up to you to figure out how you’ll get over it.”

“You don’t have access to the cameras?”

“I didn’t want to risk it. If they detected me in the outer system, they might lock down the inner system, which would make all this a wasted effort.”

“Got it.” Danica carefully moved from shadow to shadow despite the magical veil that covered her.

As she neared the corner, Jilly sent, Hold on a sec. A security guard walked past Danica’s position, swinging a baton as he patrolled the grounds. Okay.

Thanks. She had to pause two more times to avoid patrols, which she thought was a pretty solid commitment to security. The sight of the wall caused her to growl. She hadn’t realized from a distance how perfectly smooth it was. Climbing it would be impossible. As Jilly had warned, tall spikes adorned the top. She whispered, “This will require magic.”

Voltaic replied, “Be careful. When you get past the wall, I’ll be better able to tell you where the pack needs to go.”

Danica created a force block and stepped onto it. Then she made a taller one in front of her and stepped onto that. One by one, she built a flight of steps to the top of the wall and let the previous one fall away as she ascended to the next. “I don’t feel anti-magic, so I should be able to create stairs on the other side.”

Before she could do so, a door banged open from the castle, and people ran outside. Danica froze.

Voltaic snapped, “There must be magic sensors on the wall. I didn’t detect them. Probably super-short range. Get out of there.”

Danica had an instant to decide, and instinct took over. She jumped over the wall, planning to use magic to cushion her landing but still ready to drop and roll if she needed to in order to absorb the fifteen-foot drop. Anti-magic emitters activated to eliminate the first possibility. As she recovered from the bone-grinding impact, she sent, Jilly, come take it.

Danica dropped the case and dashed away from it. She sensed the dragon swoop down and climb up more slowly as if her burden weighed her down. Danica couldn’t worry about that now. Voltaic issued directions, and Danica mentally echoed them to the dragon.

Finally, Jilly sent, I see it, I know where I need to go.

Danica ripped out her earpiece and threw it as far as she could. Then she pulled out her contact lens and threw that in a different direction without stopping her frantic run.

The security guards were only a dozen feet away now. She raised her hands but kept running. They tackled her, not as hard as they could have but not gently, and pinned her to the ground. She sent to Jilly, Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.

The device is in place. I can rescue you.

They’re just doing their jobs. They don’t need to get clawed, bitten, or blasted for it. Find somewhere safe to hang out until the team bails me out of jail.

The guards roughly pulled her to her feet and propelled her toward the car, asking her questions along the way. One dug into her purse and found her ID. “Oh, look. A tabloid reporter.”

The other officer laughed. “Told you. Pay up.”

“Later. Let’s get her to the courthouse first.” As they pushed her down into the back seat of an unmarked car, Danica hoped the night’s effort would prove worthwhile.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Solene stared at her phone, which had chimed with a most interesting sound. She hit the button in the message, and a series of code commands flowed over her screen. The avatar of Jack Shade, the infomancer she’d hired to look for Voltaic, replaced it. She asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Voltaic was spotted recruiting earlier today. I just found out. She’s almost certainly up to something.”

“Shadow her. Find out what it is.”

He nodded. “What do you want me to do? Blow up her run?”

“No. I want you to find her.”

His avatar stayed neutral in the way that only a computer representation could. “In the real world?”

She gave a sharp nod. “Yes.” Solene knew she was making a big request that was generally frowned upon in the freelance infomancer world.

“It’ll cost you.”

“I know.”

“All right.” The line dropped.

He would debit her account for whatever he felt was fair. She was fine with that. As Moriarty had so often emphasized, money was a path to power, not an end in and of itself, despite it being one of the three things he thought important. Besides, she could always hire Jack Shade to get more money for her if she needed to.

She pulled a different phone out of her desk, one with only one contact, and pressed the button to call Moriarty and fill him in.
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Once Voltaic had verified that the link to her remote access point was strong, she set to work hacking into the castle’s wireless system. Wireless technology created a security vulnerability, but few companies used strictly wired systems anymore. Ubiquitous communication was too efficient.

When she knew the path awaited her, she stopped before making the last adjustment that would let her inside and loaded her preparation construct. The equipment shop materialized around her with her robot proprietor at the desk. “Hello, Rust Bucket, shut up, no insults today. No time.”

Oswald’s cultured voice replied, “I would never insult you.”

She gave him a distracted “Uh-huh,” as she moved down the aisles reviewing her gear options. This would be a tough one. Movie studios did not mess around with their security. Although she wasn’t going after the studio's intellectual property in the form of its movies or other media content, even the subsystem she’d be aiming for, board records and executive notes, would be well-protected.

Voltaic stopped in front of a tall case containing a suit of armor. She pulled on the door handle and discovered it was locked. She forced her voice to calmness. “Would you unlock this for me, Oswald, pretty please?”

“Of course.”

The door opened of its own accord. The armor floated in midair, separate pieces in colors and shades that complemented one another. It wasn’t quite a superhero suit of armor, but it wasn’t exactly not a superhero suit of armor, either.

She took a big step up into the case. The armor molded itself around her. Each piece extended to link with the ones around it until it fully encased her everywhere except for her head. A helmet would appear at need, extruded from the rest of the suit.

When she jumped down, the combination of metal and high-tech polymers clunked against the wood.

The armor had strong defensive properties and several deliciously aggressive offensive capabilities. In many circumstances, it would be sufficient on its own. She expected to face a serious defense, so she grabbed everything she could bolt onto the suit’s attachment points.

Pistols went into thigh holsters that also held fighting knives. A pair of swords crossed at her back, ready to be grabbed over her shoulders. She added grenades to the belt around her waist. Finally, she selected an oversized shotgun with a six-round capacity, each shell a mix of flechettes and shrapnel. An extra sleeve of shells went into the suit’s auto-reload bin.

Feeling like she had it nailed down, she turned to say goodbye to Oswald, then considered bringing energy weapons along. She discarded the idea since the shotgun would probably deal with mechanical opposition just as well, and she was already carrying it. “Later, Oswald. Think good thoughts of me.”

“Bring your equipment back, and I will.”

“You’re like the most annoying librarian ever.” Instead of kicking the door open and leaping out into the magical dark web, she opened the door carefully and launched herself up on the rockets built into her boots. A series of jumps took her to the wireless network, which appeared as an open, glowing door in the sky. She leapt into it.

When she transitioned into the system and thus into the enemy server, she landed on a grassy field across a moat from a castle. Because of course the studio would use that metaphor. The dark structure with its tall towers looked like the ones from the movies the studio’s castle had featured in long ago.

The moat was spanned by a drawbridge in front of a pair of huge wooden doors that were forbiddingly closed. A heavy black metal portcullis lay between the bridge and the door to prevent her from reaching the door. In front of them, twelve archers had longbows already raised in her direction to prevent her from reaching the portcullis.

She smiled, but the expression was quickly hidden as the helmet extended from her armor and wrapped around her head and face. When she charged, the suit made her faster than any human, a programming touch that played with connection bandwidth.

Her foes were bots, essentially cannon fodder for this loadout. Half of the first volley of arrows plunged to intersect her path despite her speed.

Voltaic waved her arms to swat them away, although the chances of one penetrating her armor were nearly nil. As the archers drew their next volley, she pulled out her swords and chopped the next flight to splinters as it arrived.

Then she was among the archers. They attempted to use their bows as clubs, but the attempt was laughable. She carved through them one after the next, a spinning column of flashing steel that removed body parts every time it struck. By the time she finished her quick dance, they had all pixelated into nothingness.

She regarded the portcullis and the doors behind it, then selected three grenades. She only brought one variety, explosive incendiary, which mixed fire and shrapnel. They were all sticky.

She pressed the adhesive side against the door by reaching through the open gridwork in the portcullis, backed up to a safe distance, and triggered the devices. The door didn’t just break open. It disintegrated in a blizzard of flying splinters. The portcullis deformed as several metal pieces broke with their fellows and bent toward her. All in all, a satisfying detonation.

Voltaic ran up, grabbed the twisted metal, and pulled. Her suit activated built-in motors to assist, giving her strength far greater than she would have had otherwise. She bent open a sufficient hole, backed up, ran forward, and gracefully dove through it. She somersaulted on the far side and came up standing in a huge stone room several stories tall. Curved staircases went up to a second level halfway across the space.

An array of knights stood arranged in lines like spokes of a wheel in a semicircle before her. She flourished her swords. “All right, boys, who’s first?”

Unexpectedly, they came in all at once. She figured they would follow some crazy rules of chivalry where they engaged her one at a time, in keeping with the castle metaphor. Instead, they fought dirty. They fought real.

Still, they were bots despite the improved programming, and she was faster than they could hope to be. A spiked flail head flew toward her on the end of a chain. She severed the chain and spitted the man who’d wielded it through the armpit, a notable weak point in plate armor. The one who tried to spear her got the point of one sword rammed into his throat as she knocked the weapon away with the other.

Voltaic kept moving since the only real threat here would be that they piled on top of her and held her immobile. They came at her and died in the attempt, some quickly, some requiring a flurry of blows to end their participation. She finally got a chance to look around when they were all pixels.

Their battle had been in the entrance hall, which was three stories high. Graceful staircases led up both sides, but her mental map of the place told her she needed to get to the middle of the castle if she was going to access the highest tower. That was doubtless where the information she sought would be. That was how these simulations worked. She ignored the staircases and strode toward the bottom-level doors at the room's far end, ready to move on to whatever challenge the server had in store for her next.
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Jack Shade followed her, unseen in the shadows. He watched her fight the knights and was impressed, although bots were rarely a viable opponent against a truly skilled infomancer. He was already aware that Voltaic was one of them.

He considered deploying his tracker now but decided to wait. She had to be distracted when he did it so she wouldn’t notice the code sliding into her system. He needed to catch her during a fight or immediately after one when her guard was down.

He didn’t like the task he’d been given, but he enjoyed working for this client. The mystery woman who remained a mystery despite his efforts to track her offered him interesting challenges, which were often difficult to come by for someone as skilled as him. He would follow his quarry until an opportunity presented itself, then take it.

Voltaic opened the doors and stepped through.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Voltaic walked through the door into a hallway and paused to take it in. The door slammed shut behind her, and the scenery changed with a strange ripple that made the stone around her seem like water. A corridor with four doors and the door at the far end became a corridor with nothing but doors, except for the slight bit of stone that separated one door from the next. The space had extended as the ripple moved down the hall, creating at least a hundred doors on each side.

She snarled, “Oh, hell no,” and opened the door behind her, intending to take one of the staircases that led to the next floor. Naturally, she discovered an identical hallway on the opposite side.

The infomancer muttered, “Stupid, lazy, unoriginal chuckleheads,” as she drew a pair of grenades from her belt. She threw them straight up, and they adhered to the ceiling. She moved out of the blast radius and sent the detonation signal from her suit.

A large portion of the rock ceiling plummeted into the hallway as they exploded. Once the debris had stopped, she looked up into the hole she’d created. A normal, non-door-infested room appeared above her, so she flexed her knees, activated her suit’s jump capability, and leapt up.

She landed in a big, open space. Tall, arched windows adorned both outer walls. Their bright stained glass depicted scenes that appeared to be mainly of violence, some casual, some horrific. Red was undeniably the dominant color in the design.

The wall toward the front of the castle, assuming things hadn’t spun around somehow, was blank stone. She had expected the staircases to be there, but they were nowhere in sight.

The far wall had a single door. In front of it stood a knight in plate mail. Black plate mail. Voltaic recognized the armor from a movie. She reached up to pinch her nose in annoyance, forgetting she wore a helmet, and smacked herself in the faceplate.

The knight intoned in a deep, echoing voice, “None shall pass.”

She countered, “Is there a toll? Perhaps a dead parrot?”

He replied in the same tone, “Not a parrot. Not even a Norwegian Blue. The Holy Grail, perhaps?”

“I could do a Grail-shaped beacon.”

“Not adequate. None shall pass.”

She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I’m going to do more to you than just a flesh wound.”

“I trust you will do your best.”

During the discussion, he had gripped the pommel of a great sword in front of him with its point between his feet. He moved forward with much less clunky awkwardness than she expected from someone in that much metal, raised the weapon, and chopped it down at her.

Voltaic jumped backward with assistance from her suit’s extra strength and slammed into the wall after misjudging the distance. That gave her enough time to draw the shotgun mounted across her back behind the swords. She lifted it and fired six times. The shrapnel and pellets rang as they deflected from his armor. He kept advancing.

She braced herself to block the swing of his sword, then realized he intended to ram her. She spun out of the way just in time, slapped the shotgun back into place, and drew her swords as she ran for distance from him.

When he caught up to her and made the same chop-down attack, she brought her swords up in a ringing X-block to stop it, intending to step forward and kick once she stopped his blow. Her blades shattered, and she fell backward to avoid the blow, letting the useless hilts drop.

She grabbed the shotgun and held down the reload button when she reached her feet. Shells transferred from her armor into the gun without her involvement in a matter of seconds.

