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CHAPTER ONE


Danica Grey reclined in the back of a sumptuous stretch limousine, alone except for the voices in her ear. The exterior was shining black, the interior ivory leather, and she felt decidedly like an impostor.

Her elaborate evening gown in bright red, heavily applied makeup, and elaborately coiffed hair that probably wouldn’t move if she stepped out of the car into a tornado accentuated this. They’d brought in a stylist to get it right. A magical disguise covered her normal features, but the illusion was always more convincing when the things underneath were similar.

She would never be as beautiful as the woman she was impersonating, barring hundreds of thousands of dollars of plastic surgery. Then again, she would probably never face being kidnapped because of her celebrity status. Danica grumbled, “This dress is ridiculously tight. And I’m going to trip over my shoes.”

Her second-in-command, Alexandra, replied over the comm, “You need to practice dressing up more. Get out in public. Go dancing, maybe.”

“At my normal height, these heels would make me the tallest person in the room. I’d be like Gulliver among the Lilliputians.”

Voltaic asked, “Is that a bad thing?”

Danica answered, “I’m not sure I want to draw that much attention, thanks. I don’t have the goods to back it up.”

Randall was already at the venue as part of the security team. He chuckled. “I don’t know. I think plenty of men would fall all over themselves to attract an Amazon.”

“I don’t like any of you. Except for Jilly, of course.”

Her fae dragon partner was always present in her mind thanks to their magical connection. She laughed and replied, As it should be.

Voltaic, the team’s infomancer, was physically present with her team thanks to someone attacking her apartment. “I have virtual eyes on the red carpet. Everything looks normal. A number of vans are parked nearby, so that might still be the planned exit route. Unless they use magical transport.”

Danica replied, “Whatever you do, no car chase, please. Getting in a wreck won’t help us find the others they’ve taken.”

Alex replied, “It would if we beat the information out of them afterward.”

“Fair point, but they might get hurt or killed in the crash, which would ruin that plan. So, let’s go with ‘no car chase,’ shall we?” Silence answered Danica as she lifted her compact mirror to her eyes.

A celebrity known by the single name Rose stared back at her. Her hair was a different shade of blonde than Danica’s, and she favored the curvy end of the continuum whereas Danica was generally more toward the athletic side. Around her neck was a replica of Rose’s signature pendant, a heart with devil horns. A constant flow of magic connected her to the item, which provided the magical disguise. “The charm seems to be working perfectly.”

Lilac, the team’s support magical, replied, “I wish we could put a bigger magic reservoir in there. But it’s such a small piece of jewelry.”

“It’s enough. You, Zack, and Randall did great.” Danica scowled at her false reflection. “These chuckleheads better show up after all we’ve gone through to set this damn trap.” She closed the compact and dropped it on the seat as the car coasted to a stop. “These idiots better show up and make their move fast.”

Alex laughed. “Wouldn’t it be funny if they didn’t show up and you had to pretend to be Rose for the whole event?”

Danica groaned. “We should’ve had the actual Rose on standby in case of that eventuality.”

The others on the comm laughed. Voltaic replied, “She’s using the opportunity to go out on a date while no one’s watching and was very careful not to leave any contact information.”

“I’m gonna kill Arthur for this.”

Lilac retorted, “It was your idea, if I recall.”

Danica pulled a flask containing Lilac’s preventative healing potion from the purse on the seat, drank its contents, and returned it to the bag. She brushed the folds of her gown to give her hands something to do. “Yeah. But he didn’t have to support it so enthusiastically. You’re on my list, too, Voltaic, by the way.”

The infomancer snorted. “I can’t help that I have good sources. Seems like a competent boss would appreciate that.”

An usher moved to open the door. Danica said, “Looks like it’s showtime.” She removed the earpiece, tucked it into a small pocket sewn into the dress, and adjusted the gown so it covered her as fully as possible. The door opened. She put on her most brilliant smile, accepted the usher’s hand, and stepped out.

She beamed at the crowd as she fought back the natural fear reaction of being the center of so much attention. Viewing a dozen videos of red carpet arrivals and traversals had taught her what was expected, and she stood in place for fifteen seconds while video rolled and cameras flashed.

At the usher’s gesture, she began her slow processional down the red carpet. She smiled, nodded at people who met her eyes along the way, and gave saucier looks to several tabloid photographers she recognized. Rose had done the same in previous red carpet appearances.

In her head she kept repeating the mantra, Be Rose. Be Rose. Don’t trip. Be Rose. Smile. Don’t punch anyone.

Now and again, Jilly’s laughter acted as punctuation to one of her thoughts. She sensed the dragon perched on the top of a tall building nearby, where she could watch over things.

Jilly reported every minute or so, I see no danger.

Danica didn’t detect any either, so she stayed locked in on her effort to impersonate Rose. After what seemed like twice as long as any other torture she’d ever endured, she made it inside. A server standing nearby with a tray full of drinks extended one to her. Since Rose would’ve taken one, Danica took the champagne and drank it down. No one else had to know how much she had desired it after the stress of the red carpet walk.

A woman in a black dress holding a tablet stepped up to her side. “Ms. Rose, right this way.” She pointed Danica toward the side room, which she figured was a holding area or place for celebrities to primp before heading into the main event, a movie premiere she hadn’t bothered to learn anything about.

Danica stumbled over her shoes part way there, but a man was instantly at her side to keep her upright with a grip on her arm.

She laughed. “I’m so clumsy.”

He replied, “Not clumsy. Just stupid.”

She turned her head to say something in reply to the insult, but the world swirled and faded to black before she found an appropriate rejoinder.
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Danica woke to Jilly’s voice repeating her name in her head. She forced herself to stillness and sent back, I’m awake. She connected her magic to the pendant and fed it again. The lack of reaction from those around her told her the magical reservoir had been sufficient to preserve the disguise.

Relief was evident as the dragon answered, You’re in a van. I’m flying overhead. The others are following at a distance.

Good. They had put a tracker on the pendant and another on Jilly as a backup plan so the team could follow the dragon if needed, a tactic they should’ve thought of long before. Another tracker was sewn into the fringe of her dress.

Between all those signals, it was unlikely her allies would lose track of her. That confidence allowed her to keep her breathing steady and use her non-visual senses to figure out what was happening.

The most prominent sound was the wheels on the pavement. That and her horizontal position on an unyielding surface told her she was lying on the van’s floor, possibly on a carpet. She thought she felt something around her wrists, which were up over her head as she lay on her side, but she didn’t want to reveal herself by moving them to check.

Three male voices talked together softly enough that she couldn’t make out the words. Stress filled each tone. She twitched a finger and focused her intent on magically improving her senses. Their conversation became audible but was irrelevant. Their scents revealed a fourth person in the van who hadn’t spoken, perhaps a driver.

Danica slowly threaded magic into her muscles without interrupting the flow into the pendant. She sent to Jilly, So far, so good.

The dragon replied, If they hurt you, I’ll burn them all to the ground.

I’m fine. No need to kill anyone on my account.

I’ll be the judge of that.

Fair enough. Danica took the opportunity to move a little and check her restraints as the vehicle swayed and bounced. Her wrists were bound, as were her ankles, but she didn’t seem to be injured or otherwise compromised. Whatever drug they’d given her had been burned off by the potion she’d taken before getting out of the car. She and her team had hoped that would happen should something like this occur.

She continued listening carefully to learn what she could about her captors, but they gave away nothing useful. They were cautiously celebratory, which made her look forward to the inevitable moment when she would turn the tables on them.


CHAPTER TWO


Danica kept her eyes closed as the van’s doors opened. The sun still hadn’t fully set, so she judged that less than an hour had passed since she exited the limousine to impersonate Rose. She’d thought the red carpet was rather early for the event but had been told that was how things were done. It allowed celebrities a moment to prepare inside or catch up with friends before heading into the event.

As always, she thought celebrity culture was weird beyond description and mulled it over as a man hefted her over his shoulder and carried her.

She had cast the disguise to make it tactile and visual. The man didn’t notice she was constructed differently than Rose, so presumably it worked as intended. She kept her ears open but didn’t hear much beyond the voices she’d already heard, other than the opening and closing of doors and the creak of the stairs as he carried her up.

A moment of alarming airborne time ended with a moderately painful crash onto a mattress. She groaned, half real and half performance.

Jilly immediately asked in her mind, Are you okay?

Fine. She groaned again as she rolled from her side onto her stomach. One of the men from the van laughed, then the door closed, and the lock clicked.

Opening her eyes a slit revealed an off-white wall in front of her and her hands bound with black paracord. Danica slowly pulled them down toward her as if she were still under the influence of whatever drug they’d given her. She fished her earpiece from its hiding spot and slipped it into the ear closest to the floor. She whispered, “I’m here. So far, so good.”

Voltaic replied, “Stay in place for a few.” Several moments later, the infomancer continued. “Okay. The cameras in that room are looped unless they have a wired one hidden among wireless.”

“Microphones?”

“None I can detect except those on the cameras.”

She rolled onto her back, sat up, and continued to speak softly. “That could have been worse, I suppose. The potion worked just as we thought it would. Well done.”

The room around her lacked any furniture other than the mattress. It had a faint, musty smell that matched the accumulated dust in the corners. “Doesn’t look like a permanent location for these chuckleheads.”

“I’m running a search on the place. Should have more information shortly.”

Danica used her magically augmented strength to stretch the paracord until she could slip her wrists out of it. She did the same with the stuff at her ankles, then stood. Her shoes had come off, which was fortunate. Verticality was accompanied by a sudden wobble, as if her body hadn’t thrown off all the effects of whatever they’d used to knock her out.

“They probably think I’ll be out of it for longer, so I have the advantage of surprise going for me. Which is nice.”

Alex replied, “You might have more going for you than that. I don’t see anything that points to this being a top-tier operation. The house looks pretty beat-up outside, and I’d put money on them squatting in it rather than renting or owning.

“They have no visible security on the exterior. Structure looks like an attic, two living floors, and a basement. Lots of warm bodies at the bottom but not seeing many anywhere else. At least one on your level.

“The main level is visually confusing. They might be cooking. I’ll say at least one on that floor, too. But the basement looks like party central.”

Danica suggested, “Probably celebrating capturing Rose. She’s their highest profile pickup yet if our data’s right. Maybe they’re trying to get noticed so other scumbags will hire them to kidnap people.”

Voltaic interjected, “No signs of that on the web yet, but I’ll keep an eye out. In the meantime, activating your data feed.”

Also sewn into Danica’s dress was a small device that allowed Voltaic to connect to her comms and contact lens. Heat signatures appeared as Danica looked around, and her perspective confirmed that only one was present on the second floor with her.

“Well, if they are celebrating, let’s mess it up for them. Jilly, check the attic. I’ll clear my way toward the basement. If there’s nothing up there, you come behind me. If there are prisoners up there, protect them.”

She spoke out loud and in her mind. Jilly’s response came telepathically. Got it. On my way.

Danica moved to the door, used force magic to defeat the deadbolt on the opposite side of the door, and opened it. A hallway with one door on the opposite side and another on her side greeted her. Beyond those, a flight of stairs descended to the next floor. The heat signature was across the hallway.

She cast a veil around herself to hide any noise she might make, confident that Voltaic had already defeated any cameras she might encounter. This door was unlocked. Danica slowly pushed it open a crack. A man on the opposite side of the room stared at the door in disbelief. A window beyond him suggested he’d been acting as a lookout.

Danica rushed into the room, flicking her fingers to cover his mouth with force magic to muffle his shout of alarm. She pressed a finger against his temple when she reached him and released magical electricity. His eyes flew wide as his body convulsed, then rolled back in his head. She lowered him to the floor as she caught his falling chair with a foot to keep it from clattering. “One down.”

Danica returned to the hallway, closed the door behind her, and headed down the stairs. When she reached the first floor, she understood what Alex had meant about it being confusing.

One heat signature in the kitchen was large enough that it might obscure other signs of warmth. One or two possible heat signatures were at the end of another hallway that ran under the one she’d come from. No one was present in the large combination living and dining room. The only sounds were from the basement.

Danica checked the kitchen first. Pizzas in the oven accounted for the heat, but no one was present to tend them. She stalked to the back of the hallway and pushed through the unlocked door that separated her from two separate heat signals.

A woman was on the floor with her hands tied. She stared at a man who stood over her with a knife in his hand.

Danica’s actions were automatic. She slid into motion as she reached out with force magic and used it like telekinesis to rip the knife out of his hand. While he was still in shock from her appearance and the loss of his weapon, her heel slammed into the side of his knee.

He fell backward as it crumpled beneath him, and she wrapped force magic around his mouth like a gag to keep him from crying out. He hit the floor, and she blasted him with magical lightning until he was unconscious. “Jerk,” she muttered as she untied the woman and helped her to her feet.

The other woman asked, “Rose?”

Danica chuckled despite the situation’s gravity. “No, but explaining it would take too long. For now, hide here.”

She telekinetically called the knife to her hand and gave it to the woman. “If he gives you any problems, get stabby. Others will be here to help you soon.”

The woman looked uncertain but gripped the hilt hard. “Okay.”

Danica finished her sweep of the first floor but found no more threats. She remarked, “Looks like the party really is downstairs.”

Danica felt Jilly coming, so she wasn’t surprised when her companion landed on her shoulder.

The dragon reported, “Nothing in the attic. Boring up there. And dusty.”

Alex interjected, “We have the place surrounded. I’ll come inside and back you up.”

Danica replied, “Good.” She twisted to look at Jilly. “Ready to cause trouble?”

The dragon flapped her butterfly wings with a tooth-filled grin. “I was born ready.”

“Me too, sweetheart. Let’s go show some morons the error of their ways.”


CHAPTER THREE


Danica considered the door separating her from the basement stairs. A veil might hide her entrance but wouldn’t be guaranteed to work. Attempting to mimic what the other side looked like when you couldn’t see it was a challenge for every magical she’d ever discussed it with.

After a moment’s thought, she decided the best play was to guarantee surprise rather than risk its loss. Besides, these people had annoyed her, and she wanted to see their stunned looks when they realized that justice had come to call.

She summoned magical energy until she could barely hold it back, then released a perfectly shaped rectangular force blast at the door. The relatively thin panel exploded into fragments, and she launched after them. A wave and snapped command created a force ramp to cover the stairs. She slid the rest of the way when her jump ended. As soon as she hit the floor below, she released the rest of her power in a wide lightning blast to cover everyone in the room.

Danica assessed the scene between releasing the energy and judging its effectiveness. Six cells with iron bars on three sides and stone on the fourth had been built around the room's periphery. Five were occupied, and she recognized faces from news stories about celebrities that had recently gone missing. Someone on the dark web had seen the stories, connected the dots, and communicated the information to Voltaic to kick off this adventure.

The basement walls were stacked cinderblock, the floor was concrete, and the ceiling above the exposed beams was the subfloor of the rooms above. A large, beat-up rectangular table sat in the middle of the space with equally dilapidated chairs around it.

Playing cards and poker chips had previously covered part of the table, but the reactions of the game’s participants to her entrance had caused those items to take flight. Danica counted six figures at the table. One already had a pistol in his fist as he shifted from sitting to standing. The rest were in motion, some with hands moving toward belts, presumably to access more firearms. None of that would matter because her lightning would take them all out.

Their surprised expressions were exactly what she wanted to see. Her smugness ended when her lightning crackled around them but failed to hit them. She snarled, “Shields!” Mentally, she added, Jilly, find the magical. She coated her hands and feet with force magic and dashed toward the nearest enemy.
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Jilly had taken the high road while Danica slid down the stairs, flapping and soaring into the wooden rafters. Her natural camouflage would hide her from those below, especially since Danica distracted them. Jilly laughed at the thought that her partner was particularly good at it.

When the attack didn’t work, Jilly suddenly had an important task to accomplish. She spread her awareness into the room, searching for the sensation that told her magic was in play, and located it in a back corner.

Jilly wasn’t sure what had given them away and how the magical had known they were coming in time to shield the others. Maybe whoever it was had incredibly fast reflexes or was nervous enough to jump at the smallest hint of danger. It was of no consequence now, because Jilly’s awareness had locked onto the invisible magical.

She darted across the intervening space and sent a cascade of magical electricity out of her mouth at her foe’s general location. The energy cascaded down and outlined the force bubble her enemy hid inside.

One of the cool things about being a fae dragon is that magical protections aren’t all that good against us. Her breath weapon couldn’t penetrate the shield, but her claws and teeth almost certainly would. She extended the former as she flew at the shield. Contact generated an initial resistance, but it melted away, and she passed through.