He came at her again, and she feinted to the left as he swung. When he adjusted his blow to intercept, she fell, wrenched her body around with all her strength, and kicked at the back of his shins. The blow unbalanced him, and the weight of his armor toppled him to the floor.

The fall stunned him, giving her enough time to stand above him and place the barrel of the shotgun over his armored stomach. “Sorry.” She fired the gun dry.

The last shot splintered the barrel, and fragments flew up and clanged off her armor. However, she had created a bloody hole in the Black Knight. He disintegrated into nothingness.

She tossed the useless gun away, turned toward the door, opened it, and stomped through, annoyed at the realization that Oswald would complain about the broken equipment when she next loaded her arming shop.
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Jack Shade had watched the fight through a small sensor he’d tossed up through the hole Voltaic had created. He’d laughed when she blew up the ceiling. Everything he knew of her indicated she preferred rather direct methods, and this was certainly one example. He preferred more subtle endeavors. When she defeated the knight and turned toward the door, he leapt through the hole and landed on soft feet.

He drew a small tube from his belt as she stepped through, slipped an orb into the front, and blew it across the intervening distance. It struck without a sound and the liquid within spread out to stain her armor before drying and vanishing. In the real world, he'd injected code that would trace her signal back to its source so he could follow it.

Ordinarily, this was the moment he would log out and let the tracer do his work. Because Voltaic was as skilled as she was, he’d follow the trace in real-time in case it got detoured or truncated before it reached its destination. If he was there to see her countermeasures, he might be able to do something about them. Part of him regretted not seeing the rest of her actions in the castle, but he was on someone else’s dime, so work had to come before pleasure.
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Voltaic climbed the stairs as they circled around and around and around. Several times she thought she might be stuck in a maze or an endless loop, but she pressed on. Worst case, she’d blast out the side of the staircase and see what was beyond it. The faint glow at the top that seemed to be slowly increasing kept her moving. It was a walk her physical body would have given up on after only a short time, but eventually, finally, she reached the top.

The circular room was beautiful. A pair of glass and gold metal doors stood open on the right-hand wall to let the breeze flow in, and a window on the opposite side set it free again. Sunlight streamed in through more windows cut into the pointed ceiling.

The room was entirely unfurnished except for a four-poster bed along one curved wall with a trunk at its feet. The bed was also curved, seamlessly tracking the wall. Lying on it was a prince dressed in a suit that made him look like a gender-bent Snow White.

She retracted her helmet and stared at him. “If you think I’m kissing you, you’ve got another think coming.”

The only other object in the room was the chest at the foot of the bed, which would doubtless hold what she sought. It couldn’t be as easy as it looked. It never was.

She stepped toward it, and the prince’s eyes opened when her foot touched down. At her next step, he sat up on the bed, and by the third, he stood between her and the chest. She calmly requested, “Would you please move? I need what’s inside there.”

He smiled, but arrogance blazed where warmth should have been. “No, you don’t. What you need is to leave. This is not your place. It’s mine.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so.” Her hands blurred as she drew her knives from their sheaths and threw them underhand in a single continuous move.

By the time they struck, armor that seemed similar to hers but was more ornate had replaced his courtly dress. A green and gold cape hung down his back. He wore a helmet that looked vaguely like cat ears and had a small piece coming down over the bridge of his nose. It made her mentally add cat whiskers to the look, and she laughed.

He brushed the spot where her daggers had struck him. “Rude.”

“Yeah. I’m like that sometimes.” This time she went for her pistols.

He was only a foot away from her when they cleared their holsters and were on the way up. He slammed both of her arms out to the sides before she could pull the triggers. The blow was powerful enough that it lifted her from her feet and threw her across the room. She slammed into the wall with her arms still out wide and the pistols tumbled away.

Voltaic dashed toward him as soon as her feet hit the floor. He met her in the middle and easily deflected the punch she threw at his head. The one she aimed at his side connected, but his armor stopped it without issue. He slammed his fist into her helmet, which her suit had automatically reconstructed as she flew through the air from his initial attack.

She suddenly felt dazed. In the real world, his program attacked her connection to the server, slowing it down and degrading its coherence.

She punched him. He punched her. They traded three more blows, and she realized she wouldn’t win a fair fight. The sound of crossbows snapping caused her to fall and roll with the realization that he wasn’t fighting fair anyway.

She stood. “Now that was just downright unfriendly.”

“You’re the one who tried to knife me.”

“I guess I did start it. Fair.” She circled away from the stairs, having heard a noise like booted feet coming up from them. She kept moving, feinting attacks to try to position him where she wanted him.

He stopped and punched his right fist at her throat, but she knocked it to the side and took it on her shoulder armor. Her block put his right arm in front of the left, so his punch from that side lost momentum as he redirected it. It had little behind it when it finally reached her helmet.

Her free hand pummeled his side again, deepening the dent she’d made by what seemed like a centimeter at a time. She smashed her armored knee into his armored groin, accomplishing nothing to judge by his amused look. Then she ramped up the power in her suit and pushed him away. He stumbled back a few steps before planting his feet and sliding.

He looked over his shoulder. “Trying to throw me out the window? I would call that unfriendly on your part.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.”

The footsteps coming up the stairs had become too loud to ignore. She twisted in that direction and spoke a command. Panels on her shoulders popped up to reveal two small missiles on each side. They rocketed across the room.

One slammed into the first person who appeared at the top of the staircase, exploded, and sent him tumbling backward. The others struck the walls and sent rock cascading after him. The panels clicked back into place as she faced her foe.

He scowled. “How the hell did you get that into my simulation?”

She laughed as she raised her arms to point at him. “I’m not really a rules kind of person.” Two more panels popped up at her wrists, and a rocket shot out of each. The explosions when they struck his chest hurled him out through the open windows and off the tower.

Voltaic quickly crossed to the chest and used a laser to cut through the clasp. She grabbed the stack of paper inside and was rising as he rocketed back through the window. She waved merrily and logged out before he could attack her again, leaving only her mocking laughter behind.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Jack Shade contacted Solene the moment Voltaic disappeared from the studio’s system. The woman’s image popped up on his monitor. “Success?”

He nodded. “Yes. I have Voltaic’s real-world location.”

“Wait one.”

She did something on her end, and another voice joined the conversation. It was deep and masculine. “Yes, ma’am?”

“You have a target.”

“Timeframe?”

Jack Shade offered, “I don’t believe there’s any way she’ll know she’s been tracked. There’s been no sign of detection.”

Solene nodded, then told the mystery man, “As soon as possible. We don’t want to risk her slipping away.”

“I have a team on alert. That won’t be a problem. Objectives?”

“Capture, not kill.”

No change registered in the man’s voice. “That increases the danger to my team. As such, it costs more.”

Solene gave the answer Jack Shade expected. “Money is not a problem.”

“We’ll get it done.”

Jack Shade provided the location, and the man, then Solene, disconnected from the line. Neither offered the effusive praise for his efforts he usually received. That was fine. She paid well.

Jack Shade frowned at his blank computer screen. Something felt off about the present moment. He couldn’t pinpoint the cause, but it left him disquieted. He considered going to sleep and seeing if he felt the same in the morning, then rejected the idea. At his current agitation level, sleep wouldn’t come unless he forced it medically. Being zonked out right now was probably a bad idea.

He was on his feet and grabbing a jacket before he realized he’d made a decision or what it entailed. From there, it was only a portal jump to the city where she lived, which he knew well. He used his phone to summon an autonomous vehicle, then rode in it to a spot three blocks away from her address.

Once it rolled away, he took an indirect path toward her building, looking up, down, and all around for signs of surveillance and promising vantage points. He saw none of the former except for the expected street and business security cameras. The latter worked out better than he would have predicted.

A building a block away from hers was taller than everything around. Even better, it was old enough to have a metal fire escape ascending one side. He used his magic to pull down the bottom stairs, climbed to the roof, and sat near the edge behind a low wall that he could see over easily.

He called up the blueprints of the building Voltaic was in and used the augmented reality feature on his phone to figure out which ninth-floor apartment he had tracked her to. From his angled perspective all he could conclude was that no lights were burning. He wondered if she used blackout curtains and was hard at work, or if she was asleep, or something in between.

Jack Shade sent out a message to see if she was online but received no confirmation of any sightings. His best guess was that she was asleep after the night’s run. A well-deserved rest that would soon be very rudely interrupted.

He waited and watched for an hour before he spotted the arrival of the security team’s recon element. Four men in dark clothes approached from each cardinal direction, walking just deliberately enough to give away their intent.

Moments later, four vans pulled up almost simultaneously, one at each side of the building. He frowned at the obvious professionalism of the capture crew, then wondered why he was frowning. He’d spotted her as instructed. His client wanted her taken prisoner, and that was about to happen. Shouldn’t he be happy about that?

He pondered the question for several moments, then set it aside. As a distraction, he hacked into the security squad’s communication gear. It was a commercial unit he had the codes for. They talked in hushed voices as they moved to surround the building.

One person grumbled about having to use nonlethal ammunition.

Another laughed. “Just means you need to aim more carefully to accomplish anything useful. Above the neck is usually a solid bet.”

The coldness of the words decided him. He didn’t like the things they said, he didn’t like the nasty-looking weapons they carried, and he was pretty sure he knew what the heavy backpacks each man wore contained. His decision made, he activated every security system on his phone and sent a signal through the magical dark web.
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Voltaic sat bolt upright in bed when her phone whooped with an alarm sound from a science fiction show. She grabbed it and inexplicably saw the face of Jack Shade’s avatar. He looked ill. She snapped, “What?”

“Hit team. Coming for you. Right now. Run.”

Voltaic had already noticed the anti-magic field robbing her of her magic. That alone would have been enough to get her moving. The call disconnected as she shoved her feet into a pair of Converse high tops and ran to her closet. Her shorts and T-shirt would be fine since even though it was November, she lived in a warm city by choice. Still, as she opened the closet and grabbed her go bag, she grabbed a heavy leather jacket and threw it on.

Her breathing had quickened. She forced it back under control as she hit buttons on her phone. A display of the building’s security cameras appeared on the screen, and she swiped through them quickly. She’d practiced enough that she knew where each one in the sequence was physically located. The team Jack Shade had alerted her to was armed, armored, and coming up all four staircases plus both elevators.

Well, I can do something about part of that, anyway. She sent commands to freeze the elevators between floors. Shortly after moving in, she had infiltrated every system and ensured she could manipulate them all. Another button held down three times activated the trap in the apartment beside her. The system asked her if she was sure after the first and if she was really sure after the second.

Her computer equipment occupied that residence. If she’d been traced on the web, that was where the attackers would be heading. The apartment she was in was rented under a completely clean identity, created for only that purpose. Having done all she could do for the moment, she stood near the door and watched the cameras on her floor.
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Jack Shade had hacked the body cams after breaking into the comms. He watched as the soldiers lined up outside the apartment door. He realized his mind had switched from security to soldier and judged it was because of how the men carried themselves. They were intent on violence.

He imagined that even if Voltaic were on her knees with her hands over her head when they broke in, someone would take a shot at her. He didn’t like it.

Gunshots echoed through the comms as someone fired a shotgun three times to take out the door hinges. Another person kicked the door free, and the third and fourth ran inside, followed by several others. The moment they crossed the threshold, an automated voice began counting down from five. The soldiers ignored it as they ran through the room.

Jack Shade switched from one camera to another until he saw one enter a room filled with computer equipment. He ran a professionally appraising eye over the setup. It differed from his preferred arrangement but confirmed that Voltaic was accomplished at the art of infomancy.

The audible countdown hit zero, and the system exploded in flames and shrapnel. The soldiers in the room staggered backward but immediately reported that they were fine and their armor had handled the shrapnel. The explosion only lasted for a second before extinguishers mounted in the corners of the room sprayed foam over everything, further damaging any equipment the original blast hadn’t destroyed.

One soldier swore and shouted, “The wench isn’t here. Find her.”
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As soon as the explosion sounded, Voltaic calmly opened her door and stepped into the hallway. The smoke filling it obscured whether any soldiers remained outside the apartment, but she couldn’t count on the distraction holding them for longer. Unfortunately, several troops were still outside and shouted an alert to the others.

“Well, hell.” Voltaic reached for her magic to blast them, only then recalling yet again, as she had several times already, that magic wasn’t an option. They stood motionless, staring at each other for a moment. Then she turned and ran while shoving one hand into the pocket of her leather coat.

She withdrew her hand with a grenade in its grasp. The jacket was full of gear that could be useful in an escape because she always had backup plans for everything.

This grenade was custom-built to her design. She had brought it into being working with a technomancer she knew. It could use magic but didn’t need it. She pulled the pin and hurled it back over her head as she ran.

The first phase detonated like a flash-bang grenade with a concussive sound that echoed off the hallway walls. A bright light threw her shadow in front of her before she rounded the corner, rushing toward the elevators. Next it emitted sounds of gunfire, which were recorded but stunningly real. Hopefully, this would cause her pursuers to delay or drop and fight the enemies they couldn’t see because of the smoke the grenade belched out.