Her seeking claws found flesh, and a man cried out in pain as she flexed them. The veil fell to reveal a wizard gripping a wand. Unfortunately, she hadn’t damaged his wand arm.

He flicked the wand at her, and a blast of force magic sent her a foot backward. It would have knocked her across the room had she not been protected by the shield Danica had placed over her except for her claws and mouth. Jilly sped back in, twisted and spun to avoid the next force blast, and scraped her claws along his face. He jerked his head back in time to save himself from major damage and lashed the wand at her again.

Twisting purple shadow magic slammed into her. The shield absorbed it, but the part that hit her claws and mouth made them tingle. She didn’t like shadow power and had no skill with it.

She broke free of the magic and flew at his face. He whipped his wand in an arc to create a protective barrier, but she passed up attacking his face again, went over his head, and dove behind him. Her teeth latched onto the patch of skin between where his short hair ended and his shirt began, and she bit down.

He emitted a high-pitched wail and flailed at her to no effect. She used the distraction the pain caused to fly in front of him and blast him again with lightning magic. It struck and he went down, barely conscious. The next blast knocked him out.
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Danica struck the first one before he could get fully out of his seat, slamming him with a force blast at the instant her fists crashed into his chest. The combined physical and magical blows overcame his shield and sent him flying back to crash on the table.

She was already spinning toward the next before he landed, but a gunshot sounded to remind her that she’d seen one of them holding a pistol. Instead of continuing her attack, she backpedaled, reached out with force magic, and ripped the gun away from the man holding it. He looked satisfyingly shocked as it clattered on the floor behind her.

She returned her attention to the nearest enemy. He had recovered faster than his friends and leapt into a sidekick at her. She admired the effort, but it wasn’t nearly fast enough to overcome her magically amped-up reflexes and muscles.

Danica pivoted and threw an elbow into his jaw. It didn’t break through the force magic to shatter the joint as she hoped, but it put him on the floor. She didn’t have time to knock him out of the fight with a kick to the head because the others were in motion.

The last one on her side of the table stepped up and snapped a roundhouse punch at her head. Danica blocked it with her forearm and jabbed her free hand at his nose. He blocked the blow, so she punched him in the triceps of the arm she still held extended with her block. He shouted in surprise and pain, and she followed up with a pivot that slammed her knee into his stomach. He went down, breathless.

One of the other three leapt over the damaged table while the other two backpedaled as if they intended to go around her to the stairs. Motion in the corner of her eye caused her to turn her head. Alex finished sliding down the force ramp Danica had unconsciously held in place.

Her ally immediately went for the other two, which allowed Danica to focus on the last one near her. She let him land unmolested. He squared off into a boxer’s stance. She matched the pose, and he shuffled in and threw a perfect jab at her face.

Unfortunately for him, he telegraphed the blow, and her enhanced senses and muscles gave her plenty of time to react. She threw up a flat palm and reinforced it with force magic. His fist connected with what to him would feel like concrete, and he went down, wailing and holding his broken wrist.

Danica realized Jilly must have taken out the magical. She turned toward. The other woman had already put one of the two men on the floor. Alex leapt at the other one, wrapped her arm around his neck in midair, and used it as a lever to slam him down on his back. Danica used lightning magic to knock out all their downed opponents, and the fight was over just like that.

Danica found a ring of keys on the floor, doubtless knocked off the table, and moved from cage to cage unlocking the padlocks that secured them.

One of the men sounded confused. “Rose, when did you learn to fight like that?”

Danica laughed, only then remembering she was still in disguise. She let the illusion fall. “Sorry. Not Rose. Just boring old me.”

They bound the bad guys with the help of the former captives. Noises from above as they finished told them the police had arrived, and they headed upstairs.

An officer met them when they exited the staircase. “You’re Danica?”

She nodded.

“Your boss called and told us what was up. Everything under control?”

Danica replied, “Yep. One on the top floor, one on the first floor, and the rest of the trash downstairs.”

The officer thanked her, and Danica headed for the front door with Alex in tow. She looked out the window before exiting and groaned. Between their position and Alex’s car stood a camera crew with bright lights shining and a reporter with a microphone watching the front door to grab someone to talk to.

Danica sighed. “I’m going to kill Arthur for this.”

Alex poked her in the spine. “It’s a tough life, being a celebrity, but someone’s gotta do it. Now, suck it up and do your PR thing, boss.”

Danica adjusted her dress, smiled, and wished she hadn’t left her shoes upstairs. Then she walked out to face the media.


CHAPTER FOUR


The day after Danica’s red carpet walk and the chaos that followed, she was invited to meet Arthur for dinner at a steakhouse in Miami. She had traded the fancy dress for a trim business suit, red blouse, and fashionable boots. It felt good to be in her kind of clothes again. Jilly was nestled inside her jacket, and her tiny snores made Danica’s lips twitch up every time she heard them.

Her boss was already at the bar when she arrived. They headed for their table. Arthur had insisted that they take advantage of the fancy prix fixe meal, so Danica didn’t need to make any choices other than the doneness of her steak. She sipped a glass of champagne Arthur had poured for her. “We’re celebrating, I take it?”

He raised his glass in a toast before drinking half of it. “We are. The publicity from last night was awesome. A very visible good deed.”

“You know, back when I took this gig, I’m not sure I signed up to be the face of anything. Especially to a bunch of curiously present news media.”

Arthur laughed. “Oh, I sent them there. You’re right about that, even though you’re too polite to accuse me directly. I have to say, you handled yourself well, and you looked perfect in Rose’s dress.”

Danica looked up to the heavens as if to spare her from the pain of this conversation. “So I’ve been told. I think ‘bedraggled’ was the word most used.”

Arthur laughed again. His mood was as jovial as any she remembered seeing from him. “Maybe a little. But you dealt with it all perfectly. You sounded calm, competent, and had the right touch of exasperation about the whole affair. We’re getting inquiries on an hourly basis now. I might have to open another office just to handle the workload, thanks to you.”

Danica scowled. “Don’t talk to me. I don’t like you.”

He topped off her glass and refilled his. “Sorry, no such luck for you. I have a client who’s interested in you in particular. As a bonus, they’ll be working out of Cleveland for a bit, so you’ll be right at home.”

“If the Cleveland thing is a bonus, why is he interested in us in the first place?”

“Because of your work with the Scream Queen. I think he likes the mystery of it all, especially the haunted house part.”

Danica scowled. She did not have positive memories of the haunted house. “Who is this chucklehead?”

“Lukas Reign.”

Danica paused as the server delivered her salad. When the server departed, she asked, “The magician?”

Her boss pointed his fork at her. “He prefers illusionist.”

“I’d prefer to bonk you on the head with this plate, but we can’t all have what we want. Can’t he protect himself?”

Arthur shrugged. “He’s not a magical.”

“So he says.”

“He’s had it verified. No magical genes whatsoever.”

Danica chewed thoughtfully, then replied intelligently, she thought. “Huh.”

Arthur laughed. “Eloquent as always. Interested?”

“Why us, again?”

“The haunted house, like I said. You remember, but you’re trying to act stupid, so I’ll let this go. But of course, I’m not letting it go because Lukas is a big name, and big names bring more clients, and more clients bring more money, and we all like more money.”

Danica considered telling him what to do with some of his money but refrained. They were in a classy place, so she should pretend to be classy. “What’s the timeframe?”

“Rehearsals start in a week. The tour starts in two. He’ll need you with him for at least a month after that unless something breaks before then and you bring in whoever is after him.”

With her mouth full of lettuce, bleu cheese dressing, and bacon, Danica replied, “Ugh.”

Arthur grinned. “That’s a yes in Danica-speak.”

“Ugh.”

Later that night, Danica sat on a lawn chair in her backyard and gazed at the stars. A fire burned merrily in the fire pit between her chair, the one Jilly sat on, and the one Alex filled across the fire from her. A dome-shaped force shield kept the warmth inside and protected them from the December breeze, which was notable given their proximity to the lake.

Danica tipped back her Great Lakes lager for a long drink and sighed. “I’m not sure what this whole Lukas Reign thing will be like.”

Jilly asked, “Do you think he’ll be much like Damien Zane?”

A laugh escaped Danica. “I sincerely hope not.”

Alex replied, “It will be something different, at least. One musician, two actresses. Maybe we’ll get three magicians.” She leaned forward and held her hands out to the fire to warm them.

Danica mused, “I can’t imagine people care enough about a magician for him to be in danger.”

Alex stared at her with one of those looks that suggested she’d said something stupid.

Danica asked, “What?”

Alex leaned back and sipped her beer. “Lukas Reign is the current bad boy of magic. There’s always one in every generation of magicians. He’s built like a professional soccer player, has great hair, and manages to get shirtless at every show. He has throngs of women and more than a few men throwing themselves at him. Celebrities and normal folks like us.”

Jilly immediately countered, “Danica is not normal.”

Alex amended, “Normal folks like Jilly and me.”

Danica frowned. She’d heard his name before but hadn’t known any of that. “So he might be in danger from some obsessed fan? Celebrity or normal?”

Alex tilted the neck of her beer bottle toward Danica to indicate she’d caught the echoed words. “Sure. Or it might be other magicians he’s in competition with. A few of them are on his level, and there are a bunch a step or two down in popularity. He apparently doesn’t follow all the proper rules of the trade, and that irritates some of them. To say the least.”

She laughed. “One showed up and heckled him during his show recently. It was all over the gossip magazines.”

“You read gossip magazines?”

“Gotta keep up on the latest news. Never know who we’ll be protecting.”

Jilly asked, “What’s a gossip magazine?”

Danica replied, “Paparazzi stuff. People invading celebrities’ privacy and making up stories about them.”

Alex laughed. “I wish I could argue, but that’s pretty much what they are. I’m not proud of myself or anything. Call it a guilty pleasure.”

Danica asked, “Are the others upset because he’s giving away the secrets or something?”

“Maybe not giving them away, but some have accused him of not being mysterious enough. Of course, maybe it’s just that he’s better at magic and they don’t like it. I imagine you’d have to have a pretty solid ego to be a professional performer like that.”

“I think you’d need that to be any kind of a celebrity. Walking down that red carpet with everyone watching was downright terrifying. I can’t believe people want that kind of life.”

Jilly pointed out, “It could be something else entirely. Not about secrets and not an obsessed fan. We can’t really know until we find the bad guys and fry them until they talk.”

Danica and Alex burst into laughter. Danica added, “That’s pretty bloodthirsty, sweetheart.”

The fae dragon looked up with a smile. “A little lightning is good for the soul.”

Alex replied, “I think we’re a bad influence on you.”

Jilly grinned.

Danica asked, “You don’t see any problems with taking on Lukas Reign as a client?”

Alex shrugged. “I see all kinds of potential problems, but that’s pretty much what we do, right? I can’t imagine he’ll be any more trouble than Damien Zane was.”

A groan leaked out of her. “If that’s the bar we’re measuring by, we’ll never reject anyone.”

“He was in one of the magazines recently. Damien.”

Danica shook her head. “I don’t want to know.”

“Apparently, he’s dating another rock star. Her music is heavier than his. Lots of pictures of them making out at a bar.”

Danica closed her eyes and tried to banish all images from her mind. “What part of ‘I don’t want to know’ did you not understand?”

Alex laughed. “I wanted to give you something fun to dream about.”

“Ew. Ew. Ew.”

Jilly laughed. “Good work, Alex.”

Alex waved her hand in a series of spirals as if giving a formal bow at the end of her performance. “Thank you, thank you.”

Danica looked from one to the other. “You’re both trouble.”

Jilly offered, “If you have trouble sleeping because of what she said, I know what could help.”

“Let me guess. Lightning.”

The little dragon rolled onto her back and laughed while kicking the air. “Yes. Lightning.”

Danica looked at Alex. “Well, I can’t judge anyone else, but you’re definitely a bad influence on Jilly.”

Alex raised her beer in a toast. “Then I’m doing my job well. Cheers to me.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Moriarty squinted up at the sun and spread his arms wide. “Now this is the place to be.” Waves lapped on the sandy shore, and his all-white outfit of dress shirt, trousers, and sand shoes made him look like everyone else on the beach. Best of all, it was almost always warm here, and a soft breeze kept things at the perfect temperature. “It was past time for us to shift our operations to the winter house.”

His gaze drifted up to look at the house. It was ahead of them since he and Solene were on the return portion of their walk along the water. It was a grand old place that had been on the market for a great deal of money. Fortunately, he’d acquired leverage on the seller in advance of the purchase.

On paper, it looked like a great deal of money changed hands. In fact, very little had, and he’d put those retained funds to use remodeling the interior to be exactly how he wanted it.

His features were concealed behind a magical disguise, as they always were when he was in public. This one was a persona he used continuously while at the beach. The others in the exclusive community knew him in this guise and believed he was a retired CEO.

Solene was also in a magical disguise and clad in a white sundress and sandals. “You like it here because it gives you the chance to pretend to be like everyone else. Just another citizen.”

Moriarty laughed. “Partially true, at least. Sometimes it’s fun to pretend to be normal.”

“I’m not sure normal quite covers it. It’s a pretty ritzy area. Maybe normal for CEOs and tech entrepreneurs.”

“Fair. But it’s a social outlet, nonetheless. One needs one’s diversions.” Pretending to be someone else allowed his mind to focus on different things, which often sparked useful ideas.

“Speaking of which, the plan you set into motion is working.”

He looked at her with a smile and a raised eyebrow that was an intentional taunt. “Which one? There are so many.”

She rolled her eyes. “Our source near Lukas Reign made sure he paid attention to the news story about the celebrity kidnappings. They say it’s fairly likely that Lukas will hire Spellbound Security to keep them safe during his tour.”

Moriarty brandished the cane he carried like it was a sword. It had a sword hidden inside it that he often imagined using. “Good, good. Glad to hear it.”

“Are we going active on him?”

He stared over the water and listened to the gulls crying before replying. The stack of ongoing operations in his mind was tall, and a short delay would make things easier across the board. “Soon. We’ll plan to strike once the tour starts since that will present the most challenging situation for those protecting him. Although we will almost certainly poke at him before that.”

“Poke at him or Danica?”

“Same difference.”

Solene nodded. “What’s the plan?”

Moriarty whacked a stone with his cane and sent it bouncing across the incoming wave. “Kidnapping. The client is very specific that Lukas is not hurt until they can get their hands on him and do the hurting themselves.”

“Sounds personal for the client. A competitor? Someone on the rise whose popularity is eclipsed by the great Lukas Reign?”

He laughed. This particular arrangement was one of the more entertaining ones he had accepted. “You would think it would be something like that, but it’s far more interesting. Would you believe there are magicals who don’t like people pretending to do magic?”

Solene seemed stunned for a moment, then scowled. “That’s stupid. We had performing magicians long before Oriceran was ever a thing.”

Moriarty chuckled. “We did. Yet, that’s what this group claims as a reason. No appreciation for history, I guess.” He spread his arms wide and did a slow turn to feel the sun on his face and the back of his neck.

When he finished, Solene stared at him with a suspicious look. Finally, she asked, “All right, what’s got you so giddy?”

He laughed again. “I’m hardly giddy.”

“Approaching it, anyway.”

“It’s the…” He searched for the right word. “Utterly mundane nature of it, I guess. Once Danica and her team are aware of a threat to Lukas, they’ll cast about in search of reasons that make sense. Instead, at the heart of it will be…” He paused again, then finished, “This entirely unexpected rationale.”

Solene laughed. “I hope they pay well.”

“Oh, they do. It is sufficiently lucrative to make the task worthwhile.”

“But it’s hardly ever just money. What’s your game with this operation?”

“Oh, I have multiple angles working on this one.” He tapped the air with the tip of his cane once. “First, Danica and her team. I continue to find them equal parts amusing and challenging, and I look forward to testing their abilities and finding their limits.”

Solene made an imaginary checkmark in the air with a finger. “I can understand that one.”

He gestured twice with the tip of his cane. “Second, leverage or influence on this group of potentially competent idiots. It will be interesting to see how they do against Danica and Lukas.”

“They want to be directly involved?”

“They do. Even after I explained that would cost them extra.”

She laughed. “I’m guessing they didn’t expect that.”

Moriarty shook his head. “They did not. I had to explain, as I always do, that allowing for less skilled people to join requires additional effort on our part. Initial anger turned to understanding fairly quickly.”

“Will they make up the entirety of the attack teams?”

He replied by tapping the air three times with the top of his cane. “No. So we’ll have the opportunity for you to give our operatives something different to do.”

He was quiet for almost a full minute before Solene asked, “And?”

He laughed, having expected the question. “Does there have to be an and?”

“With you, yes, there always is.”

“I wonder if there’s more to Lukas than there seems to be that makes him their target, that’s all. If there is something, I’d like to know it.”

“My, aren’t you mysterious?”

He grinned and angled toward a couple walking down a path to the beach. They owned the house two doors away from his and were almost friends, inasmuch as he had friends.

He strode up and shook hands with the man, called him by name, and hugged the woman. He’d invited them to dinner parties he’d thrown, and they’d reciprocated multiple times. In the latter case, he magically checked his food and drink before consuming it. While no particular threat existed to the persona he used here, he wasn’t about to relax his vigilance that much.

He chatted with them about their family and discussed his made-up family with them. Solene was well-known as his executive assistant. He’d never explained more than that, and no one had ever asked. Part of him hoped they assumed something improper was going on because the notion of him being that kind of man amused him.

They chatted for a few more moments before Moriarty and Solene continued up the path. Once they were in the house, Solene remarked, “You’re such a chameleon.”

Moriarty waved and dispelled their disguises. “It’s all about giving people what they expect so they don’t see the twist that makes it interesting.”

“Are you talking about work or about being social?”

He smiled. “I’m talking about life. Now, let’s make some coffee and discuss how best to get Lukas Reign into our hands.”


CHAPTER SIX


Danica, Derek, Alex, and Randall climbed out of the SUV and headed toward the theater’s service entrance. Danica had decided that although Lukas wasn’t due to arrive for another week, it would be good to evaluate the place as soon as possible.

She had asked Arthur if they should wait to see if Lukas signed a contract with them first. Arthur had said he was confident the deal would get done and that they should get started. Danica thought his confidence was sometimes downright irritating, but he would doubtless be right.

A man in jeans and a sweatshirt opened the door as they arrived at it. He introduced himself as Fred, the facility’s manager, and apologized for the noise and hustle-bustle as he led them inside.

“We have a complicated musical performing here for the next several days, and they have to reset the stage every morning. You’ll hear some banging, crashing, yelling, and probably cursing as they get that done. You know, the usual stuff for a stage presentation.” He finished with a chuckle that was doubtless intended to convey his deep knowledge of the profession.

Danica nodded as if she knew something about it. “Why did Lukas Reign choose this place to kick off his performance? Tour. Whatever it is.”

Fred smiled. “It’s more than just the performances. He’s rehearsing for the tour here, as well. Come on.” He turned and walked down a hallway toward the source of the noise, waving for them to follow. They emerged onto the stage, which looked out upon rows of seats and a double balcony. Fred was silent for several moments as they all took it in. “This is one of the newest and most technologically advanced theaters in the country. We have all kinds of pre-wired and pre-built options to make it easy for even complicated performances to roll in, get set up, and do their thing. That’s what brought Lukas to us.”

Randall replied, “Like what?”

The man gestured up. “We already have motorized lifts above, so it’s simple to raise lighting trusses. The whole place is wired with video and audio, plus we have anti-magic emitters everywhere if we need them. That’s just a small portion of the improvements we’ve made over a standard venue.”

Randall whistled. “That anti-magic couldn’t have been cheap.”

Fred shrugged. “Since we did it as part of the initial design, it wasn’t as bad as you’d expect. We haven’t had to use it yet. Some performances demand magic-free zones, but we haven’t hosted one so far.”

Alex asked, “Does Lukas?”

“No. Nothing about it in his rider.”

Derek asked, “Rider?”

Fred offered an indulgent grin. “It’s a document that whoever’s coming in sends along to let us know what they need and how they want things to be. The most famous request was from a rock band, specifying that they wanted a bowl of M&Ms but no brown ones. For them, it was a way to make sure the venue was paying attention.”

Danica asked, “Can we see Lukas'?”

“Sure. Let’s go backstage.” Fred took them out a different way than they’d entered, into a long hallway with doors on both sides. Each was numbered with a star on the front. The one they entered was a comfortable living room setup with an en suite bathroom and shower.

“This is one of our star rooms. Whoever’s top of the list gets this.” He grabbed a tablet from a holder on the wall and tapped on it. “Okay, here’s the rider.”

He shared details like the food required in the dressing room, which was grilled chicken with teriyaki sauce. Red roses were to go in the assistants’ room. Energy drinks needed to be available for the stagehands. There were many other items. It was fifteen pages long, and Danica was impressed by the logistical challenge that faced the venue.

When Fred had finished explaining, Derek summarized, “So it’s him, three female assistants on stage, and four male stagehands during the show.”

Fred nodded. “Yes, that’s the performance crew. Plus the stage manager, the tech people, and the merch folks. Plus the transport crew on moving days. We won’t deal with them except on the first and last days.”

Alex shook her head, looking impressed. “That’s a lot of moving parts to keep track of. What personnel do you have in the venue during the shows?”

He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Ushers, ticket managers, catering, other logistical details. House electrician, house plumber, security personnel, there’s a lot of people around.”

Danica asked, “And the access control arrangements?”

He lifted a plastic card that hung from a lanyard around his neck. “ID badges.”

“That’s all?”

“Yeah.”

Derek frowned. “We might need to do more than that.”

Fred replied, “You’ll have to negotiate that with the artist. This is what we have, and this is what’s agreed to. Making those deals is beyond my pay grade. I’m just the guy who implements them.”

No one challenged him. He took them on a tour of the rest of the venue, including the lobby, the several bar areas, and the seats on the floor and both balconies. When they finished, they had seen almost every public space in the venue and most of the private ones.

They were all impressed with the venue’s complexity and business when they said goodbye and jumped in the SUV. Alex drove while Danica navigated to a restaurant Danica wanted to try that specialized in countless varieties of grilled cheese sandwiches.

After they were seated, Jilly climbed out of Danica’s coat pocket and sat in the center of the table. They made small talk until their food came, then all laughed together at Jilly eating her grilled cheese and dipping her entire face in her tomato soup to drink it. Her long tongue whipped out to wipe her chops clean. Then she went in for another taste. Each round increased the laughter.

Finally, when the meal was over, they focused on the matter at hand.

Derek started the conversation by observing, “This seems like a security nightmare.”

Everyone nodded, and Alex agreed, “For sure.”

Randall noted, “We’ll need people in front and back of house. Plus cameras and other tech to keep an eye on, well, everything and everyone. And someone to monitor those cameras.”

Danica replied, “On the former, it’ll probably take all of us to keep track of something this big. At least that should keep me out of the lenses of any cameras Arthur might send.” The others laughed, probably more at her than with her. “For the latter, I’m guessing the venue will share camera feeds or Lukas's people will, whoever has the ultimate responsibility for them.”

Randall answered, “Probably both. House cameras and audio, plus performance cameras and audio.”

Derek cautioned, “I’m not sure we want to place that much trust in the venue for cameras to monitor the space. I think we should have our own.”

Alex asked. “Aren’t you FBI people supposed to be against breaking the law?”

Derek scratched his temple as if bothered by the question. “Yeah, we are supposed to be. But since I joined you, I’ve been talking to some Secret Service people I know about protection.

“The message I got from them is that protecting a principal often requires compromises, especially when you can’t know who’s trustworthy and who’s not. So, if we have to err, we should err in whatever way best protects Lukas. In this case, that’s compromising the venue’s cameras.”

As Danica thought about that, Randall asked, “If we’re worried about the venue, should we be worried about Lukas' team, too? Do we know for sure we can trust them?”

She frowned. “It seems like they would need some pretty specialized skills to do that work. That might mean they’ve been with him for a long time.”

Alex offered, “Which means someone could have a grudge.”

Jilly added, “Or, it could mean they all love him, support him, and think he’s the best boss ever.”

Danica couldn’t argue with either point. “It’s definitely an open question. How do we deal with it?”

Derek stated, “I think we should have someone undercover in the venue, pretending to be on the staff. Someone with a reason to be there at all times, including during the performances.”

Danica asked, “With the venue’s knowledge?”

The agent shrugged. “If we do it without letting them know, that would be better, but I doubt we can swing that in the short time we have.”

Randall suggested, “It should be Lilac. She’s sharp and really good at reading people. Plus people generally like her. She’ll be able to figure out what’s what.”

Danica asked, “Do you think she’ll be willing?”

He laughed. “I think she’ll love the idea.”

Alex interjected, “All right, that gives us information sources regarding the venue. What about Lukas and his team?”

Danica replied, “That will have to wait until we’re officially contracted, I guess.”

Derek countered, “Unless you want to hack him too.”

Alex laughed. “I don’t think it’s that easy. I mean, an organization with a server is one thing, but a magician with all those secrets to hide? He might not even use a computer.”

“Everyone uses computers.”

“But you see my point.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

Jilly asked, “Are you paranoid about this?”

Derek gazed down at her and nodded. “I am. And I don’t know why.”

Danica replied, “That’s enough for me. Alex, you talk to Lilac and get that moving. I’ll chat with Voltaic about hacking the venue, and as soon as we get the gig, we’ll see what we can learn about Lukas and entourage.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Danica portaled into the warehouse and smiled at the sight of the place. They had chosen to leave the back section as it was for now, so the construction robots were no longer banging and clanging all over the place. She suspected the noise had annoyed her at a subconscious level since she noted its absence now.

The front section was devoted to vehicle storage and maintenance. They had added another SUV to their fleet, although calling two vehicles a fleet might be pushing it. Alex had repeatedly stressed the need to acquire motorcycles, but Danica wasn’t buying the argument. So much of their work was out of town that they usually relied on rented transportation, and the SUVs were enough for local travel.

From her perspective, the left side was devoted to the workshops. Zack occupied most of the space with Lilac taking up about a third. Their areas couldn’t be more different. His was highly technological. Hers had plants and tools that a fifteenth-century alchemist would’ve been familiar with.

It was interesting to Danica that Zack, Lilac, and Randall had worked together so easily in creating the pendant she’d used as a disguise. Perhaps it was a shared interest in the act of creation.

The opposite side had a large open space with a worktable in the center to serve as a spot for the team to work on planning tasks together. The only other thing along that wall was Voltaic’s setup, which was also open to the room. Danica had offered the infomancer an office with walls, but she’d said she preferred the feeling of space and didn’t see anything other than her computers anyway when she was working.

The infomancer was doing that now but smiled at Danica as she walked over and mentioned, “We should chat about some things. Feel like heading out to happy hour?”

Voltaic leaned back in her very comfortable, expensive chair and stretched. “No, I need to keep half an eye on the security routines I just finished programming to make sure they’re working properly.”

“You just don’t like going outside.”

The other woman laughed. “I like going outside fine, just not when I’m working.”

Zack called, “But of course, Voltaic’s always working.”

A laugh came from Lilac’s area, and the infomancer shrugged. “I love my job. What can I say?”

Danica took the normal chair nearby. “What security routines?”

“The city has cameras all over the place. Parking cameras, traffic cameras, stoplight cameras, outright surveillance cameras, they have it all. It was pretty easy to sneak in there and duplicate the feeds. All the shots are static, so I can’t do anything other than look at them, but as a whole, the arrangement provides pretty good coverage around the office and the warehouse.

“I’ve installed software to detect patterns that might indicate surveillance on this place or the office. I’ve also tapped into the police dispatch system, but that’s not likely to help out too much.” She frowned. “None of it was very hard to hack.”

Danica replied, “So others could be in there too, is what you’re saying without using those words.”

Voltaic nodded. “It’s possible. They’d have to be good to hide from me, and I’ll be watching carefully, but it’s not the level of security I’d like to have on the cameras, that’s for sure.”

“Can you do anything to bolster it?”

“Not without potentially giving away my presence. I think our arrangements are adequate to our needs. I have several drones set up in a patrol pattern, and my system can redirect them at need. If we detect anything, we’ll be able to get a better look quickly enough. That should give us some warning if someone gets interested in us.”

Danica couldn’t find a flaw in the reasoning, so she changed the subject. “Our next likely client is Lukas Reign, master illusionist. Know him?”

“I know of him.”

“He probably doesn’t even have a computer, right?”

Voltaic laughed. “The top magicians all have computers, but they’re not for storing work secrets or anything. They only connect to one place.”

“Where’s that?”

“The Magic Castle.”

Danica’s brain stumbled. “Wait. The Magic Castle?”

The infomancer looked satisfied that she’d recognized the reference. “That’s the one. Or, rather, its dark web equivalent.”

“What do they use it for?”

“As I hear it, just conversation. There are several layers of access, and the magicians I’ve heard discussing them refer to them like the circles of hell. You have to earn your way into each one with feats of magic done in front of an audience that includes members of the Academy. When your efforts are verified, your access gets upgraded. It’s inefficient but appropriately ritualistic, given the subject.”

Danica blinked in surprise. She’d expected the world of magic to be different, but this was more than she’d anticipated. “Have you ever been inside?”

Voltaic scowled. “Were you listening to anything I said?”

She laughed. “I didn’t expect you would’ve gotten in legitimately, but I thought maybe you had, you know, taken a wander around, maybe in disguise.”

“Nope.”

“I think we might need to get inside.”

Voltaic ran fingers through her short blonde hair. “That would probably require a series of hacks. The first step would be to steal the codes of someone who already has access so I can get inside for a look-see. Trying to force my way into the outer circle would probably end with them locking the inner circles down from me.”

“So you could do it?”

The other woman was silent, and Danica could almost see the wheels spinning behind her eyes. Then Voltaic answered, “I might be able to. But it’d be a serious challenge.”

Danica grinned at her tone. “And you clearly hate that.”

Voltaic matched the expression and laughed. “Well, maybe not. I need to upgrade this rig, though.”

Danica frowned. “Already?”

Voltaic nodded. “Yeah. Infomancer life is like that.”

Danica stood. “Do it. Arthur’s happy with us right now. Spending his money sounds like good payback for putting me in front of the media.”

“Perfect.”

Zack walked up. “What’s perfect?”

Danica replied, “Voltaic needs upgrades.”

Zack clapped. “Shopping for tech? I’m so in.”
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A half-hour later, Voltaic and Zack walked through the twilight to a place she’d been referred to nearby. She had never been to this shop, but other infomancers she trusted had verified that it was a good spot run by a professional team. Despite that glowing recommendation, she was glad to have Zack with her. Danica wasn’t entirely wrong. Voltaic didn’t love being out in public, and it tended to make her uncomfortable.

She wore a heavy sweatshirt with the hood tucked close around her face to hide her hair and used makeup to subtly change the contours of her face. A magical disguise would immediately be detected in such a venue and seen as the lack of trust it was, so this was the best she could do. Hopefully those who had vetted the place were right about it being solid.

Doing infomancy things in the real world—shopping for tech in the flesh, for instance—was always dangerous. Keeping one’s virtual and actual personas separate was a survival trait. Thus, any new equipment source that emerged was carefully examined and watched over by the infomancer community. Nonetheless, she made a point of not looking at the cameras mounted in the ceiling as she entered.

Zack had agreed to wear a hoodie, but that was all he’d done to conceal his identity. Having him here was a risk, being here was a risk, but starting up operations in a new location always was. She laughed inwardly and thought that now she had direct support rather than going it alone. If anyone bothered her, Jilly would doubtless be glad to show them the error of their ways.

The man behind the counter looked like an aging punk rocker. Spiky red hair stood up in all directions from the top of his head, but he had shaved the sides bare. The large spacers in his ears had a noticeable design inside them. His nose was pierced several times.

He wore a ripped-up T-shirt with no sleeves and spiky bracelets. His attitude suggested he didn’t care what anyone thought of him. Naturally, she liked him immediately.

“Welcome to Roy’s,” he greeted.

Voltaic replied, “Are you Roy?”

He laughed. “No. What can I do for you?”

She set down a sheet of paper with equipment specs on it. It was a special kind of ink that wouldn’t be visible to the cameras above because of the angles involved. He nodded. “I have all this. Good stuff. Cutting edge, if not bleeding.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “You have better?”

He grinned. “I do. You want top shelf where I have it?”

“Definitely.” With that answer, she confirmed that price was not an issue.

Not-Roy clapped. “I love working with professionals. Stay here. Back in ten.” A double handful of minutes later, he presented her with a plastic box filled with other boxes. She handed him a debit card linked to an unnumbered account. He returned it. “Not much left in there.”

She grinned. “Not my only account.”

He nodded. “Then I hope to see you back. What should I call you?”