She’d jokingly asked if they couldn’t put more than four features into it, and her friend had responded seriously that he could coat the whole thing in shrapnel. She’d decided that the nonlethal version was the right option for her. She didn’t carry a gun, just other technological gadgets and a Taser.

She reached the elevators and thumbed in an override that caused the doors on the right-hand shaft to open. The car was trapped many levels below, although thumping sounds suggested the soldiers within were trying to get out. She reached around to confirm that everything was as she’d left it, something she verified every three days.

Voltaic slipped on the heavy gloves and grabbed the tether line that ran from the top of the elevator shaft to the bottom. She began a controlled slide down it, using her shoes and grip as brakes to keep her steady. She stopped on the fourth floor, two floors above the elevators’ positions. A button opened the doors, and she swung out and ran for the nearest stairwell while shoving the gloves inside a pocket.

She retrieved her phone from the other pocket and checked the cameras throughout the building again. As she’d hoped, the soldiers were all above her. She pressed the button to kill the building’s electricity. It wasn’t part of her plan, but she hoped it might make life more difficult for them. Anything that caused confusion was to her benefit.

Another button activated noisemakers she’d placed at the top of each stairwell. She had more at their bottoms to draw any pursuers away from her actual escape. As long as they didn’t know about the tunnel in the basement, they should expect her to go for the roof. This would reinforce that.

Voltaic moved quickly but cautiously down the stairs, then typed a code on the keypad outside the door that led to the basement. She rushed down the stairs beyond, then skidded to a stop at the sight of one of the soldiers turning to face her in the dim emergency lighting.

With her left hand, she pressed the button on the small device in her left pocket that she’d had ready. It sent out a jamming signal that would keep him from alerting any of his friends. Her right hand pulled the Taser from her pocket, and as he raised his weapon toward her, she pulled the trigger on hers.

The darts stuck into his armor and sizzled but didn’t stop him from bringing the gun up and pulling the trigger. She dropped to avoid the heavy beanbag that flew out of his shotgun, then rolled to get inside his guard and sprang to her feet as he tried to bring the gun down toward her.

She grabbed his arm with both hands, shoved her hip back, and segued into a judo throw that hurled him up over her head and slammed him to the floor. She hit the switch to activate her second Taser cartridge and fired the weapon again, this time into the bare skin visible at the back of his neck. He fell unconscious.

Voltaic paused, listening for pursuit. Hearing nothing, she located the door that opened into the access tunnel to the building next door and ran for all she was worth.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The morning after the infomancer’s failed abduction, Solene joined Moriarty for breakfast. She’d watched the assault through the body cams of the security team and listened in on their comms. When it was over and the team had determined that Voltaic had escaped, Solene decided that wasn’t information her boss needed to have immediately.

Sitting across from him in the sunny breakfast nook of his mansion, she sipped black coffee and waited for him to speak first, as she always did.

Moriarty finished applying butter and jam to his toast, then broke the silence. “Your expression tells me you don’t have good news to share.”

She frowned. “I thought I was doing a good job controlling it.”

He ate a bite of his toast and sipped his coffee. “If you had good news, I would expect you to be more upbeat.”

“Logical. As usual, you are correct. The team made a good effort to catch the infomancer. I watched and listened to the attempt in real-time. They didn’t do anything wrong. She turned out to be a slippery little info-eel. The operation had a problem right from the beginning. She was in a different apartment than her equipment.”

Moriarty ate another bite, seeming thoughtful. “Competent enemies are a glorious gift and an annoying prize. It would’ve been nice to catch her, but she’s not essential. We have other methods of discovering things about Danica and her team, and now we know more about their infomancer. All grist for the mental mill, as it were.”

“What’s the next step?”

“Direct action against Spellbound’s client, of course.”

Solene offered a crooked smile. “Well, obviously.”

He laughed, thankfully.

“Want to give me any more to go on than that?”

“Use someone from out of house who’s good but not great. We don’t want to waste our best talent on this fact-finding effort. Have them try to capture Hayley Wish. If that’s impossible, killing her is acceptable, but I would very much prefer having her alive.”

“Why capture her?”

He gave her the predatory smile that always chilled her. “So many more possibilities to play with Danica and her team if we have leverage. Imagine how they’ll dance to get back the client they foolishly allowed to be taken.”

She suppressed a shudder. “Anything else?”

He flicked his fingers in a gesture of dismissal. “Your best judgment.”

She rose from the table and headed into her office, where she checked a secure file of potential contractors suitable for the task. Her first call confirmed that the first company on the list was available, so she summoned a car and headed for their downtown office.

The car let her off at the front of a large, glass-lobbied building. The receptionist came out from around the desk as she entered. “Ma’am. I was told you were coming. Allow me to escort you.”

Solene inclined her head with a nod, and the gray-suited man ushered her to an elevator bank. He went in first, pressed his palm against the sensor, and hit the button for the top floor. They rode in silence, and he didn’t exit the elevator when she did. Instead, another receptionist was waiting to take charge of her and escort her into the CEO’s office.

It was an opulent place with everything fancier than it needed to be. Working for Moriarty had given her a clear understanding of the difference between those who pretended to have wealth and those who had it. This man might have money, but he wasn’t in the same league as most of the wealthy folks she interacted with as Moriarty’s representative. To be fair, the trappings might have been to create the impression he wanted to portray for the company rather than personal taste.

She took the seat across the desk from him.

He asked, “How can we help you?”

“We’d like a certain individual captured. Killed, if that’s the only option, but capture is highly preferable.”

He nodded like this was a normal request. “That’s illegal.”

She let the corner of her mouth twitch up. “I’m aware of that.”

“That means it will cost more.”

Solene refrained from rolling her eyes. “Of course.”

“Who’s the target?” His voice had changed from conversational to gruff and businesslike. She preferred it this way.

“Hayley Wish.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The film star. High-profile. That will require more resources.”

“And be more expensive because of it. I understand.” Working with outside companies always meant paying a premium for every little thing, as opposed to those who worked directly for them and would do anything for the money they’d already received.

Ultimately, the cost probably came out roughly even, but this added a significant annoyance factor. She didn’t lower her estimation of the man across the desk for the budget focus. Everyone had needs, and money addressed most of them.

She also figured an unknown angle or potential profit existed in this project for Moriarty since he rarely worked on a single level at any time. Her best guess was that a third studio had contracted him and he hadn’t bothered to mention it, or he planned to use this as leverage to extract payment from someone. It didn’t matter.

“Money isn’t an issue. What is an issue is results. My employer is not a man tolerant of failure.”

The man across the table nodded. His military bearing was obvious, and he seemed a little offended. “Fear not. We’re not in the habit of failing. What are the criteria?”

“At a minimum, if she can’t be captured, she must be hurt badly enough that the film can’t continue.”

“I keep an eye on the big companies since we often work for or against them. My understanding is there’s not much time left on that movie shoot.”

Solene nodded. “Correct. I understand that speed will cost more. That’s not a problem.”

He plucked a fountain pen from its holder and made a note on a small pad of paper. “Any other requirements?”

“Our infomancers integrate with any that you use. You provide a real-time camera feed from all your units and a comms connection.”

He leaned back in his chair and regarded her with a glare and a frown. “That could be used for all kinds of nefarious purposes.”

She met his eyes with a steady gaze. “Add ten percent to the bill.”

His face eased. “You know how to talk the talk, that’s for sure. Done. Do you want preliminary approval of the plan?”

“No. The plan is yours. I just want to see it go down in real-time.”

He rose and shook her hand. “We’ll be in touch, then. Four hours’ notice adequate?”

“Very.”

She wiped her hand on her suit trousers as she left the room. Whether the slimy feeling was real or imagined, it was still palpable. When she was back in the car, she scanned the vehicle and herself for listening devices or other sensors and discovered nothing out of the ordinary.

Solene pressed a button to create an electronic cocoon around her to block all signals but hers and connected to Jack Shade. “You’ve heard?”

His avatar yawned. “That despite my good information your people failed to catch her? Yes, the dark web’s abuzz with it.” He rolled his eyes, showing his disdain for the gossip-mongers in cyberspace.

“You had the wrong apartment.”

His electronic image, which doubtless bore little resemblance to his real looks, narrowed its eyes. “Doubtful. I know where the signal led.”

“She wasn’t in there.”

“Where was her equipment?”

She was forced to admit, “It was there.”

Arrogance tinged his smile. “My job was to trace the signal to the source. I did that. Surely, you’re not going to quibble about this.”

Solene drew a deep breath and released it slowly before answering. “No. I recognize you did what was asked for and did it exceedingly well, as always. I’d like you to be available over the next couple of days in case something breaks.”

He, too, appeared to relax. “Usual retainer fee?”

“Yes.”

“Great. I love being on retainer. It’s so relaxing.”

She laughed. “Enjoy yourself, Jack. Talk soon.” She killed the line and closed her eyes. Maybe that was also good advice for her. Perhaps it was time for her to devote another night to her own entertainment, maybe dancing for a start. There was so much fun of so many different kinds to be had at nightclubs.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Danica sat at the head of the conference table with her team arrayed around her. Derek and Randall were present as heads-in-boxes displayed in the monitor mounted on the wall. All of them wore expressions that she could only describe as anticipatory.

She sighed and braced herself. “All right, go ahead.”

Zack was first. “So. What was prison like? Do you have a new nickname? Did you join a gang?”

Lilac added, “Did you learn any interesting crafts in there? Making license plates?”

Randall laughed. “Any fights? Did you win?”

Alex slapped her hands on the table. “You all need to stop it. Our leader was jailed in service to the company.” She couldn’t keep a straight face and laughed as she turned to Danica. “Any marriage proposals? Prison girlfriends? Conjugal visits?”

Danica sighed. “Are you done yet?”

Derek asked, “Can we call you convict now?”

“The answer to every question you asked is no. You’ve had your fun. Now try behaving for a change. A little professionalism goes a long way.”

Alex laughed like she couldn’t hold it in. “Did you learn that in the big house?”

Danica put her head on the table and gently banged her forehead against it while the others laughed.

Jilly was on her shoulder. She announced, “Next prison joke gets a lightning bolt in the nose.”

Danica lifted her head. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

“Any time.”

Danica didn’t look, but she knew that tone. The dragon was giving everyone in the room her best menacing look, which was five percent menacing and ninety-five percent adorable.

Danica asked, “What happened on the shoot while I was busy working at the studio yesterday?”

Derek replied, “They did the car chase scene. It was really cool. I watched the whole thing in what they call video village, with the feeds from all the cameras. They had several static ones, a bunch of drones, and a shooting car.”

Randall seamlessly picked up the narrative. “I was in the shooting car. I had Hayley covered with a force shield the whole time, except for her hands and feet and where the seatbelt hit her. I didn’t want her to know it was there. Oh, and not in front of her eyes, either.”

Danica nodded as relief flowed through her. “Good work.” Hayley had told them she didn’t want shields while she was doing her stunts. They had naturally decided among themselves that they would do it anyway, but in a way their client wouldn’t know about. “So, is it done?”

Derek replied, “They have several more shots to get, but none of them require Hayley to be there. So, the B team will be working on that today while the A team does the motorcycle jump.”

Danica growled, “I hate the motorcycle jump.”

Randall and Derek nodded in unison. The former added, “Yeah, I hate it too.”

Derek advised, “The director hasn’t changed her approach. Basically, Hayley’s going to ride up a ramp, jump off the edge of it, and the bike’s gonna plummet from there. So is she. It’s not a huge drop, about thirty feet, and there’s a big inflatable mat down there to catch her. She’s done similar stunts and said the only danger is not getting enough distance from the bike.”

Alex asked, “They won’t let you be directly involved? You could catch her with magic, after all.”

Randall replied, “They’re letting the media in for this one. It has to be legit.”

Lilac countered, “There’s legit, and there’s legit. A nudge of force magic could help adjust the trajectory for her or the motorcycle. Force shields are generally invisible.”

Danica pointed at the witch. “I like the way you think. Lilac and I will spend the day on the set. Randall, you’ll be with us to get us in close. The three of us will do whatever we need to assist with the situation. Everyone else, try to figure out anything you can about Scarab Classic Films.”

The meeting broke up, and Danica headed toward her office. A small chime indicated that someone had walked into the lobby. She called, “I’ll get it.”

Danica walked through the door separating the back area from the public zone and stared at her visitor. The young woman was probably in her very early twenties and wore a dark leather motorcycle jacket, jeans, and Converse high tops. “Can I help you?”

The answer came simultaneously through her earbud in Voltaic’s voice and a slightly different tone from the woman in front of her. “Yeah. I thought you’d want to know what I found at the studio.”

“Voltaic?”

The woman nodded.

Only then did Danica realize she looked exhausted. She grabbed the infomancer by the arm, pulled her to her office, and put a Gatorade in her hand. When she didn’t do anything with it, Danica twisted the top off. “Drink that. All of it. Now.”

Voltaic seemed steadier when the bottle was empty. “Thanks. It’s been a long night.”

“What happened?”

“Got burned. Someone must’ve traced me back during the studio job. I don’t know who.” The way she said it seemed off, as if maybe she had an idea who it was but didn’t want to share. Danica didn’t ask.

Voltaic continued. “They sent a team in to get me. I got out. Nobody got more than a little hurt. I didn’t want to go to my fallback hideout because I don’t know how I got caught in the first place. So, I figured I’d go to the professionals.”

Jilly had ridden on Danica’s shoulder until they’d entered the office, then jumped to the desk to stare at Voltaic. She chided, “You need to rest.”

Voltaic nodded. “First I need to make sure my systems here are clean. Otherwise, I need to go get some new equipment right away.”

“Then let’s do that now.” Danica opened a portal to the warehouse.

Voltaic did a quick check, pronounced things fine, and visibly relaxed. “Okay. Now sleep would be good. And some food, maybe. I’ve been on the go for a while. I didn’t have a portal to Cleveland, so I had to take a bus from Columbus.”

Jilly asked, “Why did you have a portal to Columbus?”

Voltaic grinned tiredly. “Gaming convention.”

Danica laughed. “On brand.”

“Guilty as charged.”

Danica portaled Voltaic back to her house and made up the extra bed to sleep on after shoving the infomancer into a corner so she wouldn’t fall. Once the other woman was tucked in, she stated, “You’re my guest for as long as you want. I’m not here that often, and it might be nice to have a roommate. For now, I need to go to work. I’m setting the security alarm. Call if you need anything.”

Voltaic murmured something, but she was already mostly asleep.

As they closed the door to the bedroom, Jilly commented, “She’s nice.”

Danica nodded. “Agreed. Maybe Alex will quit whining about me being ineffective for not getting her to Cleveland now.”

Jilly laughed. “Did you turn her in?”

“No. But I might let Alex think that.” Alex would never believe it, but it might be amusing.

It was a bright, sunny day on the movie set, which the director thought was perfect. Randall escorted Danica and Lilac to a spot on the cliff's edge, where they could see the jump point and the huge airbag waiting to catch Hayley below.

He explained that drones would track the shot all the way down, and they would CGI in a logical way for her to survive the fall later. The director hadn’t shared what that might be and only said they didn’t need green screens around the bag because they would be off the shot by then.

Danica asked, “Why is she bent about us catching Hayley with magic?”

Randall shrugged. “I’m sure she’d offer a lot of excuses, but in the end, it’s because she doesn’t know you, like she said. She needs the shot and has never worked with any of us in that capacity, so she can’t be sure we wouldn’t screw up. If you’re the director and mess up a film, often that’s your last film. She can’t afford the risk.”

“But she can risk Hayley.”

Randall shook his head. “No, Lana tried to convince her to use the stunt double, too. Only one of the angles is tight on Hayley’s face, and she said she could CGI it without a problem. But Hayley wants to do the jump.” He gestured at the camera people gathered a little way away on the cliff’s edge. “Wants the media to see the jump, more likely. She has a career to think of too.”

Danica gritted her teeth in frustration. “This is crazy.”

Lilac remarked, “Perhaps we should put action heroes in the same category as musicians going forward.”

Danica laughed darkly. “We definitely should.”

They watched as Hayley moved through the first part of the stunt at slow speed, riding the motorcycle right up to the edge and letting it fall back. She went deep in conversation with the director for a moment, then did it again. They talked again, and on the third try, the director clapped and said Hayley had it.

Danica managed a good look at her face as Hayley rolled the motorcycle back to where it belonged with the crew's help and saw an edge to her she hadn’t noticed before. Deathwish was completely locked in, focused on nothing beyond the moment.

Danica had seen the expression before on her magic teachers when they were doing something particularly complicated and easily recognized it. She said, “Hayley’s got this. We’ll keep an eye out for trouble. I’ll keep an eye on her in case anything needs to be done.” She knew it wouldn’t.

Lilac said, “I’m watching this direction, and I’ll nudge the bike away if I need to.”

Randall said, “That leaves me this way.”

An alarm sounded, and the set went quiet as the director yelled, “Action!” Hayley gunned the motorcycle’s engine and raced up the ramp without a helmet. Her hair flew back in the wind. She went off the edge and a moment later was free of the bike as it plummeted toward the waiting earth. She fell with her arms outstretched.

As Danica predicted, their involvement wasn’t necessary. Hayley hit the airbag perfectly on the center X, and after it deflated underneath her, she stood and pumped her fist at the camera-toting audience above. They all clapped and cheered, caught up in the moment.

Danica let out a long breath. “Yep. I hate this.” The others laughed and agreed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


On the heels of the successful stunt, the director had arranged a cast and crew dinner and invited Danica and her team. In reality, it wasn’t the entire cast and crew because many were still working to finish the day's efforts and prepare for the next one. The private room Lana had rented at a local restaurant held forty or so people gathered around several tables, talking, laughing, dining, and drinking.

Danica leaned against one wall with Randall beside her. Derek relaxed against another, and Alex held down a third. They were on guard, but only loosely so. Voltaic had checked records for the restaurant, which had come back clean, and had drones watching over the exterior.

Zack had offered to help in person, but Danica had told him to stay and work with Voltaic, not wanting to leave the infomancer alone in an unfamiliar space. Zack hadn’t minded. The entire team was glad to have the infomancer among them.

Randall leaned over. “Probably the greatest threat tonight is that someone will get drunk and say something stupid, hit on the wrong person, or choke on a bay leaf.” It was an Italian restaurant, and most had opted for pasta dishes of one kind or another.

“I can see where you could get addicted to this kind of life. Invigorating.”

“It’s a thrill, it really is. I mean, it’s some of the hardest work I’ve ever done, and the fact that you usually don’t know what the next job will be makes it kind of an uncertain profession. You can’t really book the next thing until the current thing is almost over because what if the current thing overruns?”

He shook his head. “But you can with a reliable director, and Lana has a great rep. It looks like she’ll bring this one in on time or maybe a day or two early.”

“It seems like she’s working everyone hard.”

Randall watched the director as she gestured broadly, explaining something to one of the crew members. “She is. But I respect the fact that she’s doing it responsibly. Some directors will cut corners, which can lead to danger. She just pushes. And pushes. And pushes.”

Danica laughed. “So that’s why you decided to come work for Spellbound Security. Easier than your last gig.”

“Not easier. But there’s some quality downtime to pay off the intense moments. On a film, it’s constant go, go, go.”

Danica heard something at the edge of her hearing and focused her attention on the director. She was talking about a plane. It seemed to be in the context of the remaining shoots rather than referring to the one that had already crashed. She muttered, “What the hell did she just say?”

Alex was closest. She answered, “Something about a product placement. An airplane.”

Derek replied, “Hang on.” After a few seconds, he added, “The people in front of me were discussing it. A change came down from the studio people. They’re adding a skydive to the movie.”

Danica throttled the instant anger that surged inside her and managed to growl rather than yell, “They’re what?”

Derek explained, “A last-minute product placement contract came in from an airline’s ad agency. So now, Hayley will skydive down onto the set before the final fight. When she lands, it’ll move right into the battle. They’re going to shoot plane interior scenes, but that’s another day and will be done on the ground.”

Randall sighed. “Let me guess. Hayley’s not planning to let a stunt person do it for her.”

Derek replied, “These folks don’t seem to think so.”

Alex let out a soft snort. “Of course she won’t. She has a death wish.”

Danica asked, “Can we make her?”

Randall pointed out, “She has producer credit on the film. We can’t make her do anything.”

Alex asked, “Can we pressure the insurance company to do it?”

Derek replied, “Good idea, but this pair brought that up and said they’ve already cleared it. They plan to have magicals on the ground in case something goes wrong. They’re sharp enough to understand it would be bad for their star actor to go splat.”

Danica thought everything about it was suspicious. A last-minute product placement, using an airplane on a set where an airplane problem had already happened, the unexpected new danger to their client. None of it seemed smart by any definition of the word. “Well then, she’ll have magicals in the air with her, too. Randall, Lilac, and me.”

Randall warned, “The director might not like that.”

“The director will have to deal. If she causes a fuss, I’ll sic Arthur on her.” Everyone laughed.

Alex interjected, “That’ll get it done.”

Danica added, “If it doesn’t, I’ll sneak Jilly into her trailer, and she can bite off all her fancy fingernails.” The dragon laughed from inside her pocket. Danica asked, “When is the shoot?”

Randall replied, “Two days. Then the rest of the schedule is the big fight scene I’m starring in.”

Danica laughed, releasing her tension since she couldn’t do anything to improve the situation right now. “You’re a star now? Got your own trailer and all?”

He grinned. “Not yet. But give me time.” He gestured at the room. “Hey, I got invited to the cast party, didn’t I?”
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Max Sillman ran on the treadmill in his company’s private gym, letting his mind work while he put his body through its daily regimen. The CEO had assigned him the project of dealing with Hayley Wish. He listened to the conversation at the cast and crew dinner in one ear. They had bugged the restaurant as soon as they found out about the gathering from an informant they’d acquired on the set.

Several others on his team also listened as they worked on weights or cardio nearby. They gathered together as the dinner broke up. Max commented, “An airplane. That’s the perfect moment. Dramatic. Unexpected. We’ll have the element of surprise, big time.”

Tony, a bulky man with impressive biceps, replied, “Simple enough to snipe her with a drone and be done with it.”

Their teammate Craig was built like a wrestler rather than a bodybuilder. He suggested, “Or cut the cords on her parachute. Shoot it full of holes. Hell, buy me a beer, and I’ll come up with a dozen other interesting ways to end her.”

Max reminded them, “The mission is to capture her if we can. We’ll build this plan in layers. We’ll replace the crew on the plane with ours if we can and make a move on her there. Maybe we can kick whoever’s not part of our team right out the door.” The others laughed.

Tony asked, “If that doesn’t work, we hit her in the air?”

“Or try to, anyway. Maybe we can use a couple of drones to do a skyhook thing—grab her parachute and carry her off.”

Craig clapped. “That would be classic. If that doesn’t work, we get her on the ground. They said she’s gonna be expecting to land for a big fight scene. We can certainly give her one. Put a dozen of our guys there, and no matter how good she might be in the real world, we’ll take her down.”

Tony asked, “Isn’t this a little overkill? I mean, it’s fun brainstorming and all, but it’s just one person.”

Max replied, “I did some research on our contact like I always do when I’m assigned something. She has her own crews she usually turns to but is hiring this out to us. That tells me it’s either too big for her people or too public. Either way, we need to plan for things to go wrong, so layers of options is the right approach.”

Tony shrugged. “Sure. The more the merrier.”

Craig suggested, “Bring in everyone?”

Max replied, “Yeah. First thing tomorrow. We only have a day to plan for this, so we need to get to work fast.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Danica and her team had spent the day before working out the logistics of the next day’s planned shoot. They’d gone over each phase of the stunt from the moment they boarded the plane to the moment the director yelled cut after the first shot of the big fight scene. The latter was to begin seamlessly with the landing.

Danica had sent a message to the director and Hayley requesting that they use a stuntperson or CGI, and both had replied in the negative. Danica hadn’t expected anything else but had to try.

Now, on the morning of the event, she, Randall, and Lilac were in the area of the warehouse devoted to lockers and mission prep. Danica handed out clothing that had arrived the day before—black trousers, tank tops, and canvas long-sleeve shirts. Each item had the Spellbound Security logo on it somewhere.

Randall remarked on the new gear, and Danica grinned. “Fancy, right? It’s like we’re for real now. People will see us on the street and be impressed.”

Lilac dryly replied, “The height of fashion. At least there are lots of pockets.”

New boots for each of them finished the look, and they each donned heavy belts with attachment points for equipment. Danica opened another crate that had been delivered the day before and pulled out a large black backpack with a first aid symbol on it in white. She handed it to Lilac, who put it on without complaint. They had already discussed her secondary role as medic for the non-magicals.

Next, Danica and Randall added weapons. Pistols went in thigh holsters, flash-bang grenades clipped onto their belts, and each shrugged into a shoulder holster that held a Taser and slid an ASP into the holder on their left upper arm. Lilac slipped her wand into the small pocket on the right thigh made for it.

Once dressed, they checked each other’s equipment to ensure everything was as it should be. Then they headed to Zack’s work area.

The tech handed each of them a small box with a toggle switch under a plastic cover. He explained, “Jammer box. You probably won’t need it, but Voltaic wants you to have it anyway.”

Danica asked, “What does it jam?”

“She says it’ll disrupt everything except our frequencies.”

Randall smiled. “Nice. I could cause real havoc on a movie set with this.”

They chuckled together. Then Zack handed them each a sensor block. Danica clipped hers to the back of her belt, and the others did the same.

Zack lifted one that would have gone to another team member. “The sensors are all upgraded. Now with more sensing power.” His game show host voice was perfect.

Randall asked, “Voltaic again?”

Zack grinned. “Me, actually, working with Voltaic.”

Danica nodded. “Good work. I had a feeling that putting you two together would be interesting.”

The tech laughed. “That’s why you tried to avoid it, huh?”

“Shush. And quit talking to Alexandra. She’s a bad influence on you.”

Randall asked, “And the other thing?”