“V.”

He nodded. “And your silent friend?”

Zack replied, “Z.”

The spiky-haired man laughed. “Perfect. I’m Anvil. Stop by anytime.”

Voltaic stared into his eyes. “You’ve got a good rep, from what I hear.”

“I should.”

“Then I’ll be back.”

He grinned. “See you then, V.”

Once they were outside, Zack asked, “Why didn’t you create a more complicated alias?”

“Pretty much everything in there was a test, including that question. The more airs you put on, the less seriously you’re taken.”

Zack nodded. “You live in a weird world, V.”

Voltaic laughed. “You don’t know the half of it. But I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


The next day, Danica and her team assembled for their first formal and long overdue training session. Randall had worked with the people he’d found to set up their prop warehouse as a maze at Danica’s request. Without a specific scenario to plan for, she’d decided to test out a theory while she also tested her people.

Everyone joked and taunted one another as they donned protective gear to keep them safe from the paintball weapons. Each claimed a rifle and pistol except Lilac, then Randall, Derek, Alex, Zack, and surprisingly, Voltaic headed into the maze. Danica, Jilly, and Lilac remained in the lobby area.

Danica hadn’t bothered with a helmet, preferring to protect her head with a force shield. The other magicals were doing the same, except for Lilac, who had a full-body shield and thus had eschewed armor. No other protective magic was allowed. Once the others departed, Lilac asked, “Why am I here, exactly?”

Danica laughed. “You didn’t think you’d get out of training, did you?”

“Actually, I kind of did.” The other woman smiled. “Of course, I’m always happy to hang out with you all.”

“I want you to work on sensing the others as we go through the maze. I’ll rely on your guidance to warn me of them rather than using magic to enhance my senses.”

Lilac frowned. “Again, why?”

Danica slid her pistol into its thigh holster and picked up her rifle. “Because using that power is different under stress. I want you to be able to use your defensive skills as much as possible. This will help you protect the other team members.”

“Okay. I can see that.”

“Don’t worry. No attacking, only information. But be sure to keep yourself fully shielded in case some jerk on the other side decides to take a shot at you.”

Jilly interjected, “Randall would do it.”

Danica laughed. “He would. In a second.”

The fae dragon flew over to land on Lilac’s shoulder. “Maybe we can find a way to communicate mentally with you once you have the sensing down.”

Danica replied, “That’s my hope, too. Great minds think alike, Jilly.”

Her companion grinned. “Well, my mind is great. I can’t say anything about yours.”

Lilac laughed.

Danica rolled her eyes. “Rude.”

Her earpiece came to life as Randall announced, “We’re ready for you slackers any time now.”

Danica replied, “You think you’re ready. But you’re not. You couldn’t possibly be ready for all of this.”

He laughed. “Bring it.”

Lilac shook her head at the banter. “This is like playtime for you all, isn’t it?”

Danica nodded. “Totally. Getting to shoot people without damage or risk? What could be more fun than that?”

Jilly replied, “Blasting them with electricity.”

She tapped her shoulder. “Get over here, you.” Jilly complied, and Danica asked Lilac, “Are you ready to go?”

The other woman paused, waved her wand and muttered some words, then nodded. “I am. What kind of warnings do you want?”

“Location and distance, as best you can, whenever you sense something.”

“Got it.” Lilac’s expression was focused and ready.

Danica had worried that she might not react well, but her faith had been rewarded.

She focused her will, added the shield to protect her head, and blocked off a corner of her mind to maintain it. Then Danica focused all her attention on using her mundane senses to detect nearby dangers as she walked through the maze’s entrance with Jilly on her shoulder and Lilac a step or two behind.

The first several turns offered only a single direction for an attack to come from, which was a nice start to the practice. Sometimes Danica quickly looked around corners. Other times it was Jilly. Sometimes low, sometimes high. They would use mirrors, cameras, or magic to look for trouble in the field but stayed strictly low-tech for this practice.

Danica had started to wonder if Lilac would ever say anything.

Finally, as they approached a three-way intersection, Lilac murmured, “Hold on.”

Danica froze, and after several seconds, the other woman continued.

“I think there’s someone around the next corner. Not the one to the right that goes deeper into the building, but the one to the left that goes back the way we came beyond it.”

Jilly suggested, “Maybe thinking of coming up behind us when we went to the right.”

Danica whispered, “That makes sense.”

“Let me be a distraction. We get as close as possible. I fly around the corner up high. That way, if anyone is there, they’ll lift their gun to track me. Then you shoot them.”

“Okay, but I’m going to shield you.”

Jilly fluttered her wings. “Against the rules.”

“The rules don’t account for your size.”

The fae dragon affectionately butted her head against Danica’s ear. “I’ll wrap myself up in a ball. My scales can handle it no problem.”

Danica frowned. “Are you sure?”

Instead of replying, Jilly jumped off her shoulder and hovered before her. “Let’s do it.”

Danica crept along the wall as quietly as possible while Lilac stayed around the far corner in case someone planned to come down the other hallway behind them. She nodded at Jilly, who flapped her wings hard and whipped around the corner. Danica followed in a crouch and encountered Derek on the far side.

As Jilly predicted, he had lifted his gun toward her. Danica’s shots took him in the chest. The impacts caused his shots to miss.

He growled a curse and let the gun fall. “You got me.”

Danica chuckled. “Sorry about that. Nice idea, hiding over here to come up behind us when we took the other turn.”

His face proclaimed his faux innocence. “Oh, is that what I was doing?”

Danica laughed. “Pretty sure it was. But no worries. We took care of it. And you.”

“Unnecessarily cruel.”

Jilly giggled. “Necessarily cruel.” Danica gathered Lilac, headed back to the hallway they’d ignored, and started down it.

Lilac provided updates every few seconds about vague impressions from ahead. Her ability had already improved since she provided better distance estimates than at first.

Danica kept her gaze roving as she would in a real intrusion into unknown premises, looking up, down, and carefully checking the walls and floor for traps. She spotted the noisemaker trap before she stepped on it. It was a string attached to a small speaker. She knelt to get a better look at it. “Rude.”

Jilly laughed. “I guess Randall’s friendship with the people who own this place opens up some possibilities for him.”

“Apparently so.” They stepped over it and continued. When a four-way intersection appeared ahead, Danica assumed trouble was at hand.

Lilac confirmed it. “Someone on both sides.”

Jilly asked, “Same plan?”

Danica replied, “No, let me try something. I saw this in a movie once, and I’ve wanted to do it forever.” She gripped her rifle in her right hand, tucked the stock into her body, set herself, and ran forward. Before entering the hallway, she jumped into a flip, setting her left hand on the floor for support as she passed through the opening.

Bullets flew past her as she pulled her trigger. One buzzed close enough that it would’ve gone through her hair if her shield hadn’t held the strands against her head, but none hit her.

Her bullets struck one of the figures. A female cursed, and Danica grinned. She sent to Jilly, Go high. Danica dashed back the way she’d come and slid across the intersection floor on her hip as Jilly flashed across on top. The moment of indecision was enough for her to put three bullets into the other figure’s chest as she had with Derek.

Zack pulled off his helmet and scowled. “Jerk.”

Danica climbed to her feet. “Did your little ambush not work out?” She turned and looked at Voltaic, who had also removed her helmet, apparently deciding she preferred physical protection to magic. “And you, traitor, working with him.”

The infomancer laughed. “Hey, you set this thing up, not me. I would’ve gladly shot him instead if we weren’t on the same team.”

Zack replied, “You almost did. You need to work on your aim.”

Voltaic countered, “You need to work on staying down rather than popping up like a firework when an enemy appears.”

Zack was about to reply when Danica lifted her hand. “All right. Given that you’re both covered in paint, you each have room for improvement. Now go have a seat.” The pair retreated along Danica’s path, good-naturedly arguing about who had done worse.

Jilly observed, “They put the less skilled ones out first.”

Danica reloaded her rifle. “They did.”

Lilac replied, “Not a nice thing to do. Let’s go show them what we do to mean people.”

Danica turned and lifted an eyebrow. “How bloodthirsty.”

The other woman laughed. “It’s just paint, after all. And they seemed to have fun even though they lost.”

Danica wondered if Lilac would feel the same when they went out on a real mission and asked her to sense dangers as part of her defensive duties. She took the other woman’s current attitude as a positive sign. “Agreed. Let’s finish taking out the trash, shall we?”


CHAPTER NINE


They continued to move through the maze until Lilac warned that she could kind of sense someone around the next corner. Danica whispered, “Kind of?”

“I don’t know, it seems muffled.”

Jilly suggested, “Might be someone using a veil.”

Danica replied, “Which would be illegal.”

“But in character.”

“Okay, I’ll go first.”

Jilly was already in motion as she sent, No, I will. She flew through the intersection and got slammed by a paintball. As she’d predicted, the paintball didn’t penetrate the protection of her scales and didn’t knock her off course.

Still, the sight of her partner getting hit filled Danica with anger. She pushed the inappropriate response away but decided to get some payback anyway. She cast a veil, approached the intersection as slowly and silently as possible, and stepped into the corridor.

Alex was against the wall to her left, watching the crossing, but didn’t see Danica’s hidden form. Danica continued forward with her weapon trained on Alex. Danica would have pulled the trigger if the other woman had twitched, but she didn’t. Danica moved past her, and when she was a few steps behind, shot Alex three times in the center of her back.

Alex cursed and spun.

Danica had released her veil as she fired. She flashed an arrogant smile. “That’s what you get for shooting Jilly, you twit. Who shoots at a dragon?”

Alex shook her head. “Unfair.”

“Fair. First, you shot Jilly. Plus, Lilac said you were muffled, so I imagine you did something similar. And finally, I only used a sight shield, so you had a chance.”

Alex growled, “I knew I heard something.”

Jilly flew around and landed on Danica’s shoulder. “Or if not your ears, your nose. Danica’s sweaty.”

Danica chuckled and patted the dragon on her shoulder. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

“Really, a shower is probably a good idea after this is over.” Alex laughed, and Jilly added, “For all of you.”

Alex pointed at Danica. “You totally cheated, and you know it.”

Danica shrugged. “I did. But you learned something, so it was worthwhile.”

Then she growled a curse as paintballs struck her in the back. She spun to see Randall wearing an arrogant smile. He observed, “I guess so did you.”

Danica scowled and growled, “Jerk.” The others laughed. “How did you do that?”

“I was here the whole time. Veiled and watching.”

“So, you all cheated, is that it?”

He shrugged. “It was recon. I wouldn’t have engaged if you hadn’t cheated.”

Lilac stepped around the corner. “That’s pretty sketchy. I think we need to work on the rules for these situations.”

Danica replied, “I couldn’t agree more.”

Randall asked, “Another round?”

Danica considered it, then shook her head. “How about a little hand-to-hand instruction instead?”

He let his rifle fall on its strap and gently punched his fists together. “Great ideas like that are why you’re the boss, boss.”

They gathered in the lobby, removed their gear, guzzled some Gatorade, and pulled out a couple of wrestling mats to create a softer area to land on. Randall said, “First, we’ll do a little instruction, then we’ll do a little practice. Sound good?”

Voltaic was sitting on a bench beside Lilac. She called, “Sounds great. We’ll watch. Do your best to be handsome.”

Everyone laughed, and Danica snarked, “He’s not a miracle worker.”

Randall immediately countered, “Yeah, I can’t do anything for Danica, sorry. Just close your eyes if the sight of her offends you.” He paused, but Danica chose not to react, so he continued speaking.

“First, I just want to say this is how I do it. That doesn’t mean it’s the only way or even the best way. If you think you can do it differently or better, I’m not going to argue with you. Take what you can use from me, and eventually I’ll get a chance to learn from you.”

Nods answered him. “I call what I do force fighting. Can I have a volunteer?”

Alex popped up. “Happy to help.”

Randall grinned and gestured her forward. “I figured you’d be ready to mix it up.”

“Any time, any place.” She bounced lightly on the balls of her feet, just out of sparring range.

He chuckled. “Calm down, tiger.” He delivered the words without mockery, his respect evident in his voice. “So, what I do is cover myself in a force shield first for defense, then add additional layers on my fists, feet, forearms and elbows, shins and knees.”

He made the force shields translucent so his audience could see them. “It doesn’t usually require a lot of power. Basically, you’re trying to match whatever your opponent is doing, so it negates their shields. Then it’s a fair fight. Then you make it unfair with a little more magic.”

Derek asked, “Why not layer it even more than that?”

“Excellent question. It’s a matter of speed and power. Too much shielding slows you down and drains you magically. That won’t matter in an easy fight, but it might make all the difference in a hard one. So it’s best to restrain that impulse.” Voltaic raised her hand, and Randall asked, “Yes?”

“How much would you use against someone who had no magic?”

“The basic protective shield plus one extra layer on the striking and blocking surfaces. That amount of trade-off won’t hurt speed or endurance too much but will give you an edge. Especially if you’re fighting more than one person. Of course, like I said, this is all about my approach.”

He looked at Alex. “Attack me.”

She immediately lunged forward with a kick and followed it up with a series of five punches that alternated high and low. Randall blocked each of them. The reinforced layers around his hands, shins, and forearms kept the blows from penetrating.

When she finished, Alex shook out her hands. “Ow.”

He grinned. “That’s the other benefit of this approach. The attacker generally doesn’t enjoy the impacts. I need to point out that this is effective against direct strikes but not so much against throws.”

He nodded, and Alex moved in, grabbed his arm, and used it as a lever to toss him to the mat. He landed cleanly, slapping his free arm on the floor to absorb the impact, then bounced up. “If your shield is tight enough that someone can still get their hands or arms around it, it does nothing to prevent them from using it as a lever.”

Danica said, “That all makes sense. I usually wrap layers and layers, but I can see where being more strategic about it might be a better play.”

Alex asked, “What about strikes? Knife hand, ridge hand, that kind of thing?”

Randall replied, “You can shape the force magic however you want. If you’re really good, you could potentially put an actual edge on that knife hand.”

Danica rose. “Okay. I want to try something.” She gestured for everyone else except for Lilac and Voltaic to make a ring around Randall. “We’re going to spar with you, one at a time, but you don’t get a rest.”

He laughed. “The circle of death. I know it well.”

Danica nodded. “My martial arts instructors loved it too. Voltaic, Lilac, decide among yourselves who’s going to do what. But I want you to supply the shields for us. Skintight protection for everyone, then the same kind of reinforcement Randall talked about. Just one extra layer on the impact layers.”

She looked at Randall. “Same for you, right?”

He nodded. “That would make it an even fight.”

“Then let’s do it.”

Alex was the first in, and she launched kicks and punches with impressive speed. Randall focused on defense, using his shins and feet to block her kicks and picking off her punches with hand slaps or forearm blocks. Danica waited, wondering when he would counterattack.

When he did, it came as a shock. He spun lightly in a crouch and cut Alex’s legs out from underneath her with a foot sweep. As she hit the floor, he landed a back fist at her head, stopping an inch away from contact.

She got up. “Holy hell, you’re fast.”

He rose more slowly. “I can be. It’s easy to think I’m slow because I’m kind of a brawler. But remember, fights are as much mental as they are physical, and whoever you’re fighting might be playing with you.”

The others moved in one by one, and Danica watched as they fought to get a sense of Randall’s abilities and style. Finally, when it was her turn in the circle, she moved in slowly. She tried a low kick, and he blocked it and did the same with her follow-up punch. Then they were on each other at high speed, trading punches and kicks, holding nothing back and trusting that their shields would handle any blows that connected.

Danica thought they were evenly matched until he threw a strong front punch. She got both hands down to block it, but the blow still sent her flying backward. She crashed onto the floor, protected by additional layers of shields that Lilac or Voltaic had put on her while she was in flight. Or maybe both. She climbed to her feet and shook off the impact.

Randall smiled. “When everything’s too even, adding a blast of force to one of your punches is usually a difference maker.”

She pointed at him. “Aha. That makes you the ultimate cheater.”

“Another round?”

Danica rushed at him, determined that he would be the next one to hit the floor.


CHAPTER TEN


The next day, Danica portaled to Miami at Arthur’s request. The call had come in to meet Lukas Reign, and she was eager to do so. Something about him struck her as mysterious in a way the other celebrities hadn’t. Probably because he deceives people for a living. What could be more mysterious than that?

She’d chosen her standard professional dress, a gray suit with black boots, a black belt, and a white button-down shirt open at the collar. A slender silver necklace shone against her skin. Wearing Rose’s pendant made her think more jewelry might be better in her everyday life. Jilly, on her shoulder, also seemed eager to meet their new client.