Zack opened a metal box by pressing his finger on a sensor and pulled out four pistol magazines with blue stripes. He handed two to Danica and the others to Randall.

She ejected the magazine in her weapon, slid the one with the anti-magic rounds in, and reholstered it. Randall did the same. They had talked it over and mutually decided that if things got serious, they’d shoot whoever threatened Hayley’s safety, mundane or magical.

Lilac stated, “I whipped up something last night to use today. Come with me.”

Danica was surprised but followed the witch with Randall at her side. Three metal flasks sat in a holder that looked a lot like one used to keep test tubes separate.

Lilac took one out and demonstrated how to pop the top with a thumb flick. “These are proactive healing potions. They have a ten-minute duration. If you’re injured with this in your bloodstream, it’ll go right to work. No need to stop what you’re doing to drink a potion.”

Danica whistled. “Damn. That’s brilliant.”

Lilac beamed. “Yeah, I think it’s pretty good. Unfortunately, the shelf life sucks. I made these late last night, and they’ll be useless by the end of the day. Unfortunately, I’m not quite ready to leave the world of private security and become a billionaire entrepreneur just yet.”

Randall replied, “If I haven’t said it enough, I’m really glad to have you around.”

Lilac laughed. “A person can never tire of being appreciated.”

Danica added, “Well done. But I think our client would probably appreciate it if we got to the plane before it left. Let’s get a move on.”

The plane was a big one, a 737 according to a member of the film crew. A bustle of activity surrounded it with people checking the tires, ensuring it was fueled properly, and washing the windshield. A rolling flight of stairs led up to the back door. Danica watched as people with camera equipment mounted on complicated rigs strapped to their torsos navigated the staircase and entered the plane.

The camera operators wore parachutes supplied by an outside company. Voltaic had thoroughly vetted it and judged it safe. Danica, Lilac, and Randall had on the same kind of parachutes. Hayley’s was different. She had packed it herself, unwilling to trust anyone else with the task.

Danica muttered for what felt like the thousandth time, “This is so stupid.”

Randall shrugged. “That’s show business. Shall we board?”

Lilac went first with Danica behind her, ready to catch the witch if she stumbled and fell backward. As always, Lilac proved adequate to the moment and easily made it into the plane.

Danica walked through the door and saw exactly what she’d expected to see. They’d been given images of the plane’s interior, which had most of the rear section’s seats removed to allow the crew an area to work. The two camera people stood where they were supposed to be, and two grips stood nearby, around to help deal with the unexpected, she guessed. She didn’t recognize them, but there were a gazillion people on the crew, and she hadn’t seen most of them.

She walked forward and checked the cockpit, where the two pilots she’d met on the ground were preflighting the plane.

One advised, “Everything’s nominal. Looks like a great day to fly.” The other ignored her and continued his work.

“Good. Just remember the first rule, equal numbers of takeoffs and landings.”

The pilot laughed. “So far, so good.”

Danica turned and headed back into the body of the plane, muttering, “Well, that’s not exactly encouraging.”

She walked up to Hayley, who was bouncing slightly with a big smile. Unlike the grips and camera people, she wasn’t wearing a helmet. “Are you sure I can’t convince you not to do this?”

Hayley shook her head more vigorously than necessary, making her ponytail flop from side to side. “Nope. This is what the business is about. The fact that I do the stunts myself is what sells tickets. The fans want authenticity, and I want to give it to them.”

Randall added, “In addition to that, you’re a ‘thrill-seeker with a death wish,’ I think is the phrase the tabloids use.”

Hayley grinned. “I’m sure they didn’t mean it as a compliment, but the first part is accurate. I’m never so alive as between the moment I commit to a stunt and when it ends.”

A warning came from the pilots, and they all took handholds. The plane accelerated and lifted off, then the voice of an assistant director came over their earpieces. Danica’s team had hacked into the communications channel for the film crew so they could listen in. “Five minutes to get to altitude, two minutes to position, then jump time.”

Danica looked around at the crew. The camera people looked confident. Hayley was still bouncing, and Danica wondered if they’d have to physically stop her from jumping out of the plane early. The grips looked nervous. She put it down to worry about the stunt or the jump, which they would make as insurance in case anything went wrong.

The pressure of being there specifically to deal with the unexpected would make that a stressful gig, but they were the most expert skydivers on the crew, so it was their gig.

She watched them from the corner of her eye as the countdown continued. At three minutes, she turned away so no one could see what she was doing and wrapped force shields around everyone in the crew. She used a bubble shape so any gestures would be within the shield and avoided the area where the parachutes were so they could deploy cleanly. The shield was transparent and invisible so it wouldn’t interfere with the operation of the cameras.

At the two-minute mark, one of the grips moved to the door and hit the button to open it. It popped out and slid aside.

He shouted, “Ready?”

Hayley gave him a thumbs-up.

Everything seemed perfect, but something still wasn’t sitting right with Danica. With ninety seconds to go, she found out why.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The first sign of trouble was a slight shudder that ran through the plane’s fuselage. Danica looked around for danger, thinking of the first plane’s sabotage, but saw none because she was looking in the wrong place.

When her gaze returned to the other people, both grips had pulled pistols. The one who’d opened the door had his pointed at Randall, and the other aimed his weapon at her face. Both were experienced gunmen and held their weapons perfectly at the end of an extended arm. She didn’t have time to react before they pulled the triggers.

They had doomed their effort by extending their arms. The bullets failed to exit the gun barrels because of the force shield she’d placed around them. It wouldn’t have been a problem if they had anti-magic ammunition, and Danica and Randall would be down, maybe permanently. Both grips screamed as the guns blew up in their hands.

Danica reached for her magic. She didn’t get a chance to use it before Jilly leapt from the belt pouch she’d been hiding in and breathed electricity on the one who had pointed a weapon at Danica. She let the shields fall on both grips, and the barrage dropped him.

She twisted to deal with the other, but Hayley was already handling it. Danica spotted the grip in time to see Hayley’s front kick collide with his torso. He flew backward out of the plane.

They had a moment to process the experience, and Hayley let out a shocked giggle. Then the plane violently shuddered, and Danica heard the unmistakable snapping sound of an explosion. She shouted, “Everyone out, now,” and ran forward, intending to tackle Hayley out of the plane.

However, Deathwish lived up to her name and jumped before Danica had taken three steps. Randall followed. Danica grabbed Lilac and propelled her out, jumping right behind her. She rolled over in the air to see the two camera people had jumped out and the plane was trickling smoke.

Zack advised over the comm, “We’re monitoring. Are you all okay?”

Danica flipped around. Everyone was in proper position for the jump, which meant everyone was conscious. “As long as the parachutes open the way they’re supposed to, I think we’re good. Make sure the crew knows something went awry up here, and to be sure nothing weird is happening down there.”
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Max stared up at the smoke trail created by the damaged plane and shook his head. “Well, Plan A obviously didn’t go as planned.” He hit the button to connect with his team in the air and barked, “Status?”

Pain and rushing wind filled his teammate’s groggy response. “They’re all out of the plane.”

“What happened? What’s the opposition?”

The man’s voice sounded steadier as he replied, “Two camera people, three members of Wish’s protection service. At least one is a magical.”

He frowned. “Our research didn’t give us that. How do you know?”

“Shields.”

Max suppressed a curse. “Good work. Get to safety.”

“Will do.”

Max switched channels to his base team. “Phase One was a bust. Keep the drones out of view until the chutes pop. Then go for the skyhook on Wish and send in the others to deal with the riffraff.” He got the acknowledgments he expected and killed his microphone.

Tony shifted beside him. “Not great odds on that play.”

Max shrugged. “Lots of possibilities still in play, but worst case, she falls to her death and we still get paid. It’s worth the risk. Prep the team for Phase Three in case she makes it to the ground.”

Tony responded with a sharp nod. “Will do, boss.”
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Danica rolled again to check on the camera people, who still seemed fine. She rotated back. “Randall, get as close as you can to Hayley. Protect her at all costs. Lilac, be ready to pull your chute when I say. Our high velocity makes using a portal problematic, but if it’s a choice between trying it or watching Hayley slam into the ground, do it.”

“Got it.” Lilac’s voice only trembled slightly.

Danica watched Randall get close to their principal, then had nothing else to do for the moment. It was a strange pause in the stress and action, falling and waiting for the right moment to pull her ripcord. Each of them except Hayley wore an altimeter on their wrist that would pulse when it was time to deploy the parachute.

Snapping fabric drew her attention up to the left to see the camera people releasing theirs. A quartet of drones had moved in to take over the shoot.

Danica had listened to the switchover in her earpiece, appreciating that the show went on as they messed around up here. Voices other than the directors’ babbled about the smoking plane diving toward the ground until the director told them to shut up and work. Danica told herself the same thing and pushed the other stuff out of her mind.

Her altimeter pulsed, but she didn’t want to pull her ripcord before Hayley did because she needed to stay close. She snapped, “Lilac, pull.” The witch’s chute blossomed, and she flew backward and momentarily out of sight. Danica watched Hayley with one eye and her falling altitude with the other. She growled, “Randall, what the hell is she doing?”

His voice blended amusement and disbelief. “Waiting until the last second, of course.”

“To hell with that. Can you pull it for her?”

“Yes.”

“Do it.” Randall gestured, and Hayley’s chute popped open. His did the same a second later, then Danica pulled hers. She had another moment of floating where everything seemed fine, although she doubted it was.

Hills surrounded a flat area below. She couldn’t quite make out what was down there, although she was pretty sure she saw shapes. She was also certain they had jumped too soon for it to be the movie set. That was probably why the drones hadn’t been with them from the start. “I need a read on what’s below us.”

Voltaic replied, “Vectoring in a drone.”

The director cursed over the film crew’s comm channel.

Danica asked, “Did you steal one of the camera drones?”

Voltaic replied, “I prefer the term ‘borrowed.’ They’ll get it back eventually.”

She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and saw four drones approaching fast from the east. She asked, “The drones I’m looking at aren’t yours, are they?”

“No.”

Danica interrupted the director’s channel. “Four drones, coming from the east. Are they yours?”

Lana snapped, “No. I only have my four camera drones, well, three really, since one is doing its own thing at the moment.”

Randall interjected with some worry, “So, we’re up here hanging in the air like very attractive targets, and the bad guys have drones.”

Zack replied, “So do we. Hang in there. The cavalry is on the way.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Zack was at work at the newly installed drone control panel Voltaic had insisted on getting the day before. He hadn’t argued. Who was he to turn down new toys? It consisted of a keyboard, a joystick, throttle controls, pedals at his feet, and widescreen VR goggles that made it look like he was the drone.

He switched from the drone he had been riding to the one closest to the incoming enemy craft and experienced a moment of vertigo but pushed it away. He wasn’t about to let Voltaic see him falter.

He pressed down on the accelerator. The drone shot forward, startling him with its speed, although he’d tested it out several times before. “I just have to say one more time, damn nice drones you’ve got here, V.”

Voltaic controlled the other three drones in their arsenal, plus one of the film crew’s. “Yeah, the Air Force has good gear.”

He toggled his weapons to cannons. “You stole Air Force drones?”

“‘Borrowed’ is the word you want. What is your people’s obsession with theft? I’m not sure how long it will take them to reassert control and figure out where the drones are, though. Right now, their systems are telling them they’re on their way to California. It wouldn’t be great for us if they figure out where they really are.”

“What you’re saying is work fast.”

She grumbled a curse as she clicked keys. “Yeah. And keep all the stealth systems active. If you get a reading that they’ve gone bad, self-destruct.”

Zack wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. “Seriously?”

“Better than having the military after us. Trust me on this.” He was pretty sure he heard her mutter, “I don’t want to go through that again.”

He refocused his attention on his drone. The speed and design of the incoming enemy craft made it unlikely it was a commercial model. The gun that popped up from the top and swiveled to aim at his drone confirmed it. Bullets shot out. Zack dove enough to avoid them, then toggled a randomizer that would sacrifice some speed for evasion.

He locked his gun on the enemy while the drone flew itself. Voltaic had explained that the system would adjust its aim to counteract the evasion and stay on target. Bullets streamed out at the other craft with impressive accuracy when he pulled the trigger. The enemy craft took a dozen hits as it tried to evade, but the tracking systems on his drone didn’t let it get away. It smoked, then exploded into fragments.

Zack shouted in victory.

Voltaic snapped, “Two drones approaching the client.”

Zack shifted to one of the drones Voltaic was controlling, releasing his to track back on the skydivers. He spun it and spotted the drones the infomancer had warned about. He hit the buttons to magnify the view and saw that they had a V-shaped pincer on the front. He frowned. “Are those what I think they are?”

“I have no idea what they are, but I’m pretty sure they’re trouble. Let’s take them down.”

Zack accelerated and toggled his weapon selection to missiles. One of the two drones glowed in his display to indicate Voltaic wanted him to deal with it, so he clicked his crosshair on it to lock it as a target. The press of a button caused the drone to shudder as a pair of small rockets flew out and shot toward it.

The enemy drone dove to evade the projectiles and ejected sparkling metal along its backtrail. The metal detonated the rockets before they could reach the drone, and Zack swerved to avoid flying through the debris. “Well, that was unexpected.”