Arthur walked into the lobby a moment after she arrived. “Hiya, kid, ready to seal the deal?”

Danica rolled her eyes. He was in what she thought of as his salesman mode, which was a little too happy and friendly to handle. “As long as it doesn’t involve getting in front of cameras.”

“Still getting calls hourly.”

“Still don’t like you.”

A car pulled up outside and disgorged a clean-cut man in khakis and a polo shirt. He walked inside and said, “Mr. Blackwood. Lukas Reign sent me. Are you ready to go?”

Danica replied, “Definitely.”

Arthur gestured for the man to proceed.

He opened a portal to reveal sun shining on the opposite side. They stepped across the threshold and entered a wide expanse of flat land with hearty grass and dirt underfoot. When the portal faded, their transport pointed behind them.

Danica turned to see several horses cantering inside a large fenced-in area. A man watched them with one boot up on a rail and his elbows resting on the upper portion of the wooden barrier. She walked toward him, and when she was about a dozen paces away, he turned to face her.

His shirt was so white it glimmered in the sunlight, and he wore it with the cuffs rolled back one turn. It lay untucked over tight black pants that disappeared into low black boots. He had several chains around his neck, each of a different metal and thickness. Long black hair tumbled past his shoulders, and Danica recognized his smiling face from the posters she’d seen.

He strode forward to greet them. “Hi, I’m Lukas. You must be Danica.”

She shook his extended hand. “That I am.”

He turned to Arthur and executed another handshake. “And you’re Arthur. Nice to see you in person rather than on a screen.” Then he returned his attention to Danica and looked at her shoulder. “And who are you, beautiful one?”

Jilly extended her neck in a preen. “Jilly.”

“It is a true pleasure to meet you, Jilly. If it’s not rude to ask, what are you?”

“Not rude. I’m a fae dragon.” She fluttered her butterfly wings to show them off.

He grinned. “Ah, okay. Let me try this.” He gestured like he was displaying that he had nothing up his sleeves, then moved his hands around in midair. Small glistening trails remained where his fingers had been, and in only a short time, he had drawn a stylistic representation of Jilly’s outline. Then he intoned, “Abracadabra,” and spread his fingers wide.

The middle of the illustrated dragon filled in, looking a little like the actual Jilly, then flapped its wings and flew away as he arced his hands through the air. It vanished when he dropped his hands to his sides. Danica and Arthur clapped, and Lukas stepped back and bowed with his arms spread wide.

Then he pulled back his cuffs further to reveal a black bracelet on each wrist. “It’s a new technology we’re working on. Not quite there yet, but it’s coming along. Of course, I’m sure you, as a magical, could do it easily.”

Danica shook her head. She doubted she could copy that effort on her best day. “Not really my style. Plus, there’s a definite artistic ability there that I’m lacking.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Kind of you.”

She countered, “Real of me.”

Lukas laughed. “Let’s go into the house, shall we?”

Danica took in the scene as she followed him. She had anticipated a mansion, but this wasn’t that. In the world of celebrity housing it probably counted as a vacation lodge at best. It was only a single story high but quite wide. The exterior had windows aplenty, more than she’d ever seen on a home. A view through one on the front and one on the back showed a large covered porch, a pool, and maybe a sauna in the rear of the house.

Lukas opened the front door, which didn’t appear to be locked, and paused to take his boots off in the foyer. Danica and Arthur followed suit, then trailed him into the main area.

The layout was open concept, with a large living room and dining area to the right and a massive kitchen to the left. A hallway extended beyond the kitchen, presumably to bedrooms and such. The walls were painted a relaxing pastel shade of yellow, and the fixtures were classic, far cozier than she would’ve expected from someone whose work was probably on the cutting edge of technology.

Danica remarked, “This place is gorgeous. Unexpectedly homey.”

Lukas was busy with a large contraption in the kitchen. He turned his head and smiled. “I have an image to uphold in public spaces, but this is my private home. It’s very well guarded so no one gets a look inside, which allows me to be myself.”

He pressed some buttons, and coffee poured from an espresso maker into three cups. “Jilly, what can I get you?”

She replied, “Nothing, thanks. I’m good.”

“Suit yourself. But if you change your mind, let me know. I can make almost anything appear.”

The dragon laughed. “Like magic?

“The magic of a well-stocked pantry.” He slid cups across the counter to Danica and Arthur, then brought his around and led them into the living room. He took a loveseat, and she and Arthur sat on the couch positioned at an angle to it.

After indulging in the excellent coffee, Danica asked, “Why do you think you need protection?”

Lukas leaned back. “I always have protection around when I’m on tour to keep my secrets preserved, so having some form of security around is nothing different than usual.” His face twisted. “I have a feeling.”

Danica kept her tone level, although the answer surprised her. “A feeling?”

Lukas leaned forward again, his body language conveying his earnestness. “I’ve always believed myself sensitive to things beyond the norm. Since childhood, I’ve had hunches from time to time. What’s weird is that they often prove true. Very often.”

He paused as if to gauge Danica’s reaction. She nodded, and he continued. “I have a sense of danger around the upcoming show, so I think additional protection is a good idea.”

Arthur commented, “That sounds sensible.”

Lukas laughed as he looked at Danica’s boss. “You would say that, of course.”

Arthur grinned. “Well, sure, there’s some of that. But I have turned down clients I didn’t think had legitimate concerns. I’m not a complete money-grubber.”

Lukas countered, “Only a partial money-grubber?”

Danica laughed. She liked Lukas Reign. “He’s got you there, Arthur.”

Arthur threw up his hands in mock disgust. “Fine. I’m a capitalist. Shoot me.”

Jilly retorted, “Best I can do is lightning. Or fire.”

When the laughter at their banter subsided, Danica asked, “Are you aware of a particular threat?”

Lukas sipped coffee before replying. Danica noticed even that movement was graceful and controlled. She thought it might be part of being a performer in such a precision field.

“Nothing out of the ordinary. I’ll put you in touch with my people so you can look at correspondence and such. There are always crackpots, of course. That’s the cost of being a celebrity.”

Danica wanted to ask about the Magic Castle chat Voltaic had clued her in on, but a cautious part of her brain reminded her that some secrets needed to be kept even from clients. She realized she liked Lukas enough that she had to make an effort to remember he was a client, not a friend or confidant. “What kind of access can you give us to your preparations, rehearsals, and shows?”

Lukas shrugged. “If Arthur will sign an NDA, whatever you need.”

They both looked at him as Arthur frowned. “Shouldn’t Danica and her team be the ones to sign it?”

Lukas smiled. This one was cooler and more professional than the ones he’d displayed so far. “If you steal my trade secrets, I want to be able to destroy your whole company, not just part of it.”

Arthur blinked a few times, then nodded. “I would say that makes good sense. If you have a standard NDA, send it to me, and I’ll have our lawyers look at it. I’m sure it won’t be a problem.”

Lukas’s smile relaxed into a real one again. “I do, and I will.” He suddenly flicked his hand up, and a business card appeared between his fingers. He extended it to Danica. “Here’s the contact information for my team. I’ll let them know to expect you to reach out.”

She accepted it, thanked him, and rose. She opened a portal back to Miami, and after handshakes, they departed.

When the portal closed, Arthur requested, “See if you can open that back up.”

Danica asked, “Why?”

“Curiosity.”

She tried but was unable to.

Arthur nodded. “I was sure he was sensible enough to have anti-magic emitters around to keep people from portaling into his house. I wanted to make sure.”

“We’re going forward with this?”

“Pretty sure we will. The lawyers will have to vet the NDA, but any issues there are fixable. Of course, you’re out of a job if he sues me, so you’ll need to keep your team in line.”

Jilly interjected, “I’ll make sure they behave.”

Danica asked, “And if they don’t?”

“Lightning bolts. So many lightning bolts.”

Arthur looked from the dragon to Danica.

Danica shrugged. “I don’t know. I think Alex is rubbing off on her. Jilly’s getting more bloodthirsty by the day.”

The dragon bared her teeth and let out a vicious growl, which sounded entirely non-vicious.

Arthur laughed. “Well. No worries, then. Let’s go discuss the details.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Voltaic padded back toward her workspace after changing clothes in the bathroom. The building was empty, but it would have felt strange doing so out in the open. Everything was weird since she’d lost her apartment, possessions, and most importantly the computer gear inside.

She enjoyed living with Danica, which had been an unexpected bonus. At some point, she would need to think seriously about finding her own place and rebuilding her gear there so she could start freelancing in earnest again. Until then, the current living, employment, and technological arrangements would certainly do.

The overhead lights were dark in the huge space. The only illumination came from those she’d placed in and around the edges of her workspace, soft LEDs that changed color. Tonight she selected a deep and moody shade of blue that fit her current attitude. Not dark, but not bright and sunny, either. Serious, maybe.

Voltaic fell into her chair, adjusted her sweatshirt, pulled up her thick, cozy socks, and put her brain in gear. Danica had set her a goal of breaking into the Magic Castle’s chat rooms, which was a different challenge than she usually faced.

It would require not only hacking but an element of social engineering. Voltaic needed secrets she could only get by actual interaction unless she found someone foolish enough to display them somewhere obvious. Her research thus far suggested that wasn’t the case.

Most times, she hired someone else to handle social engineering hacks. It wasn’t her strength as such, and expertise counted. After being outed in the real world, she’d cut off contact with almost everyone to ensure their safety and hers. She would have to do it herself this time.

She dove into her system, which displayed a blank, off-white room around her. A gesture summoned an ebony mannequin to be the scaffold on which she would construct the avatar for this operation.

As she often did, she muttered to herself as she worked. “Long black hair is required.” After flicking through several styles, she adapted one, making it wavy and luxurious. “Pale skin to set off the hair and eyebrows. Big eyes. Sharpish cheekbones.”

She stared, then tweaked them. “A little more Eastern Europe. Give her some mystery.” After examining more than a dozen potential lip designs, she chose the ones most people would describe as “Kissable,” then sent an air kiss at the mannequin.

She made the body more voluptuous than her usual preference and clad it in black leather pants with a corset-style top in black and red. A black jacket with wide, shiny lapels and a hint of tails finished the look, which she immediately decided to call magician-chic meets punk rock. High boots with laces that glowed with sparkles of black on black finished the clothes. A wave caused the figure to spin, and she judged the outfit acceptable. She pierced the avatar’s lip with a silver ring and did the same with its nose and ears.

Dramatic makeup, a necklace, and some bracelets finished the look. Her new character looked like a magician on stage might if they were going for a type of sexy spellslinger vibe. The name popped into her head, and she decided the character would be called Vanchetta. She hit the buttons to fully render the avatar, and a countdown began in the corner of her screen.

As it ticked down, she built Vanchetta’s backstory on the web. She cast her as an experienced magician who had not yet reached real popularity. Voltaic seeded news articles across the web over the years. Stories of how Vanchetta wowed audiences with her performances accompanied ones predicting career success. Others predicted failure.

She coded bots to impersonate former assistants mentioned in the articles so if and when someone tried to investigate her, they would have sources to rely on. Next, she accessed the electronic versions of several print magazines and newspapers and inserted false stories there. None of them would stand up against an infomancer who dedicated time and energy to the project, but she didn’t expect to face other infomancers in the early stages.

Voltaic lost herself in the work and didn’t surface until her system informed her the avatar was ready. After a quick review to confirm she’d adequately created the false background, she threw herself into the avatar and onto the dark web. She routed her signal through a series of proxies that would make it appear she was coming from England, Vanchetta’s home country.

She stopped on the edge of a particular area of the dark web that catered to celebrities. A cat ran up to her and sat primly, staring into her eyes. Voltaic asked, “What did you find, my darling?” Her voice was deeper and more syrupy than usual and sounded quite alluring with the English accent, if she did say so herself.

The cat replied with a sound like a meow that communicated by code. She’d sent out the feline-disguised bot to find a starting point for her effort. It had discovered a hangout for magicians nearby. She bent to scratch its ears in a pattern that gave it a new assignment to search for a place catering to more experienced magicians, should she need it later.

She rose, straightened her clothes, adopted a haughty smile, and headed for the club called Mystery. The front façade resembled a giant red stage curtain that was attractive enough, but the door had a cheesy-looking canopy over it.

She walked inside and encountered an old-style ticket booth. The carpet was red, the walls black, and a framed poster outlined in light bulbs proclaimed that Harry Houdini would be performing there soon. She snorted and drawled, “I very much doubt that unless he’s exceptionally well-preserved.”

A bot dressed in a tuxedo seated behind the window asked, “Do you have a ticket?”

“I do not.”

“Would you like one?”

She raised an eyebrow and cocked a hip. “Is there another reason I’d be standing here, do you think?”

He smiled. “The price of admission, then.” On the ledge between them, three playing cards appeared. He lifted one to show it was a queen of hearts, then the others, which were both the ace of clubs.

He moved them quickly, swapping their places, doing an acceptable version of three-card monte, although the lack of the usual patter to accompany it made the whole thing feel odd. “Choose the queen, and you get to enter.”

She picked the correct one and flipped it over.

He smiled. “Very good.”

She flicked the other two to show they were also the queen of hearts, a simple and subtle code shift she’d made while he was working. He frowned at his cards as she walked past through the black curtain that separated the antechamber from the club.

Voltaic paused to admire the surroundings. Whoever had coded it had done a nice job. It was set up like a cabaret with tables scattered around in lines that stretched out from a central stage. A curtain in the same red as the building’s front hung from the top of the stage and a magician’s trunk with a top hat on it rested on the floorboards. Fortunately, no one was currently performing.

The room was about half full of male and female human avatars in a variety of looks and outfits occupying the tables, mostly in clusters. A singleton or two sat around the edges.

Her analytics told her they were all using VR rather than infomancy, which meant if other infomancers were present, they were disguising themselves as she was. It wasn’t impossible that other infomancers might also be interested in magic or magicians, but she doubted she would meet any.

She sauntered up to a table with five occupants and asked if she could join. They welcomed her into the discussion of various magicians’ performances they had seen, appropriate for a chat room that catered to magicians and fans of magicians who preferred VR to text.

At an appropriate interlude, she mentioned Lukas Reign. Two people at the table scowled and said they didn’t like him, while the other three were neutral or positive about him.

She added, “I’d like to meet him, but I haven’t figured out how to manage it. He doesn’t do meet and greets anymore. I guess he’s too big for that.”

One of the men who had irritated her from the first uttered a hearty laugh. “It wouldn’t be safe for him to do that now. He’s ticked off too many people in the biz and allowed too many fans to fall in love with him. No, you’d have to be in the academy rooms to manage a connect with him.”

Everyone around the table turned their attention to the man at the mention of the academy rooms, like saying the words meant he was somehow important.

She replied, “Yeah, right. No one on our level gets in there.”

His smile widened. “Some do.”

Voltaic got the sense he wasn’t just posturing. Her hands flew on the keyboard in the real world as she sent out commands and found the city his signal was coming from. A moment later, she had his address and a satellite picture of the location in her visual field. She smiled and gently taunted, “And we should assume you do?”

He inclined his head. “I’m not far in yet, but yes, I do.” Again, his words had the ring of truth, and she knew she’d found her way into the Magic Castle’s server. She would send someone to position a relay nearby and hack his computer the next time he used it to steal his codes.

Vanchetta beamed at him with all the allure Voltaic could express through the avatar. “Well, tell me more, then.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


The day after Danica’s meeting with Lukas Reign, she gathered her team in the office’s conference room to discuss plans for how to handle his security. The bell on the front door rang as she was about to start. She smiled at the others. “Hold that thought.” She rose and headed for the lobby.

A minute later, she carried the large vase holding two dozen red roses into the conference room. “Roses from Rose.” The vase was passed around the table so everyone could sniff, then she set them on a cabinet in the corner.

Lilac observed, “That gives the room a lovely touch of color. We should always have flowers in here.”

Danica chuckled. “Have at it, sister.”

The other woman grinned. “I will, then.”

“All right, now that’s out of the way, where do we stand on protecting Lukas?”

Zack set a tablet on the table and pressed a button on the side. A holographic image appeared above it, showing the theater’s interior. “We decided the best idea is to install redundant security cameras and sensors inside. Although they say they have first-rate gear, we can’t be sure that’s true, and as Derek pointed out, there’s a vulnerability involved in relying on other people’s stuff. So we’re going to spread cameras all over the place.”

Alex asked, “And the venue’s okay with that?”