“Try again. It can’t have that much chaff.”

He did as instructed, but another puff of metal took out the second and last pair of rockets. He poured on the speed and locked the gun on the enemy drone, but it dodged and wove the moment he pulled the trigger, successfully avoiding his bullets while staying locked on its target.

A schematic opened in the corner of his visual field, showing a side view of the drone’s path with the parachutists displayed. It looked like the pair of drones would intersect with Hayley Wish. Not while Voltaic’s watching. I mean, not on my watch.

He pushed the accelerator to maximum and rapidly closed on the drone. At the last moment, he angled his craft up and slammed it down on the enemy drone. His target jerked as something malfunctioned inside it, then carved a smoking trail as it headed down to the ground. Zack whooped, then noticed the lights flashing on his display. “Uh-oh, I think I broke it.”

“Might as well ram the other one, then.”

He acquired the target and watched through the camera lens as the other drone became bigger and bigger until it filled the screen as he blasted into and through it. More lights flashed, and a moment later, his screen fuzzed out. “Did you just self-destruct my drone without my permission?”

“Yes. Now grab another one. We have more enemy drones to kill.”
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More drones flew in. One of theirs exploded. It seemed like the odds were changing and not in their favor. Danica ordered, “Randall, Lilac, blast the drones as they get near you.”

Randall replied, “Affirmative.”

Lilac didn’t respond, and Danica looked at her in alarm. She was slumped in her harness, and her head was on her chest with her eyes closed. “Dammit. Randall, ignore that last. You stay totally focused on Hayley. Do whatever you need to do.”

“On it, boss.”

Danica requested, “Jilly, go see if you can wake Lilac up, will you?”

The dragon jumped out of the belt pouch she’d been riding in and flew over as Danica steered her parachute toward the other woman. Jilly landed on Lilac’s shoulder, rubbed against her face, then nipped her neck. She sent, She’s not waking up. She might be hurt.

Okay, get clear. I’m going to try something stupid.

Jilly flew away, and Danica judged angles as she floated toward the other woman under her canopy. When she was in range, she reached out with force bands and wrapped them around herself and Lilac at shoulders, chest, waist, thighs, and behind the knees. She tightened them and reached for the handle that would release her parachute. She watched both of their canopies to judge the moment and released hers before they could entwine and kill them both.

Jilly had been watching since the dragon flew in and grabbed Danica’s parachute to pull it away from Lilac’s. Meanwhile, Danica tightened the force bands fast, bringing her close enough to hug the other woman. She attached the carabiners on her flight harness to those on Lilac’s, then reached down to her thigh pouch and found her normal healing potion. She tilted Lilac’s head up and dribbled the potion between her lips.

A moment later, the other woman blinked. “What happened?”

“Probably the jerk of the chute opening knocked you out. It happens. Must have been a good jolt.” She cringed involuntarily as something whizzed by and looked up to see another parachute above.

The man Jilly had blasted into unconsciousness in the plane had joined the party and was firing a pistol with his off hand since his first attempt had damaged his main one. Danica ensured her shields were solid and ripped the gun from his hand with force magic. She considered knocking him out of the sky, but it wasn’t necessary. If he made it to the ground, she’d deal with him then.

She told Lilac, “We’re going to get to the ground together. As soon as I’m disconnected, you portal.”

The other woman nodded. “If I’m in danger, I’ll go.”

It wasn’t what Danica had ordered, but she didn’t see a need to argue. Instead, she looked at the drones turning to come back in for another pass. “Jilly, go get those drones.”
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Jilly eagerly flapped her wings as she headed toward the pair of drones that were separate from the air battle being fought on the other side of the parachutists. She didn’t often wish she was bigger, but this was one of those moments. If she was a full-sized dragon, she could safely carry everyone away in her big claws. Since she wasn’t, she’d have to do what she could. That began with wiping out the two flying machines in front of her.

The pair spread apart as she approached to force her to choose one or the other. Or so those piloting them thought.

One of the cool things about being a fae dragon and magical by nature was that her scales were very hard. It took a lot to get through them, which offered her all kinds of opportunities her enemies wouldn’t anticipate from someone her size. The only vulnerable spots were her wings, but when she tucked them tight against her body, her scales could ripple to cover them.

She judged the distance and headed for the one on the right. It fired at her, but she flew in an evasive pattern to avoid the bullets. Danica probably still had a force shield covering her, but not getting hit was usually better than the alternative. At the last possible moment, she breathed lightning at the one on the left and rolled into a tight ball of scales.

She punched through the drone without stopping, her momentum powerful enough to carry her through because she was magical and it was simply a machine. It spiraled toward the ground, trailing smoke. After one victorious glance at it, she refocused on the other.

She arrowed toward it and belched out a fireball that crossed the distance and slammed into one of its engines. The drone slowed dramatically.

Jilly raced up on it, extended her claws, and scraped them across the top as she flew by, opening it from back to front. Then she gained altitude and fired lightning into its delicate insides as it passed below her.

It didn’t smoke and fall. It exploded in place.

She sent, Drones down.

Great work. Get back here. I think there’s trouble waiting for us.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Voltaic announced, “I got a read on the stuff below you asked for.”

Danica replied, “Go.”

“A bunch of men dressed in desert camouflage.”

“A bunch? Can you be more specific?”

Voltaic growled, “They shot down the drone when I got close. Shoulder-mounted rocket, I think. At least a dozen, not more than two dozen.”

Danica trained her gaze down to see if she could get a better count but had little luck. “So, a rough landing ahead.”

“You could say that.”

“Fantastic. Randall, be ready when we hit the ground.”

“Portal Hayley out immediately?”

Danica considered it. “Probably, but if you think it’s possible to beat this bunch by attacking right away, let’s do it. Lilac, do what you can to protect Hayley if you decide to stick around.” It went without saying that she would do the same.

Lilac replied, “All right.”

Danica smiled at her. She reached into her belt pouch and pulled out the flask containing Lilac’s special potion. “Everyone drink your proactive healing potions now.”
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Max paced among his men, moving from group to group and reminding them of their orders. He hadn’t expected the skyhook plan to work, but he thought they would’ve winnowed the enemies down by now. Instead, it looked like they would all land safely. Well, they won’t be safe after they land.

He collected his other two officers. “Switch to anti-magic.” The bullets were rare enough that the company wouldn’t outfit everyone with them, as much as he would’ve preferred that loadout. He’d said as much on several occasions and figured he’d say so again the next time he was in the CEO’s presence.

“Our job is to take out the magicals. The others can deal with camera people and whoever else might be along.” Tony and Craig nodded as they swapped magazines. “I’ve updated my preferences. I want the Wish wench alive, too. It’ll feel good to deliver her to our client after she’s caused us this much trouble.”

Tony laughed. “Got it. Wounding her’s okay?”

“Do what you need to make sure we have her.”
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Zack shouted, “Holy hell, they have a missile launcher.” Below, camouflage-uniformed soldiers had pulled the tarp off a boxy launcher. The first missile erupted from it a moment later, and a few seconds after that, his drone was gone. “Damn, he blew me out of the sky.”

Voltaic replied, “The Air Force will not like that.”

“I don’t like that.”

“But you’re not as touchy as the Air Force. Now pick another and get back to work.”
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Danica asked, “What did you just say?”

Voltaic replied, “Never mind. I’ll try to hack into their systems through your sensor boxes, but I can’t promise anything. Switch on your jammers as soon as you get close to the ground.”

“Got it.” Jilly landed on her shoulder, and Danica patted the dragon. So did Lilac. Danica twisted to survey the scene. “Hayley’s going to hit in about twenty seconds. We’ll be down shortly after.

“Everyone, wrap shields around Hayley. That way if one of us goes down, the others will still protect her.” By the time they finished augmenting her magical protections, Hayley was hitting the ground.
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Randall had stayed close to Hayley all the way down, maintaining just enough distance so their parachutes wouldn’t tangle. He figured that after all the trouble they’d gone to so far, whoever was after her wanted to capture rather than kill her. This meant the closer he was, the less likely he was to be shot out of the sky. They had a missile launcher and could have sent a rocket through both him and Hayley with it if murder had been their goal.

He released his chute when he was six feet from the ground, hit, and rolled. He was dimly aware of Hayley running nearby, more or less in the same direction, as she burned off her flight velocity. A loud grunt came from her direction as someone crashed into her and took her to the ground. A pair of men aiming rifles at him interrupted his ability to get to her.

He’d already wrapped himself in force shields and trusted they would protect him from anyone who managed a sneaky shot at him. This pair brandished their weapons as if they expected him to cower. Not a chance, boys. Out loud, he shouted to distract them and used his magically reinforced muscles and speed to close the gap between them in an instant.

They stood side by side, which was perfect for him, and had a moment to stare in shock as he grabbed each rifle and rammed them into their faces without stopping his movement. The butts smashed into the face guards of their helmets, cracking them, and both men stumbled backward. He kicked the back of the knee of the left one, and he went down.

When his foot hit the ground, Randall pivoted and punched the other one’s head. His force-covered fist split the helmet and rocked the man’s head to the side. He went down, and Randall ripped away his rifle, snapping the strap that held it.

He spun and brought the stock down like an ax on the other soldier’s collarbone, breaking it. A bullet drilled into his thigh. He fell, grabbed the man he’d smashed, and rolled over with him on top. Bullets slammed into the man’s back as Randall growled at the pain of his body rejecting the bullet.

He panted and got out, “Damn, Lilac, good potion. Watch out, some of them have anti-magic ammunition.”
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Danica detached from Lilac and used a light force burst to push the other woman away. She hit the ground, rolled, and was processing Randall’s warning as she got to her feet. It changed the situation’s calculus. They couldn’t protect Hayley if they were dead, which meant every person with a gun was a threat they couldn’t ignore. She reached deep for her magic and sent it out in a wide arc, a wave of force that slammed into all the soldiers she could see, carefully crafted to avoid hitting Randall or Hayley.

None of them could withstand the impact, and they all tumbled backward. Her satisfaction vanished as a bullet burned into her shoulder from behind and another struck her in the lower back. She went down with a shout of pain and rage and twisted to see Hayley climbing to her feet as a man walked toward her with a pistol held in his grip. The look on his face said he was going to shoot.

She felt a tickle in her brain, and Jilly snapped, I’ve got him.

The tickle was the dragon fully inhabiting her consciousness the way they’d failed to when practicing with Rowena. She opened herself fully to the connection while she held her body limp, pretending to be unconscious so her enemy wouldn’t shoot her again while the potion did its work.
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Jilly felt Danica’s presence blossom inside her. It wasn’t like an invader. Rather, it was similar to a warm blanket or a cup of tea. Something that belonged, but also something special. She wondered if her partner could feel her satisfaction as she flew toward the man with the pistol, who hadn’t noticed her yet.

She couldn’t risk blasting him with lightning. Danica had shown her videos of people whose fingers tightened on the trigger when that happened. Her partner had explained that in a situation like this, only an injury to the proper portion of the brain was guaranteed to stop the finger from working. She angled toward the man’s weapon instead of his body.

She curled most of the way up and hit the pistol with her scales but dug her claws into his wrist and snapped her jaws down on one of his fingers. After a moment’s resistance, the finger fell with the pistol and the man clutched his hand in sudden agony.

Jilly smiled as Hayley Wish stomped up to him, kicked him between the legs, and slammed her knee into his face as he bent over.
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Max picked himself up off the ground after the woman blasted everyone with magic. It had taken down almost all his people, and most of the others were slower than he was in getting to their feet. Tony went down, a victim of Hayley Wish’s knee, and Max decided all this wasn’t worth the effort. He snapped, “Kill them. Anyone who is not one of us, take them out.”

He expected a response but got none. Then he realized the hissing in his ear sounded different—not like a connected channel, but a jammed one. He snarled, “Bastards.”

He pulled a knife from his belt and gripped it in his off hand as he ran toward Hayley Wish. He kept his pistol hidden behind his leg in case the little beast that had hit Tony first was still around. Only two objectives existed in his mind. Kill Hayley Wish, and get the hell out of there.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Lilac hit the ground badly and fell. Her force shield kept her from damaging anything, but it was still unpleasant. As her parachute pulled at her, she remembered to slap the release, and it floated away.

She stood and surveyed the situation. Danica was moving, Randall was fighting, and overhead, drones spiraled and flashed as they exchanged bullets and rockets. She had been in fights before, but they all seemed small-scale, confined, and well, orderly compared to this sprawling mass.

Most of the soldiers were on the ground thanks to Danica’s initial blast, but they were getting up. A mechanical whine from her right drew her attention. A boxy contraption she recognized from movies as a missile launcher rotated to face in a different direction. She wrapped Hayley in a force shield, belatedly remembering that promise, and warned, “The missile launcher is active.”

Voltaic reported, “They’ve deployed more drones. We’re fighting them off. Once we take care of them, we can get a shot at the missile launcher.”

Danica countered, “Can’t wait that long. Jilly.”

The dragon replied, “On it.”