“They are. They’re very jazzed about Lukas being there and are willing to bend over backward for almost anything that might be required. I gather this is quite a good thing for them from a business perspective, and they don’t want anything going wrong with their cash flow.”

Danica observed, “So much the better for us, then. What kind of cameras do you plan to use?”

Zack replied, “We’re going with a fairly cutting-edge product. They’ll be wired into existing power but will also have their own battery power. Anyone looking at them won’t believe that such a thing is possible given their size, which is to our advantage if they’re stupid enough to try to cut power to them.

“The cameras will tie into the existing wireless network but will also have a secondary transmitter-receiver to feed in a mesh network of our own. We’ll have disguised receivers and transmitters in various locations to make the system work. They’ll all be frequency-agile, so we don’t interfere with Lukas or the venue.”

He looked quite pleased with himself. Danica asked, “Are you spending all our money?”

Zack laughed. “Some. Not all.”

Voltaic added, “Cameras will be in all the logical locations, especially on every possible access point to the building, and whichever of you is the cleverest should go in and find any likely hiding spots so we can get those covered.”

Randall, Alex, and Derek said some version of “I will.”

Voltaic laughed. “I will have bots processing everything in real-time. They’ll send an alert if anything seems unusual like someone coming in through a window or using a door outside the expected hours. Another level of bots will do a simple analysis before passing along but will err on the side of false alerts rather than missing something that might be real.”

Danica asked, “And hacking the venue’s security?”

Voltaic lifted her shoulder in a shrug. “It’s probably not necessary since we’ll have our equipment on-site, but I’m happy to do it if you want me to.”

Derek interjected, “I’d feel more comfortable if you did. More is better.”

Alex agreed. “I feel the same.”

Danica intoned, “Make it so.”

Voltaic rolled her eyes. “You got it.”

Zack hit a button to make the hologram spin. “We weren’t able to convince the venue to upgrade the lanyard ID system. Their security people agree it’s a weak link, but management says that the flexibility inherent in that system is required since they have new people coming in and going out at all times.”

Randall scoffed, “That’s garbage.”

Zack lifted his hands as if thanking the heavens. “Thank you. That was my opinion, too. But since they won’t work with us on it, we’ll use facial recognition instead. They have agreed that everyone will have to use only three primary accesses and they will have magical and other detection active on them, plus a guard.”

Danica asked, “Are you confident that’s enough?”

Voltaic replied, “That will be adequate to control people coming in and out, and the cameras we put up should handle the rest.”

Danica was dubious but didn’t push the issue. “How about outside?”

Voltaic replied, “More of our cameras to supplement the ones from the city, plus a drone rotation in a two-block radius.”

Alex asked, “Won’t that be noticed?”

“I’ll have some disguised as police models and others as commercial models. We should be fine.”

They talked over the details of the electronics for a while longer, and in the end, everyone was satisfied with the preparations.

Lilac reported, “I start my part-time job there tomorrow. I’m the assistant to the facility manager, so I can go anywhere I need to. I will have a very fancy badge indeed on my lanyard.”

Laughter circled the room. Danica asked, “Who knows you’re with us?”

“Just the facility manager and those above him. No one else should be aware of it.”

“Good. Any concerns about it?”

Lilac shook her head. “None. If I see trouble, I know you all will come running.”

Danica paused and let their plans roll through her head. Everything seemed solid. “What are we forgetting?”

Alex said, “If you want to be really thorough, we should get blueprints to make sure there are no hidden tunnels or anything like that attached to the building. Sometimes cold places like this have underground connections from one building to the next so people wouldn’t have to go outside to get from place to place.”

Randall laughed. “That’s a reach.”

Alex stuck her tongue out at him. “I said it was, did I not? Use your brain.”

Derek reminded them, “We still need the information on Lukas's team to vet them. Also, anyone they plan to hire locally.”

Danica nodded. “I’m working to get that meeting set up. You’ll be coming along when it is.”

Randall added, “Me too, in case you talk about logistics that I have some useful perspective on.”

“Sure. The more the merrier.”

After a few more minutes of conversation, Danica headed to the warehouse, where she took Zack, Voltaic, and Lilac aside. “I’m not sure what clever tech or magic might help us here, but you all should brainstorm.”

Zack replied, “I was thinking about that. Once we know what kind of tricks Lukas will do and how they affect the theater systems, like lighting and whatnot, we might need some custom items to compensate.”

Voltaic cautioned, “There’ll be a time press, so be sure to find out whatever you can as soon as you can.”

Danica nodded. “I will. More proactive health potions would probably be good to have in hand for the performances.”

Lilac replied, “I can do that.”

Zack observed, “You seem worried, boss.”

Danica sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “Lukas said he had a bad feeling, and I seem to have caught it. I think we need to be as prepared as we can be and plan for every possible thing we can think of.”

The three others exchanged looks. Then Zack nodded sharply. “We’re on it, boss.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Moriarty sat in his comfortable living room and stared out the back window at the ocean beyond his private beach. He didn’t enforce the privacy. No one in this exclusive area did, not against those who lived here. Outsiders might have a different experience, depending on their appearance.

That didn’t mean Moriarty was casual about his security. He had cameras and people in disguise all around to watch over his safety. The glass he stared through looked normal but would prevent camera lenses from seeing inside and stop bullets from penetrating. He’d been told it would also stand up to explosions but was hopeful he would never have to put that to the test. He liked the house and would hate to see it damaged.

His phone made a noise, and he tapped the button that appeared on it. Doing so opened a small hole in the anti-magic field to permit one of his associates to be portaled in.

Solene arrived in informal clothes, adhering to the rules of the winter house. For him, those were comfortable slacks and an expensive sweatshirt. For her, it was a loose skirt and a top that left her arms bare. He stated, “Feel free to get yourself something to drink first.”

He already had coffee and juice and sipped the latter as she poured iced tea.

She sat across from him. “It’s confirmed. Danica’s team has been contracted to watch over Lukas Reign. I don’t have details on the length of the contract, but it seems logical that it would be at least for the Cleveland shows and probably the rehearsals beforehand. That’s how I would do it, anyway.”

Moriarty smiled. It was always nice when things went to plan. “Very good. And our other effort?”

Solene smiled. “Worked as you said it would. According to the delivery person, they believed it was from Rose. We now have a repeater ready so we can try to hack their computer system. It will go active tonight.”

“Get your man to make the attempt as soon as possible. We can’t afford to leave the repeater active for long before trying, lest Voltaic detect it and rob us of the opportunity.” He shook his head. “It would have been nice to have knocked her off the game board.”

“Agreed. Any further plans regarding Lukas that I should be aware of?”

“Has anything changed?”

Solene swirled her tea in its glass. “No. He shifts to Cleveland for rehearsals after the weekend as anticipated.”

“Do you have anyone in place at the venue yet?”

“Yes. Two. They’re only observation, as you specified.”

“And the security systems?”

She sipped her drink. “They were easily compromised by one of our in-house infomancers. We have control of them all.”

Moriarty leaned back, satisfied with the progress. “Very good. Then we’ll see what Monday brings on that front.”

“No changes in our purpose?”

“By which you mean to ask if our client has decided they’d be better off letting us eliminate him rather than the more complicated option they’ve chosen?”

Solene chuckled. “You know me too well.” She tapped her fingernails with their deployable poison against the glass.

Moriarty had long ago gotten a sample of the poison she used and took an antidote against it daily. He trusted her, but he always had backup plans. In that vein, he made a mental note to have the glass she used today tested to be sure she was using the same mixture. “No, unfortunately, they still wish only a kidnapping, with little to no damage.”

“Well, that’s just boring.”

Moriarty laughed. “They can’t all be enjoyable.”

Solene stood. “Anything else?”

“No. Just the attempt on their systems.”

“I’ll see to it.”
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Solene spent the day addressing logistical challenges across many of Moriarty’s ongoing and potential operations, none of which were any more exciting than their operation against Lukas. The work left her feeling bored and edgy by the end of the day. Instead of contacting Talon through a device, she decided to visit him in person.

She dressed for a night out in a tight blue dress that sparkled when the light hit it, heavy black boots, and abundant jewelry. Several of the decorative items could be used as improvised weapons. Still, none was as reliable as her formidable skills backed up by the poison concealed under her pinky fingernail. That ace in the hole had never failed her. She didn’t anticipate needing it that night, but it was always a comfort to have it at hand.

Solene caught an autonomous vehicle to take her to one of the clubs she knew Talon frequented early in the evening. She had a few drinks as she moved among the crowd and danced in the throngs. Several men offered to buy her a drink, and a couple suggested she might like to go somewhere more interesting with them. She declined and chuckled at the memory of the last man she’d “hooked up with” at a nightclub.

She wondered if anyone had found him quickly enough to get him help. Frankly, it would have been best for him if no one had since death was assured and lifesaving measures only extended the pain.

After an hour, she was forced to admit that Talon wasn’t coming to this club that evening. Solene moved on to the next club he was most likely to be at and repeated the same routine. The alcohol calmed her, and the dancing let her mind relax, so when the hour was up and she concluded that this club was also a bust, she didn’t feel like it was time wasted.

She rarely had to go to a third venue, but fortunately the most likely spot was within walking distance. She headed toward it with her senses peeled, as always, and reacted by increasing her stride when another set of footsteps from behind matched her pace. Her follower did the same, so she stopped and turned to confront whoever was trailing her.

Talon smiled. “Hello, darling.”

“A chucklehead could get themselves killed doing something like that, you know?”

He waved it off. “I’m far too valuable to waste, and you’re far too professional to do it.”

“Why weren’t you at the usual places?”

The corners of his mouth turned down a touch. “Too much predictability is a bad thing, as recent events have reminded me.”

His part in discovering Danica’s infomancer’s physical location was doubtless what he was referring to. “How about we get off the street?”

Talon inclined his head. “That restaurant over there is owned by someone we can trust. Let’s have a drink.”

It was an Italian restaurant with the expected accouterments. Only a few diners were present this late into the evening, but the bar was open. They took a corner, and Talon ordered a Chianti. Solene shrugged. “Bring the bottle and two glasses. We’ll share it.”

Talon grinned. “Big spender, thank you.”

She paused while the bartender poured the wine, then leaned close to confide, “We planted the relay.” She checked her watch. “It goes active in just under two hours.”

“Perfect. I reserved the time, as you requested. I do so love working on retainer.”

Solene chose not to engage with the comment. She didn’t want to waste time or energy talking about money. Moriarty paid everyone well, so costs tended not to matter. If her boss had been in it only for the cash, that would have been a different story. She frowned inwardly at the reminder that she didn’t know why he was interested in Lukas Reign. Despite what he said, the client seemed like small potatoes. She didn’t see the upside unless it was really about Danica.

Well, it’s not my job to see the big picture. It’s my job to make things happen. “Get in, find out everything you can, and get out undetected if possible.”

Talon sipped his wine and rolled his eyes. “Of course. Any other miracles you’d like me to perform while I’m at it?”

“If there’s anything in there about Lukas Reign, I’d like to know.”

He set the wine glass back on the bar and toyed with it. “Interesting. What do you want with a mundane magician?”

“Not for you to know, I’m afraid.”

He leaned forward and stage-whispered, “Your boss is very secretive.”

“They can be. They can also be…” She paused for emphasis. “Impulsive when things they want done a certain way go wrong.”

Talon’s raised hands demonstrated that he understood the threat. “Don’t need to know more, don’t want to know more. I’m on it.”

Solene raised her glass in a mocking toast. “Good.”

They chatted like the acquaintances they were while they finished the bottle, then exited the restaurant and went different ways. Solene's footsteps had her back in front of the second nightclub before she consciously realized that was where she’d headed. A line of people still awaited entry while a steady flow departed through a different door. If she went back inside, she would find a target worthy of being separated from their corporeal existence.

The urge pulled at her, but she pushed it down. Her last kill hadn’t been that long ago, and since this would be in the same general location and type of establishment, others might make connections. Connections she absolutely couldn’t afford.

With a twinge of regret, Solene started walking again. She had killed for Moriarty before but was now more or less above that operational level. The change was good for her pocketbook and filled her need for challenge and growth, but it denied her the opportunity to take the edge off as often as she might like.

Hopefully, she could get involved against Danica and her team. Perhaps she could suggest to Moriarty that reducing their numbers one by one in advance of a confrontation was the way to go. Thoughts of how she might accomplish that kept her smiling all the way home.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Talon, known more often as Jack Shade, headed back to his condo after the meeting with Solene, but not directly so. He portaled multiple times and approached his block warily.

He could have portaled directly into his apartment, but that was riskier than this circuitous approach if someone was waiting to pounce on him once he arrived. This way he had a chance of spotting them beforehand. After he helped locate Voltaic’s real-world location, he’d become downright paranoid about his.

The first building he entered was not the one he lived in. Two locked doors to which he had the keys gave him access to an underground tunnel used for utilities, and he used it to enter the building next door. His unit was on a high floor, and as he waited for the elevator, he reviewed the camera footage from the many lenses in the building.

He had long ago compromised all of the building’s systems, so he had a record of visitors in his absence and several alarm conditions set in case anyone should come searching for him. His bots kept a continuous watch on the feeds and would warn him at the slightest deviation from normal routines. If he had to abandon this location, he could flee to another he owned in the distant suburbs under an assumed identity scrubbed clean of any connection to him.

His condominium was spacious for one person with two bedrooms, an office, and a large entertaining area he never used. He enjoyed the rooftop pool, which was open only to the building’s residents, but used it mainly during hours that others didn’t. He never invited anyone inside his place. When he found the time to date, he claimed to be from out of town and booked a hotel or rented apartments for short-term use.

Jack Shade headed into his bedroom and changed out of his social clothes, ditching the suit in favor of comfortable shorts and a T-shirt. He kept his place warmer than most and looked forward to someday retiring to someplace tropical. Those thoughts were for later. Now it was time to work.

He sank into the chair in front of his system. A red laser shot out of the top and drew lines over his face as it scanned for recognition. With that test passed, he set his hands on the sensor pads on his desk.

The system verified his biometric markers, everything from the speed and sound of his pulse to the thin lines that made up his fingerprints and the larger ones that marked his palms. When it was convinced that his physical form was correct, he spoke a passphrase, and the system opened to him.

He loaded his standard programs and used his magic to submerge into them. The apartment around him vanished, replaced by a replica of the Batcave inspired by the latest version of the films. He stood in the center of a ring with the sound of wings flapping in the darkness above and stared at the tubes that held costumes displayed on mannequin body forms that formed the circle’s perimeter.

Jack Shade smiled at the ninja costume in front of him, remembering his last action against Voltaic, then turned in a slow circle. He had so many options that sometimes it was a challenge to choose. Unlike some infomancers, who used this visual representation as an identifier, he preferred variety and enjoyed programming avatars as an artistic recreation.

His smile widened as his gaze fell on a simple suit. He called it his Clark Kent outfit, so deliberately nondescript that it offered no clue about who might be inside it. A snap of his fingers caused it to vanish from the tube and appear on his avatar. He adjusted the lock of hair that curled down over his forehead. As with the intrepid reporter, anyone who chose to go up against him thinking him ordinary didn’t know what they were getting into.

He transitioned onto the dark web by summoning a door and stepping through. In the virtual landscape, he had exited an old-style phone booth appropriate to his chosen identity. He extended his senses in search of the signal he sought and heard a low beeping with his super hearing. After a moment to determine its direction, he started walking.

It eventually led him to an arch comprised of metal letters spelling Carnival. Helium balloons aplenty on either side attempted to add an air of festivity to the location. The display was incongruous with the cyberpunk atmosphere surrounding it, but when he stepped through the arch, he could no longer see the usual world of the dark web.

Instead, he’d entered a simulation that seemed to be a pleasant night under the stars at a carnival. Even the normal sounds of the dark web had vanished, replaced by the noise of the people walking here and there and those calling for people to play their games.

As he took a few steps forward, intending to walk through to the opposite end and get the lay of the land, he felt pulled toward a booth on his left-hand side. He tried to ignore that impulse, but every turn to the right to counteract it inevitably brought him back toward the booth. He surrendered to the moment and approached a barker with a cane and top hat.

The man pointed the former at him and enthused, “Pop the balloons, win your little lady a prize.”

Jack Shade made a show of looking to his left and right. “What little lady is that?”

The barker grinned and spun the cane. “A man as handsome as you has to have a little lady waiting for him at home. So, give it a try?” His accent seemed like something out of a movie about the 1920s.