Lilac spotted her partway across the battlefield from the missile launcher and changing direction. Lilac estimated the dragon’s attack would occur in less than a dozen seconds and reinforced her force shield while reflexively putting protection around the soldiers nearest the equipment.
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Jilly only took an instant to locate the missile launcher, then flapped her wings as hard as she could toward it. Her magical speed had her at the device in no time. It was a big rectangle, angled upward, with four openings. As she flashed by, she saw that three of the four still had rockets in them and was glad she hadn’t decided to barrel through the heavy piece of equipment like she had the drone.

Instead, she flew a tight circle, came back, and breathed electricity into the openings as she passed. She did the same thing twice more for good measure. The men below yelled after the middle one and ran away on the third. Jilly wrapped herself into a tight ball as the object exploded behind her, and pieces of shrapnel whizzed by and banged off her scales without hurting her.

She uncurled and discovered the two soldiers who had been nearest the launcher were on the ground uninjured. She didn’t sense any magicals other than those on her team, so she figured they must have gotten lucky. She flew by and blasted them with electricity to keep them out of the fight, but her lightning didn’t reach them. It only created a halo as it hit force shields around them.

She searched again but found nothing. Not sure what was going on, she tried blasting them again, and this time it worked. She was ready to search the battlefield inch by inch for the hidden magical, but Danica yelled, “Hayley.” Jilly shot through the air toward the actress.
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Danica had already been running toward Hayley when the actress shouted and dropped. Danica screamed, “Hayley!”

The woman twisted to face her. Good, she was down but not grievously injured. Danica reached out with force magic, pulled Hayley toward her on top of a thin layer of force magic that acted as a slide, and opened a portal to the warehouse.

Danica shouted, “Lilac, get over here!” and pushed Hayley through to safety. The actress lay sprawled on the floor. Lilac ran by, already pulling the first aid pack off her back. Danica dropped the portal as soon as she was past.

She turned to look for who had gotten a bullet through the shields around Hayley. Two officer-type men stood amid the soldiers she’d knocked down. The latter were up and shooting their useless non-magical rounds.

She focused on her magic, bending it to her will, and released a beam of entwined force and lightning. It hit the first soldier and sent him flying backward as it shorted out his nervous system and knocked him unconscious. She maintained the ray and swept it across the opposition, hitting the soldiers. Some dodged, and she missed them, including the officers, but a moment later, almost everyone was down.

Jilly volunteered, “I’ll get some.”

A loud pistol shot sounded, and Randall cursed.

Danica turned to see him straighten with blood flowing from his thigh. Then the guns flew out of the hands of both officers and sailed far behind Randall and Danica. “Nice move.”

He flashed a pained grin. “Learned it from you.”

“You good?”

He nodded. “Fine.”

She bared her teeth. “Then pick one and go beat some answers out of him.”
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Randall walked forward with a controlled stride as he locked eyes with the man who shot him. He didn’t seem so tough now that he lacked his pistol, but he drew a large fighting knife and tossed it from hand to hand, game for the fight to come.

The healing potion was doing its work, pushing the bullet back out and sealing the wound. Randall remembered all the fights he’d been in and considered how much having something like the proactive potion would’ve helped. He was sure he could’ve handled this idiot even with a bum leg.

He reduced the shield around him to barely a pittance because his magic flowed into his muscles, respiratory system, and skeletal structure. He would hit harder and move faster, and his mental acuity specific to combat had improved.

His foe launched the first attack, slashing the Bowie knife at Randall’s throat to put a quick end to the fight. Randall negligently slapped his wrist aside, and the man’s eyes widened at the force of the strike.

Randall grinned. “So you realize you bit off more than you bargained for. I’d recommend standing down now before something important gets broken.”

The man snarled, “Hardly.” He pulled an ASP from his belt and flicked it out.

Randall held up his palms and waggled his fingers. “Oh, no, I’m scared now. Please don’t hit me with your little stick.”

The man came in, expertly using the ASP and the knife in combination. Randall danced away, slapping at the man’s wrists and hands to deflect the weapons when necessary. His opponent was pretty good but was no match for Randall in his magically powered mode. He pretended to stumble and grabbed a handful of dirt and sand. When the man came in to take advantage of his mistake, he hurled his debris under the plastic face mask into the man’s eyes.

His foe instinctively recoiled. Randall stepped forward, put an arm around his chest, and kicked his leg out from underneath him. The man went down, and Randall leapt and dropped an elbow on the man’s ribs with his full body weight behind it. They shattered, and the man screamed.

Randall took his weapons away. “I’d recommend you don’t move. That kind of injury hurts like hell.”
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Solene stood with Moriarty, watching the battle on a large monitor in what her boss called the surveillance room. The audio feed had vanished into hisses and crackles, which she figured was jamming. If so, it was a smart call by Danica’s team. The body cams had a local relay that was frequency-agile to evade the jamming.

Watching all their hirelings go down was demoralizing. She observed, “I really thought they’d do better. Like you said, they’re not the A team, but they’re a solid B.”

Moriarty shrugged. She feared he’d be upset, but he seemed more pragmatic than anything. “It’s happening more or less as we anticipated. Nothing to be alarmed about.” He pointed at one of them. “Although that man’s speed almost has to be magically enhanced.”

“Agreed.”

Motion caught her eye and his. He noted, “Danica’s going after the leader. This should be good.”
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Danica smiled as her opponent pulled out a large knife. He held it in what she recognized as a particular knife-fighting style, with the blunt edge back against his forearm so he could slash or stab with it. She grabbed it with her magic, but he held onto it and growled, “What kind of a coward tries to steal a weapon?”

“A smart one. All right, let’s see what you’ve got then. Come on. Be brave.”

He snarled a curse at her, but it wasn’t like he had other options. He wouldn't get away if he somehow defeated her, so it must be about pride for him. Everything about him screamed that pride would be important.

He charged in and whipped the blade horizontally at throat level. She leaned back to avoid it, then danced out of the way and slapped the blade aside with her force-covered hand as he tried to stab her on the backhand. “Whoever sent you should have warned you about my magic. Who was that, by the way?”

He stabbed again, and she dodged. “Not telling you anything, wench.”

“That’s okay. You will eventually.”

He spun the blade and thrust it forward. She stepped to the side, grabbed his wrist with hers, and levered a punch into his biceps. His hand spasmed, and he dropped the knife. She stepped back and gestured toward it, showing a total lack of concern. “Go ahead. Pick it up.”

He growled, reached behind his back, and threw a grenade at her. Danica used a force burst to flick it into the sky, where it exploded harmlessly. That was the final straw for him. He waded in with fists and feet, punching and kicking.

She blocked several blows before slamming her palm into his chest and blasting him with force magic. He flew backward and landed on his back, groaning. She stomped forward. “Now you’re going to tell me everything I want to know.”

[image: ]


Moriarty sighed. “So predictable. Well, we learned something useful today. Eliminate any member of our team who’s still alive.”

Solene nodded at his back as he walked out of the room. “Yes, sir.” She picked up a controller that looked like one used for a video game console and hit the power button. The drone’s camera showed the crate containing it fall away, and it rose into the air. Solene selected targets and hit the buttons to launch a pair of rockets.
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Danica saw the flash of the missile but couldn’t react in time. It struck where the man in front of her had fallen, and the ensuing shockwave knocked her backward several steps and dropped her to one knee. Dust clouded her vision, and when it settled, she saw the drone firing bullets at all of the downed soldiers. She called up a shield and threw a blast of fire at the drone, but Jilly arrived first, breathing her fire over it to kill it. It was down in seconds.

The damage was done. All the people who had tried to harm Hayley were no more, as torn flesh and scarlet splashes confirmed. Danica turned slightly nauseous at the sight. She always did her best to avoid fatal outcomes, and seeing something like this left her distinctly unsettled.

Danica had to get out of there. She growled, “All right. Back to the warehouse. Mission’s over.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Danica opened a portal to the warehouse and stepped through, followed by Randall. Hayley was sitting on the floor with her back against the table with Lilac next to her. The witch had cut open Hayley’s trousers and applied a bandage to a bleeding cut.

Hayley quipped, “Just one more scar. No worries.”

Lilac confirmed, “No significant damage. Just a graze, really. But she’s still going to the hospital.”

Hayley’s tone suggested she had protested this issue more than once. “I’m not going to the hospital.”

Voltaic reported, “Allies incoming.”

A portal opened and Arthur walked through it with Ian, Hayley’s assistant. Lilac gestured at Hayley. “She doesn’t want to go to a hospital.”

Ian replied, “You need to go to the hospital. If only for the photo op.”

Hayley closed her eyes, probably to hide whatever look she wanted to give Ian. “Did they get the shot?”

Ian laughed. “Lana says they got the shot. You’ll have to do a crane drop to get the landing and the start of the fight, but that’s easy enough.”

Danica was starting to feel more or less normal. “The plane?”

Zack answered, “The pilots brought it in safely. They’re under investigation. So are the mechanics who worked on it before it took off.”

Arthur asked, “Any idea who is behind all this?”

Voltaic replied, “Yeah. Scarab Classic Films. I got the evidence cracked, finally. It should mean the rest of the shoot will be safe. Well, as safe as Hayley ever is.”

They chatted some more as everyone came down from the fight. Eventually, Arthur had a member of the Miami office come to open a portal to a nearby hospital. Arthur, Ian, and Hayley walked through, and the rift closed behind them.

Danica sighed in relief. “Let’s clean up and go out for some food. Oh, and Voltaic, maybe return the drones you stole.”

Zack laughed.

The infomancer corrected, “Borrowed.”
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A few hours later, they were all seated around a large table at a local Italian restaurant. Danica asked, “Voltaic, what did you find in the data you got from your attack on the studio?”

The infomancer put down a piece of bread and sipped her cabernet. “Looks like only three of the board members were involved. It’s very much a ‘who will rid me of this meddlesome priest’ kind of thing. No specific orders, just roundabout references. I’m not sure it will stand up in court, but the tabloids will have a field day with it.”

She met Danica’s gaze. “Assuming you choose to let it out.” Her tone suggested she believed that was the right path to take.

“Will it contribute to Hayley’s safety?”

“For sure.”

Danica looked around the table and saw no expressions that differed from her perspective. “Do it.”

Voltaic pressed some buttons on her phone. “Done.”

Alex commented, “Danica thought you were an artificial intelligence. I told her you were a real person, but she wouldn’t listen.”

Randall added, “She’s like that. Once she gets an idea in her head, it’s nearly impossible to dislodge it.”

Zack confirmed, “I was on the ‘Voltaic is a real person’ team, as well. Just so you know.”

Jilly piped up from where she lay in the middle of the table. “Me too.”

Danica shook her head. “Traitors. All of you. I guess I know who I can trust.” She looked pointedly at Derek and Lilac, who were sitting beside one another.

Lilac replied, “Oh, no, we thought you were wrong too.” Derek nodded.

“I don’t like any of you.”

Zack asked Voltaic, “Are you going to stick around?”

“Yeah. For a while. Unless my roommates prove problematic.”

Jilly uttered a vicious-sounding hiss from the center of the table, or as vicious-sounding as the fae dragon could get, which wasn’t very. Everyone laughed.

After they finished dinner and moved to depart, Jilly flew to Lilac and landed on her shoulder. She whispered, “You shielded those men.”

Danica could hear the conversation because the dragon had invoked their full connection. She stilled herself to keep from reacting.

Lilac nodded. “I did. I didn’t want them to get hurt by the explosion from whatever you did to the missiles.”

“Then you unshielded them.”

“Once I realized you decided to deal with them, yes. I watch you. You don’t hurt anyone more than you have to, and I respect that.”

Jilly nuzzled against her. “And I respect you.”

Danica decided that she respected both of them.

That evening, Alex joined Danica, Jilly, and Voltaic in what would probably become a nighttime ritual. Danica had acquired more lawn chairs. The fire pit was burning, and everyone except Jilly had drinks in hand. The dragon sat on a cushion on a low table beside Danica, sipping chamomile tea with honey. They had been talking about random things for a while.

Then Alex complained, “It just doesn’t add up.”

Jilly asked, “What?”

Alex made a circular motion with her beer bottle. “The whole thing. I watched the video Voltaic recorded from the drone. It all made some kind of sense right up until the last moment.”

Danica clarified, “The drone with the rockets.”

Alex nodded. “Exactly. The drone that came out of nowhere to shoot down the attackers who were still alive. That seems pretty cold-blooded for a movie studio.”

Voltaic replied, “For what it’s worth, there’s no hint of that drastic a plan in the stuff I pulled from the studio. They just wanted to disrupt the film.”

Danica asked, “Want to go back in? I’m game. Arthur got rid of my criminal record, so I’m clean again.”

Voltaic laughed. “No thanks. That run already cost me my best gear. But it opened some new and interesting opportunities.” She raised her bottle in a toast to Danica and Jilly.

Danica mused, “So there might be another player here. Which means we need to keep a close eye on Hayley until the film is done.”

Alex countered, “We were going to do that anyway. Randall would’ve stayed on to be in the fight scene regardless.”

Danica laughed. “You are one crazy bunch of people.”

“It takes a certain amount of insanity to put up with you.”

“You know, I have feelings.”

Jilly teased, “Really sensitive ones apparently. Sheesh.”

Everyone laughed again.

“What if it wasn’t all about Hayley?” Voltaic sounded thoughtful.

Danica frowned. “How do you mean?”

“We have one clear actor—the studio—and one clear target—Hayley. That explains a lot of things that went on. We also have the stuff that didn’t make sense, like killing off the attack team.” After a moment, Voltaic added, “And coming after me in the real world. That’s a lot of effort and cost for someone who’s tangential to the studio’s goal of messing with the film.”

“So you’re saying, what, we have another player in the game?”

Alex nodded. “That would be one explanation, but it might not be the only one.”

Danica tipped her bottle and realized it was empty. She stood. “Okay. I just reached maximum conspiracy capacity. Time for bed. We’ll talk it over in the morning unless you think a threat is imminent.”

No one did. As they went inside, Jilly rode on her shoulder and whispered, “Don’t worry. I’ll watch over you.”

“I know you will, sweetheart. I’ll do the same for you.”
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Moriarty sat at his desk with a tumbler of bourbon in his hand. Across from him, Solene sat with a martini in hers and chewed on an olive. He stared at her in silence until she finally spoke in exasperation. “What?”

He laughed. Despite the failure to capture Hayley Wish, he was happy. “I just sent a little bird out to say the right word in the right ear. That should ensure Danica’s team gets the assignment to protect our next target.”

“Dallen?”

“Yes. That’s going to be a fun one.”

Solene sipped her drink, then set the glass on the coaster. “I don’t see what you’re hoping for out of him. He’s on the rise, sure, but not yet rich or powerful.”

“This one is all about access.”

She spread her hands. “But he doesn’t know anyone.”

Moriarty laughed. He enjoyed being the only one who knew things sometimes, not that he would hold back anything vital to an operation. “All will be revealed in time. We’ll begin working that project tomorrow.”

She leaned back and sipped her drink. “Very good.”

He stared at her. It was clear she wanted to say something but was holding back. After a sip of his drink, he casually remarked, “You’re going to explode if you keep it in much longer.”

Solene laughed. “Am I that obvious?”

“We know each other well.”

“No one knows you well.”

He chuckled inwardly. For her to say that meant the alcohol had loosened her tongue just a touch. “Admittedly. But you know me best, and that’s worth a lot. Anyway, out with it.”

She handed over her phone, which had a still image on the screen. He frowned at it. “It’s a portal. That’s Danica, and that’s Hayley, so it’s the portal they used to get her to safety. Why is it significant?”

“AI and human analysis agree. That is not any of the Spellbound offices on the other side. The sizes and shapes aren’t right.”

“Oh.” Moriarty hadn’t noticed that and looked at it more closely. “So, what is it?”

Her tone betrayed her excitement. “Our assumption is it’s a warehouse.”

He looked at her. “You’re telling me that either Spellbound as a whole or Danica’s team specifically has a secret facility.”

“Secret from us anyway.”

He tilted his head back and laughed. “That’s wonderful. Find it.”

She grinned. “Already on it.”

He extended the phone to her. “Better and better.”

She took it back, then suggested in a more sedate tone, “Wouldn’t it be wiser not to engage with Spellbound? They’re talented. You could have your little bird drop the word that another protection team would be better.”

“Being in the game is everything, my friend, especially as we move from starting positions into the chaotic middle.” He laughed. “Such fun to be had.” He raised his glass. “To fun.”

She raised hers. “To fun.”


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues is book four, Codename: Illusionist, coming soon to Amazon.
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Claim Your Copy Here


AUTHOR NOTES: TR CAMERON
DECEMBER 13, 2024


Thank you for reading Codename: Deathwish! If you’re a longtime reader of these notes, you know that I constantly draw on other media for inspiration (The fancy technical term is Intertextuality). Last book, Elvira. This book, Tom Cruise, more or less. And of course the villain is loosely modeled after the Sherlock Holmes character of the same name. I’m picturing an older Andrew Scott in my head when I write him. Next one up is Codename: Illusionist. I’ve seen a number of magicians in the last couple of months, and that’s the spark for that one.

Once more, a reminder that you can find the short story prequel Codename: Teen Idol here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/p3ilgsu5d9. It’s yours in exchange for your email signup to my newsletter, and I won’t be at all offended if you sign up for the story and then unsubscribe.

It’s been a weird couple of months for me. After the fast pace of concerts and activities with the kid all summer long, things are slowing. The day job work is ramping up in preparation for the next semester. Some fun family stuff ahead for the holidays. The kid wants to ice skate in the downtown rink. We’re going to do some recon today. I’d really like an option where they ice skate and I stop around in ice cleats of some kind. Doubting I’ll find that, unfortunately. Then, the Christmas village in Market Square (small shops put up for the holidays) and the trees in PPG Place. We can’t do too much in the house to decorate because our cats are highly destructive on the best of days, and the added temptation would be a disaster. We tried a tree one year. Three cats climbed inside it. Others knocked off decorations. Just… no.

My goal for next year is to increase my output a little. I’m always amazed by the discipline that Martha and Michael show. And while I’ll never reach that level (I blame the kid. Easier than blaming myself), I want to do more. I love Oriceran and want to stay in it, and also want to create a different Universe to work in. So, we’ll see how that works out. I’m not sure I have the mind to do two series simultaneously though. (Between you, me, and the wall, I’m not sure I have the mind to accomplish this goal, but let’s pretend I do.)

The kid and I saw Wicked in the theatre. One of the things about having worked in broadcasting is I can really appreciate the art in a given shot. And EVERY SINGLE DARN SHOT in that film is brilliantly crafted. The music didn’t grab me. I like musicals, but I’m more Don Quixote and Moulin Rouge than Wicked. But the kid enjoyed it, and that’s what’s important.

The kid and I went to Reading, PA (about 4.5-5 hours away) to see Dan & Phil, who are YouTubers, live. I went in having only seen one video. I loved how engaged the (youngish) audience was. And their comedy schtick was funny. I’m glad we went.

The Penguins made us sad. We caught them twice and they lost both times. AND they were out of Zamboni gravy boats before we got in the door. But we did get to see Crosby’s 600th goal, so that was notable.

Pentatonix was a lot of fun. They continue to be on the “must-see” list. We’ve got Justin Timberlake again on Saturday. I still won’t know more than 3 songs, but it’ll be a good time. Next year’s lineup now includes the Linda Lindas (Pittsburgh, cheap tickets small venue), My Chemical Romance (New Jersey and Toronto, SO expensive), Pierce the Veil (Toronto and Blossom Music Center, so expensive), and Weird Al (Blossom, quite reasonable, actually). And then at least one day of When We Were Young (Vegas, not even worth discussing the expense). We’re hoping that Cobra Starship will tour. It looks like OkGo will tour. And I’m pretty sure the kid is convinced we’ll wind up at the Warped Tour. I’m kind of old and tired to go to a two-day festival in mid-June in DC. This is very high up on the list of things I do not want to do. So we’re both waiting for the lineup to be announced with rather different priorities.

We’ve restarted Doctor Who. We’re taking notes to see if things come back around. Still more or less in the middle of the Penguin and Marvel’s What If? Watched the second season of The Diplomat. THAT is a show. I highly, highly recommend.

I don’t know that we’ll see a theatre movie again before the end of the year. Nothing in particular is calling my name.

In audio I’m listening to The Farseer: Assassin’s Apprentice. It was included with audible so might be in KU as well. I love all the books in this series. I can’t remember if there are six or nine. But they’re great. Epic Fantasy with the most interesting twists and perspectives.

I’m crushing my way through Baldur’s Gate 3. I didn’t get my character right until the fifth attempt at a playthrough, but now I’m rocking it with a Warlock. High charisma so I win lots of persuasion checks and can sell for good prices. Kind of amoral and gold focused. I’m cool with that. Most games I play twice I do once as a goody-goody and once as a nasty person. I don’t know if I’ll redo this one. Time will tell. As soon as I’m done (just started Act 2 of 3), I’m going to try Indiana Jones.

This book will get to you in January, so I hope the holidays treat you well. My new year’s resolution is to not have any resolutions and just roll with things. We’ll see how that goes.

That seems like sufficient babble for now. Here’s the short story link again: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/p3ilgsu5d9. I hope you’ll join me for the next Spellbound Security book next month!

Until then, joys upon joys to you.

Standard monthly reminders

If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. The group is very welcoming and enthusiastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

Before I go, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll like Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

Your monthly reminder that you can find the free prequel short story for The Nomad Witch series, “Vacation Day,” here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/rxccsvm5jn

PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often, I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.


AUTHOR NOTES: MARTHA CARR
DECEMBER 18, 2024


The Adventure of Owning a House

(And a Mortgage)

When I was younger, the idea of a mortgage sounded like a slow march toward some kind of adulthood finish line, complete with gray hairs and early bedtimes. But when the time came, I was so excited about the prospect of having a place to call my own that I flung myself headlong into the process without hesitation—or much research. What’s that old saying? "Fools rush in where angels fear to tread"? Yeah, that was me, pen in hand, signing documents faster than the ink could dry, committing to a piece of property I hadn’t even seen.

Let me set the stage. The realtor started listing things about the house like a bay window in the bedroom and a green space across the street (both on my wish list that I didn’t expect to see) and my imagination took off like a firecracker. The fact that the house wasn’t built yet? Mere semantics. The plot of land, they assured me, was perfect. I nodded along, confident I was securing my slice of paradise. My realtor lowballed them and when they took the offer, I felt like it was meant to be mine.

It wasn’t until after I’d signed on the dotted line that I thought, “Maybe I should actually look at this land.” Minor detail, right? It was an overcast Tuesday when I finally drove out to see my future. I had visions of a sprawling green lawn and a view that would inspire poetry. As I rounded the curve of the winding road, my heart did a funny little flutter. It wasn’t sprawling—but it was tucked away, hidden from the rest of the world like a secret garden. Across the street was the greenbelt, lush and vibrant, like nature’s own promise that I hadn’t completely lost my mind.

The empty plot itself was... well, let’s call it “a diamond in the rough.” There were some weeds that looked suspiciously like they were auditioning for Jurassic Park, and the dirt had a way of sticking to everything. But I stood there, squinting at it, and thought, This could work. The quiet was exactly what I didn’t know I needed, and that greenbelt across the way felt like an old friend inviting me to stay awhile.

Of course, excitement doesn’t pay the bills, which is where the mortgage comes in. The first time I saw the monthly payment breakdown, I might have laughed out loud. It wasn’t that it was outrageous—it was just so... official. Suddenly, I was on the hook for something bigger than a gym membership or a subscription box. It wasn’t going to be so easy to pick up and move anymore. But, that was kind of the point. Time to really put down roots and let them grow.

Here’s the thing about mortgages: they’re oddly comforting once you get used to them. Sure, they’re a big responsibility, but they’re also a reminder that you’re building something tangible. Every payment is a little nudge forward, a small step toward owning not just a house but a home.

In the early days, I made a game of it. I’d sit down and type in the mortgage payment like it was a love letter to my future self. "Dear Martha, this month’s payment brings you closer to morning coffee on that dreamy back porch and your own garden. You can do it." If you’re part of my Facebook group – you’ve seen the garden.

As the house started to take shape, so did the neighborhood. I discovered that being “hidden from the world” around a curve had its perks. It wasn’t just quiet; it was peaceful. The garden became my sanctuary, a place where I could sit with a cup of tea and let the world slow down. Occasionally, a wild turkey or a coyote would wander by, looking at me like, “You sure about this human thing?” And I’d laugh and say, “Not always, but I’m figuring it out.”

That’s the beauty of owning a home—or at least working toward it. It’s not about having it all figured out from the start. It’s about the small moments that remind you why you took the leap in the first place. The first night in the finished house, I slept in my new bedroom without curtains looking out the window at the stars. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was mine.

Over time, the plot of land transformed into a cozy retreat. The weeds were tamed, the dirt gave way to a garden, and the house became a home. Sure, there were hiccups along the way—like the time I went to prune back vines and found a red wasp nest the hard way. Side note, apparently I’m kind of allergic to wasp stings. But every challenge was a chance to learn, to laugh, and to appreciate the journey.

Now, when I sit on the porch with Lois Lane (my deaf but opinionated dog), I think about that moment when I first signed the papers, so eager and a little naive. It wasn’t perfect, and it wasn’t always easy, but it was absolutely worth it. The mortgage? It’s just part of the story, a reminder that the best adventures are the ones we dive into headfirst, trusting that we’ll figure it out as we go.

And if I ever need a little perspective, all I have to do is look across the street at that greenbelt. It’s still there, steady and serene, a quiet witness to this chapter of my life. Some might call it luck or fate, but I think of it as a little bit of magic—the kind that comes from trusting yourself, even when you don’t have all the answers.

So here’s to mortgages and leaps of faith. They may not come with instruction manuals, but they do come with stories. And those, my friend, are priceless. More adventures to follow.
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