Jack Shade shrugged and accepted a trio of darts. A plank wall held balloons of various sizes and colors.

The barker instructed, “Knock down three red and get the grand prize. Two red plus any other earns you a prize on the bottom row.”

Jack Shade chuckled at the silly simulation. He had no idea why Danica’s infomancer might have chosen it as a metaphor. But he was in it, so he might as well comply.

He threw a perfectly aimed dart at a red balloon and punctured it. The second dart did the same to another, but the third inexplicably went awry. He watched it curve impossibly to stick into the backboard without breaking a balloon.

The barker commiserated, “Aw, so sad. No prize. Your little lady will be disappointed. Want to try again?”

Through gritted teeth, Jack agreed to make another attempt. This time, he partially counteracted the code that tried to bend his final throw, and it punctured a blue one. He received a turtle keychain and swore the small animal was laughing at him.

He walked away without engaging the barker again and was grateful when his steps no longer curved toward the balloons. That lasted only a moment before he was drawn toward another stand with a mallet and a horizontal target in front of a tower with a bell at the top. It took him three tries to find the right code adjustment to ring the bell by hitting the target with the hammer.

He gritted his teeth against the desire to start smashing everything. It wasn’t that this defense was particularly challenging, only that it was deeply annoying. It felt like the turtle wasn’t the only one laughing at him.

The next game was shooting baskets, and after that was throwing footballs. The ring toss challenge left him ready to start making the booths explode before he reached them, but something new appeared.

Ahead of him stood a circus tent with a sign across the front that read, Hall of Mirrors. He dropped the prizes he’d won on the ground since he lacked even a simulated lady to bestow them upon, smoothed the front of his suit jacket, and headed for the entrance.
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Voltaic had been sleeping comfortably in her room at Danica’s house when the alarm that someone had breached the network at the Spellbound office chimed. She’d taken enough time to get dressed and splash some water on her face, then portaled to the warehouse. She let the portal close behind her, sat at her computer, and activated her systems.

She called up a master view of the carnival simulation she’d created and watched a man in a suit stomp toward the hall of mirrors. His irritation made her laugh. The main office didn’t need a network, so she’d created a fake one to draw in anyone who might want to go up against Spellbound. The real network was at the warehouse and much more thoroughly locked down.

She jumped into the dark web inside her cyberpunk avatar, carrying only her default loadout of pistols and knives, and jogged through the carnival after the intruder. Another command activated a trap within the hall of mirrors that would initiate a trace back on the intruder’s signal.
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Jack Shade stared at his distorted reflection, thinking that the way it was bent and twisted was appropriate, a critique of all things infomancy. A small bell at the edge of his hearing inspired a soft, irritated groan at the predictability of it all. The sound was a warning that someone had activated a trace program. Whoever had launched it would have a hard time following the proxy path he used, and his system would warn him each time the trace passed a benchmark percentage.

He tried to find the path through the mirrors as the simulation expected from him, but lost interest after less than a minute. “This is stupid.” He removed his glasses and used Superman’s heat vision to smash all the reflective surfaces as he spun in a full circle.

When the echoes of breaking glass had dissipated, more mirrors had appeared beyond the originals’ positions at a distance that revealed the space was far bigger than the tent had indicated.

He sighed and called, “All right. You win this round.”

He turned as someone behind him replied, “You won the last, so it seems only fair.”

He regarded the cyberpunk avatar, noting the guns in their thigh holsters and the knives sheathed next to them. Her makeup was severe but suited her well, and her hair stuck up in a rather attractive manner. Voltaic. “I did give you a warning.”

“Yeah, after you outed me. I lost a lot of stuff I liked when they crashed my place.”

“But not yourself.”

She crossed her arms and glared at him. “Fair. But whoever you’re working for, you should stop. Find someone who’s not a scumbag. There are lots of them out there.”

He spread his arms wide and grinned. “But I love being on a retainer.”

“I could maybe pay you to stop.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You know that’s not how it works. Don’t insult me.” He heard the pinging of the trace getting closer and decided to cut his losses. “I know you didn’t mean it. Just trying to keep me on the line. So long for now, and thanks for this stupid simulation. I feel dumber for having encountered it.” He hit the button to log off but left a message behind in glowing letters.

Looking forward to our next meeting.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Voltaic’s trace came to nothing, as she expected when she discovered the intruder’s identity. Although he hadn’t identified himself beyond the reference, she immediately knew it was Jack Shade, just as he had undoubtedly known who she was. A certain something marked an infomancer even inside a different avatar, and she had detected it through his disguise.

She stared at her screens, then shrugged. She was already awake, and the adrenaline from the encounter wouldn’t help her sleep, so she might as well get some work done. She brewed some coffee in the small kitchen area, then returned to her machine and called up Vanchetta’s avatar.

She had already handled stealing the codes to access the lowest level of the Magic Castle chat, which had required nothing more than anonymously sending a device to the neighbor of the annoying man in Mystery. So far, she hadn’t done more than view the venue from the outside, saving the key she’d purloined for a real attempt at compromising the place.

There wasn’t much she could do to prepare. It would be different if she were going in for an infomancy hack, which would require programs ready to deploy and defensive options to watch her back. Entering the system with the codes drastically limited her ability to interact with it and probably meant her magic would be of no use. It required a certain level of sophistication in a system for her ability to engage it.

By and large, every system had that sophistication because of the many things modern computer systems did. As she understood it, this was a VR chat server and would probably offer little she could exploit.

A moment later, she was outside the castle. The virtual exterior looked exactly like the real one. A circular tower dominated the building with brightly painted features across the edifice. The only difference was that the virtual version had a carpet and canopy at the front door, where a bot dressed as a butler accepted codes and permitted or rejected entry. She watched as others arrived and were allowed or disallowed and wondered what kinds of people might make up the latter group. Maybe spambots trying to get in. Or viruses. Could be just about anything.

She boldly strode up to the butler and deployed the codes she’d stolen. The doors glimmered into transparency, and she walked through, thinking it was strange that they didn’t open. The interior was different than she’d expected. In the real Magic Castle, the entrance opened onto rooms in all directions and a staircase. In this one, the doors gave access to a small vestibule beside an enormous living room.

A man in a suit played softly on a baby grand piano in one corner, filling the room with a pleasant, relaxing noise that counteracted the many conversations. Voltaic couldn’t tell if he was a bot or a guest. A woman in a shimmering black dress leaned against the piano and conversed with the pianist in low tones.

Bookshelves covered a third of the wall surface, and a series of posters and paintings depicting or advertising magical acts and magicians occupied the rest. Other than the way she’d entered, the space offered only one egress, a closed door on the side wall that had gone unused so far.

A rich burgundy paint coated the walls above a chair rail, and white panels filled the space below it. Indirect lighting filtered down from expensive-looking fixtures. The space had been subdivided into several conversation areas by the furniture arrangement. All were filled with chatting avatars.

Most had dressed like magicians and magicians’ assistants or sported other performance outfits. One was dressed as a ballerina, which made little sense to Voltaic, and another as a rhinestone-studded cowboy, which seemed even less likely. The only explanation she could think of was that they performed themed magic acts in those personas.

People standing, talking, and in many cases, performing, filled the paths between the defined discussion areas. As she stepped into the room, a butler in a tuxedo shimmered into existence at her side. He asked politely but seriously, “Might I have the pleasure of your name?”

Voltaic hadn’t expected a challenge at this level. She figured the codes would have been enough. Whoever was behind this system had thought differently.

She would have to rely on her crafted persona since she wasn’t the man whose codes she’d stolen. She smiled. “I go by the name Vanchetta. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.”

He paused for several seconds, then smiled. “Very good. Please enjoy yourself.” He vanished as quickly and silently as he’d appeared.

Excitement kindled inside her. She was positive she’d been interrogated by a low-level bot. That indicated the system was more sophisticated than a standard VR chat room, which meant she might be able to bring her infomancer skills to bear here after all. That was very good news, indeed.

She restrained the impulse to launch analysis programs since they might get her discovered. Voltaic walked through the space between conversational areas, letting her ears pick up conversations as she went by. She heard people discussing the woman who was considered the world’s greatest magician and noted admiration and jealousy in the tones contributing to the chat.

That was to be expected. It would be difficult to be at the beginning of one’s career and face the knowledge that someone so talented and popular existed at the apex of your profession.

In the next area, people discussed the best way to do the cups and balls performance. Each offered their twist on it. Voltaic was familiar with the sleight-of-hand trick.

While simple in concept, placing and replacing balls under cups as you moved the latter around was quite difficult. She had tried it once and fumbled every part, much to the amusement of those watching. To be fair, high dexterity wasn’t really her thing.

She spotted what she was looking for in a corner of the room. An arrogant-looking man in a suit and wearing a top hat, very much on display, held court with several people around him. She sauntered toward them and caught him talking about the best way to prepare a misdirection for the disappearing person in the box trick.

Voltaic ran a routine that caused her avatar to nod at the appropriate places. Then she turned her attention to the room using several simple, low-level analysis programs that would work in the space and would be unlikely to attract notice.

The area around her took on a duality. Seen through her avatar’s eyes, it looked like real people in a real place. Her system rendered manipulatable objects slightly transparent, and there was more than one in the room.

The front door had the translucency, and she imagined she could investigate it to find the system that ran the codes. Of more interest was the door in this room, which she now saw as similar to the entrance. It was doubtless a code-based function, the magicians’ access to the next area.

She wondered if they had to come through this room every time they visited, although they had higher access. Then she thought that if she were designing it, she would make it so for a while because that would give them a sense of accomplishment.

The most interesting in the room was a bookshelf. Voltaic repositioned her avatar so she could examine it from the corner of her eye as her analysis programs continued to work. It took almost a minute of simulation time before she identified exactly what it was.

A switch in the form of three books that had to be adjusted into certain positions would allow access. It was similar to the doors, but rather than accepting a code, it accepted that shortcut.

She grinned. That was hackable. Whoever had built the system had made it into something more than it appeared to be. As that thought finished, she laughed. Appropriate since wasn’t that exactly what magic was all about?

Voltaic impulsively decided to test the system.

The butler appeared again as she arrived at the visible door leading to the next level. “Do you have the code for the next level?”

She gave him her best smile. “No, but I thought you might let me go anyway.”

“I’m afraid not, Miss Vanchetta. The rules are well-known. You should ask an academy evaluator to attend your next performance if you wish to access further levels.”

“I had to try.”

He chuckled. “Of course. Almost everyone does. I hope to be able to permit you to pass soon, madam.”

“Thank you.” She headed toward another group to see what they were talking about while her systems worked on fully mapping the area. Hacking it is.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Adream the night before had given Danica a brainstorm, recalling something she’d said in passing to Jilly and Lilac. In the dream, she’d been part of an operation where the whole team could communicate telepathically. That was impossible since they weren’t all magicals. She remembered thinking having the magical members do so might be possible. Being able to communicate in silence might open up a lot of options.

She portaled to the warehouse and found Lilac right where she expected the witch to be, in her work area surrounded by potions in various stages of progress. “Can those simmer for a while without you?”

Jilly was privy to Danica’s plan. She did a strange little march in place on Danica’s shoulder that conveyed her excitement and also hurt more than a little. Danica muttered, “Watch the claws.”

Jilly replied, “No.”

Lilac laughed. “Yes, there’s nothing here that can’t wait. What do you need?”

“Jilly and I would like to take you to meet a friend of ours. I hope she can guide us to create a mental link so we can talk in our minds. Jilly and I can already do it, although we couldn’t at first. Well, she could, but I couldn’t.”

Jilly rammed her head gently into Danica’s ear and observed, “You’re not making sense.”

Lilac laughed again. “No, I get it. That sounds great.” The witch put away several things scattered on her workbench and adjusted others, then Danica portaled them all to her backyard. Lilac turned. “You found a magic teacher in your backyard?” She leaned in and asked conspiratorially, “Is the teacher in the yard with us right now?”

Danica lifted a hand and waggled it from side to side. “I’m not sure who did the finding. And I’m not technically sure she’s in our backyard. And no, not here right now.”

“Very weird.”

Jilly piped up, “Yes, Danica is. Thank goodness I’m not the only one who notices.”

Danica shook a fist at the dragon and intoned, “Why, I oughta.”

Lilac looked from one to the other with a smile. “Are you two always like this?”

Danica shrugged. “Pretty much. Her fault.”

She received a sharp tap on the ear before Jilly chided, “Lying is not becoming.”

Danica headed down the path with Lilac at her heels. The portal spread open as if they were expected when they reached it.

Lilac remarked, “Well, that’s not something you see every day. Let me get this straight. You found a strange portal in the middle of the forest and said, ‘It would be a good idea to go through it and see where we wind up.’”

Danica rubbed her temples. “Yes. Let’s not focus on past decisions. Anyway, if I hadn’t, Jilly and I wouldn’t be together, so in retrospect, it was a wise move.”

Lilac’s tone was dubious. “Uh-huh. Sure.”

Danica countered, “Shush,” and stepped through the rift. The sun shone in slices that threw lines on the ground through the thick canopy of leaves.

Lilac turned a slow circle. “Those trees feel menacing.”

Jilly replied, “We thought so at first, too. But they’re very friendly trees. Quite nice.”

Danica remembered when they’d used their magic on the trees. “Playful, even.”

Lilac shook her head. “They sure don’t look that way.”

When they reached the small clearing, the front door of Rowena’s cottage was ajar. Inside, it was as cozy as ever, with a strange scent Danica didn’t immediately recognize perfuming the air.

Lilac identified, “Sage and thyme. Powerful potion ingredients when used properly.”

A voice from the living room said, “Ah, someone properly educated has entered my house. Please, come in.”

They entered the living room. Rowena was ensconced in her normal chair with her unlit pipe in its holder on the table beside her. A silver tray held a teapot, several cups, and a small dish of honey.

Danica asked, “Were you expecting us?”

Rowena offered her typical secretive smile. “Could be. Perhaps I called you.”

Danica frowned. “You didn’t, though.”

“Did I not?”

Lilac laughed. “I think we might be related. You remind me of so many of my family members.”

Rowena smiled. “Wouldn’t that be lovely? Welcome to my home. I’m Rowena.”

“Lilac.”

Rowena nodded, then asked Danica, “How has it been, putting our last lesson into action?”

“Not perfect. Using it isn’t instinctive yet, but I think that’s probably a good thing. When I entwine the magic, it gets more powerful and hits harder than I expect it to.”

The other woman nodded. “That increase is in large part the purpose of doing it.”

Danica shrugged. “Sometimes I need to make an instant judgment on how much harm to do. Having an unpredictable level of power makes that challenging.”

Rowena waved it off. “With time you will learn to control it just as you do your current magic. It’s good that you’re aware of the difference. Now, explain to me why you brought me a new friend, not that I’m complaining.”

Danica gestured at Lilac, who explained, “I’m just a basic witch. I’m most interested in the intersection of magic and nature, which leads me to potion making, plus a little magical technology and artifact creation with my friends.” Her soft smile indicated she enjoyed that very much. “I am committed to nonviolence.”

Rowena raised an eyebrow. “Yet you are part of a team that routinely engages in violence?”

“I think of it as balance, to be honest. Danica has promised I won’t need to directly or indirectly harm anyone. I supply protection and perhaps a bit of detection.”

Danica replied, “That about sums it up. She’s been a great team member so far. So, no, you can’t keep her.”

Rowena chuckled. “And the thing that brings you here?”

“I wondered if it would be possible for Lilac to join the telepathic bond Jilly and I share. It would be very powerful in some situations for us to communicate silently as a team.”

Rowena brightened. “We can certainly try. Such a thing doesn’t seem too far outside the realm of possibility.” Her smile took any sting from her words as she rose, and Danica followed her outside. Rowena guided them to positions in the grassy area in front of the small home, arranging them in a rectangle rather than their usual triangle.

Her teacher instructed, “First, clear your minds.” After giving them a few moments to do so, she continued. “Lilac, your goal is to make a mental and magical connection with Danica. One way to think of it is like expanding your aura until it touches Danica’s. Another is to imagine it as a line of magic that connects you. The vision is different for each person, so I can’t tell you exactly what will work for you.”

Lilac replied, “I’ve shared magic before, so I’m a little familiar with what form this might take.” She closed her eyes, clearly focusing her will, but after a moment observed, “I can sense Danica’s presence. When I try to connect to her, my effort kind of slides off.”

Rowena gave a serene nod. “That’s not completely unexpected. She has formidable barriers. Danica, can you lower them?”

Danica envisioned a series of doors in her mind. She opened them one by one and imagined she was creating a path through her mental barriers. Once they were all open, she locked that feeling and picture in her mind and muttered, “I’m as open as I can be now.”

Suspense built before Lilac replied, “I can’t get through.”

Rowena replied, “Okay, relax.”

Danica let the image fade from her brain.

After a few moments, Rowena prompted, “Clear your minds again. Jilly, I’d like you to try connecting to Lilac. Lilac, the same in reverse.”

It took only a few seconds before both said simultaneously, “Got it.”

Danica grumbled, “Showoffs.”

Rowena laughed. “Jilly, now connect with Danica, but don’t lose Lilac.”

A moment later, Danica felt the familiar presence in her mind. “Hello there. I’ve got you.”

Jilly enthused, “This is great.”

Everyone chuckled.

Rowena instructed, “Lilac, try using Jilly as a channel to send Danica a message.”

Several seconds went by, but Danica didn’t get anything. She said as much, and Rowena clucked her tongue.

“Those defenses are strong. There’s no getting around that. Well, actually there is. Lilac can communicate with Jilly, and Jilly can communicate with you.”

Jilly teased, “Aha. So I am clearly the most important person here. You will pay me well, in honey.”

Danica grinned at her companion. “Seems fair.”

They practiced for several more minutes, but Lilac and Danica easily communicated with Jilly as the intermediary. Once they locked it in, they showered Rowena with thanks, said their goodbyes, and back toward the portal.

Lilac observed, “She’s interesting.”

Danica replied, “That’s one way of describing her.”

“Should I be worried that she wants to exchange potion tips and recipes?”

Together, Danica and Jilly answered, “Yes.”

Lilac rolled her eyes. “You people. Always getting me into trouble.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Danica took Lilac back to the warehouse and popped out to grab lunch for everyone. She delivered some to the office, where Derek and Randall were doing their work, then took the rest to the warehouse. Alex was out somewhere doing something. Danica wasn’t sure exactly what but figured it would be related to security at the theater. Pretty much everything seemed to be at the moment.

When everyone finished eating, Voltaic took Danica aside. “I switched the vase the roses were in and dismantled the repeater. It’s good to know they’re unaware of this location.”

“Just because they chose that one doesn’t equal a lack of knowledge, does it?”

“Good point. They might have thought it was an easier target.”

“Do you have an idea who’s behind it?”

Voltaic ran her fingers through her hair, then tugged it, which Danica had learned was a sign of frustration for the other woman. “It’s connected to the Deathwish case, most likely. The same infomancer was involved, which is unlikely to be a coincidence. But I have no idea why. All those involved are properly incarcerated or otherwise out of the picture, as far as I know.”

Danica frowned. “Could it be someone connected to them looking for revenge?”

Voltaic shrugged.

Jilly asked from her perch on Danica’s shoulder, “Are we in danger?”

The infomancer took a second before replying that Danica read as a note of uncertainty. “No. I don’t think so. This was more like a probe to test our defenses rather than any real attack. He didn’t get anything useful from it since there was nothing useful to get.”

Danica replied, “But we should enhance our physical and electronic security anyway. Whatever you’ve already done, do more.”

“I’ll get with Zack on it later today. I have another project first.”

Jilly asked enthusiastically, “What is it? Can I help?”

Voltaic laughed. “I wish I could take you along with me, little one. That would be fun. But this is an infomancer thing.”

“Darn.”

Danica asked, “Regarding Lukas Reign?”

Voltaic nodded. “I did a quick recon on the Magic Castle chat last night. A network in there might be open to infomancy. I think hacking it will be easier than trying to fake my way through the credential system like I did to get into the first room.”

“That’s still an option if you fail?”

“It should be. I won’t insert my avatar’s full profile until the very end, once I’m sure I’ve breached their system. And I’ll bury it in dozens of other calls and actions as well.”

“You don’t seem completely certain.”

“I’m mostly certain.” Voltaic wadded up the wrapper from her sandwich and tossed it into a nearby basket.

Jilly enthused, “Two points!”

Voltaic laughed. “My plan is to break through system security and find whatever server handles the credentialing. It must be sophisticated and robust, compared to the chat room software, anyway. That should make it vulnerable.”

“And if it’s a spreadsheet running on a laptop in the attic of the Magic Castle?”

“Then I’ll be equal parts disappointed and impressed. It feels more sophisticated than that.”

Danica tried a shot with the wrapper from her sandwich and missed. She grabbed it with magic and dropped it in the bin. “Nothing else happening on the web that seems like a risk to our boy?”

“I’m monitoring general web chats, but nothing specific has popped up. Like most celebrities, Lukas has his fans and his haters. Both groups talk about kidnapping him.”

Danica laughed as she shook her head. “The more I’m around celebrities, the more I don’t ever want to be one.”

“Maybe they’ll make a movie about Spellbound. You could play yourself. It would be all dangerous and mysterious.”

Jilly enthused, “That’s a great idea!”

Danica growled, “If that idea gets to Arthur, I’ll know who to kill. Remember, I know where both of you sleep.” They laughed, and Danica stood. “Well, Lukas and his people will be in town on Monday, so whatever you can do before then is worthwhile. Let me know if you need anything.”

Voltaic grinned. “Maybe someone to bring me dinner. I could get used to this level of service.”

Danica waved like she was brushing the other woman off as she walked away.
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Voltaic got comfortable behind her computer and deliberately tuned out everything but the system before her. She rarely worked around others since getting her own place, but the skill to do so came back easily enough from her days working in cybercafes.

She plunged into her system, magically interfacing with the magical dark web, and her equipment shop materialized around her. Behind the counter, its robotic proprietor Oswald swiveled his head to greet her. “Ms. Voltaic. How lovely to see you again.”

“Same back at you, Rust Bucket.”

“You must know by now that insults do not bother me. If anything, they only make you seem petty.”

Her cyberpunk avatar’s tongue stuck out at the robot. “Looking rusty, Rust Bucket.” Voltaic turned to peruse the various shelves. Her shop fit well with the cyberpunk vibe, with its beat-up furniture and the wood grain walls featuring ripped posters and advertisements.

Behind Oswald was a heavily secured cage where her most lethal weapons lay. It also looked beat-up, the metal bars scuffed and nicked. She wondered again, as she had many times before, why she bothered with this particular setup. Interacting with Oswald was almost like adding extra work to her plate. Still, she felt a little lighter when she came into this familiar place, which had value all its own.

Oswald drawled, “Last time, three items you returned were highly damaged. Please be more careful this time.”

Voltaic reached for her heavy pistols. Once they were in her hands, holsters materialized at her thighs, and she shoved them inside. The run would require flexibility since she wasn’t sure what she would face. This meant lots of gear but prohibited her from using the heavy battle armor she’d worn in the recent past. Her armor would be limited to her reinforced leathers, appropriate to her cyberpunk avatar with its spiky hair and dramatic makeup.

Next, she grabbed her custom fighting knives, a touch longer than standard blades, and shoved them into the sheaths behind the holsters. She slotted grenades onto her belt beside a set of lockpick tools and an electronic code breaker. A pouch with other random items, including a virtual first aid kit, went into a belt pouch. She crossed her arms and turned in a circle. “Decisions, decisions.”

Oswald offered, “Perhaps I could assist if you would tell me your plans.”

Voltaic countered, “Perhaps you could shut the hell up so I can think.”

He replied in his uppity, British accent, “I’m not sure such a thing is within the realm of possibility, Ms. Voltaic.”

A barking laugh escaped her. That was why she kept Oswald around. “Touché, my friend. I think I’ll take the blade bracelets and the dart thrower.”

The robotic shopkeeper turned, opened the doors, and extended two bracelets on a velvet tray to her. She snapped them around her wrists. They were capable of deploying several different sharp things, which she thought might come in handy.

She accepted the dart thrower and lashed it to her right forearm. It responded to finger commands sensed through the arm’s muscles. The darts were only metal projectiles, but they were still useful.

Voltaic looked over Oswald’s shoulder. “I have the space. Give me the star dispenser, too.”

He dutifully extracted it and handed it over to her. She strapped it onto her left arm and ran the fingers of her right hand over it. A throwing star slid into them, and she tossed it across the room. The container held two dozen of the tiny blades, which could do serious damage to an opponent who wasn’t ready for them.

She considered taking a larger weapon, but stealth would serve her better than increased destruction in this hack. Finally, almost reluctantly, she announced, “Okay. I’m good.” She walked to the door that led out from the room.

Oswald reminded her, “Please return the equipment undamaged this time.”

Voltaic kicked open the door, turned to face him, and flicked a rude gesture in his direction. “I’ll do my best, Rust Bucket.” Then she let herself fall backward out the open door and into the chaos of the magical dark web.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Amoment later, Voltaic stood outside the virtual version of the Magic Castle. The canopy and front door waited, but if she went in that way, she’d be challenged for a code. Since she’d told Danica that the slower method of compromising the system would still be available, she couldn’t use her stolen credentials.

That was fine since she could access her full range of analysis programs. Information swarmed across her vision as her sensors scanned the area. Every system needed an ingress for data. That was how infomancers got in. This would surely have one other than the VR chat entrance, so it didn’t encroach on the virtual environment they had created for the magicians.

She found a small wooden door with peeling paint in the narrow alley between the castle and the building next door, which didn’t exist in the real world. A placard on it read Stage Door. It had an old-school keyhole, but when she bent to look inside it, she discovered it was solely for show. On a whim, she muttered, “Abracadabra hocus-pocus.”

A stylized rabbit face appeared on the door's surface and laughed at her before disappearing. She repeated the words, and the rabbit showed up to mock her again. She smiled. Whoever designed this had a sense of humor that was all too rare in system simulations. Still, data had to get in somehow, and her systems searched until they found it under the edge of the simulation’s normal audible range.

The signal was a repeating pattern that sounded like a knock against wood. Five sharp raps, a pause, then two more. She repeated them on the stage door, and the rabbit appeared again.

It challenged, “Enter if you dare.” The rabbit’s squeaky, happy voice undermined the ominous words.

She pushed, and the door dissolved instead of opening. She fell through it into darkness. Before she could do anything to halt herself, the motion stopped, and everything around her changed in a way that only happened inside simulations.

An interior scene had replaced the exterior one, a theater with a stage at the front and seats extending into the distance beyond it. Wood planks covered the stage, which had light bulbs outlining the front. Those bulbs illuminated the front rows of a well-dressed audience who stared intently at the stage. Two balconies were barely visible in the distance. The people had the lifeless look of bots and were probably stage-dressing. She hoped so, anyway, since fighting them all would prove challenging at the least.

Not that she was currently in any position to fight anyone. Voltaic lay horizontally about four feet above the stage’s surface. Her back rested on the bottom of a long rectangular box. Her head stuck out at one end, her feet out the other, and her wrists out the sides.

A circular saw spun to life above her with a deafening grinding noise and a shower of sparks to announce its presence. Naturally, it immediately descended, revealing the trick of sawing a woman—her specifically—in half.

The magician stood at the edge of her visual field, watching intently. He wore a tuxedo and a top hat and gripped a magic wand that looked like it had come out of a children’s toy box.

Voltaic tried to remember what she knew about the trick, but her brain offered nothing but an automatic calculation of distance and rate of descent that told her she had about ten seconds to figure it out.

She tried yanking her wrists out of the holes, but they were securely clamped with no wiggle room. When she tried to raise her head, she felt a sharp blade at her throat, part of the box, and abandoned that attempt. Her feet moved no better than her wrists. With her hands outside the box, most of the weapons she’d brought were unreachable. She twisted as best she could without cutting her own throat to view the box and allow her system to examine it.

The small studs near her knees were visible in the wireframe overlay. Voltaic spread her legs to touch them both simultaneously, and her ankles released from inside the false feet at the bottom of the box, which continued to move. She coiled herself up as tightly as possible by twisting her body and drawing her knees up to her chest.

A second later, the saw fell and split the box in two. The magician spread the pieces apart to applause from the audience. Then everything went dark.

Voltaic bulled her way out of the box. Repeated blows from her knees were sufficient to free her hands, and she slid out from under the neck blade. Twin spotlights activated when she got to her feet, one illuminating her and the other highlighting the magician who stood across the stage from her. His garish stage makeup gave him bright red cheeks, darkened eyes, and white lips. She drew her pistols, leveled them at him, and pulled the triggers.

He frowned as if she’d done something inappropriate and flicked the wand toward her. Playing cards shot out of it in an endless stream that he swiped across the bullets. They deflected and vanished on impact, as did the cards.

Voltaic scowled. “Nice trick.” She squeezed the triggers repeatedly, moving the barrels up and down to dispatch bullets at various parts of his body. More cards appeared and deflected each bullet.

When her pistols were empty, she shoved them into their sheaths where they would be automatically reloaded and dashed at him. He ejected a blizzard of confetti from the wand to hamper her approach, but she kept her eyes glued on him despite the flurry.

Next came a barrage of doves, filling the air with squawks, feathers, and sharp beaks trying to peck at her. Voltaic slapped them away and continued forward. He had only been maybe twenty feet away from her, but it felt like she’d already run thrice that trying to reach him.

Next came ping-pong balls, flying out of his wand to strike her like water from a hose and leaving tiny bruises where they hit. Worse, they made the footing treacherous as she continued to close the distance. Finally, she was close enough to act. She reached across with her right hand and pulled a throwing star from the holder on her left arm. She threw it and followed up with another less than a second later.

He created cards and intercepted them as she expected. The attack was misdirection. Voltaic threw herself into a slide, the ping-pong balls carrying her faster than she might normally have moved, and kicked his legs out from under him.

The magician landed heavily on his back, and she stabbed one of her knives into his chest. He pixelated away into nothingness, and the entire scene did the same.

Voltaic spent a second or an eternity in darkness before the spotlights came on again. The stage was the same, but the magician was different. The woman had short black hair plastered to her head and wore makeup similar to the one who had preceded her. She also wore a tuxedo, but instead of the standard magic wand, she carried a kind of jeweled scepter with a large ruby on the top. Voltaic liked the look.

It took her a moment to realize her feet weren’t on the floor, then another to understand she couldn’t move. A glance up revealed that she was hanging by a chain from a support high above. A look down confirmed she was in a straitjacket with straps binding her legs as well. A third spotlight flashed to life to draw attention to a saw blade, possibly the same as the first, at a horizontal angle in front of her. It moved toward her, intent on cutting her in half.

Voltaic wriggled inside the straitjacket. A dim memory of magicians dislocating limbs to escape flashed through her mind. She always figured the trick was flexibility, that the jacket must give enough room to move if the captive worked hard enough. Her efforts freed one hand from its sleeve, still inside the jacket. That freedom allowed her to give the proper muscle flex sequence to extend the blades on her bracelet.

She’d chosen the moves that extended two moon-shaped hemispherical blades and used them to saw at the fabric. Suspense built as the music increased in volume and tempo as the saw approached. Members of the audience gasped. The fabric ripped and one whole arm was free. Padlocks secured everything, and she didn’t have the time to pick or break them, so she continued to hack at the fabric with her blades.

Once her leg was free, she pulled her knife and kept at it. The saw jerked forward suddenly with each limb she freed, but she got the last one out and awkwardly fell to the floor before it sliced through the space she’d occupied.

Again, the scene flashed to blackness. A spotlight illuminated her as she rose and another cascaded down over the magician, who shook her head in disappointment and twitched her scepter. A cloud of smoke obscured her for a moment, and when it dissipated, six identical images of her stood where there had been only one.

Voltaic grinned. “I have the perfect thing for that.” She pulled out her pistols and dispatched a bullet at each target. The false ones broke into shards like a mirror when they were struck. The original disappeared in a puff of smoke as fog billowed to fill the space in seconds.

Voltaic switched detection modes to thermal and followed the magician’s movements from the corners of her eyes. She crouched, holstered her pistols, and selected her fighting knives as if she wasn’t sure what form an attack might take or where it might originate from. When the magician stopped moving, Voltaic whipped around and hurled a blade backhanded. It tumbled through the air and transfixed the woman’s chest. She pixelated into nothingness without reaction, and the fog vanished.

Voltaic snapped her fingers several times to deploy programs to map out the server. They instantly reported that they were lost, seemingly trapped in a virtual maze. Voltaic raised a finger to her temple as an imaginary hat tip to whoever had thwarted her efforts. Then a trap door snapped open beneath her feet, and she fell into darkness again.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Voltaic fell for what seemed only an instant, then without transition, was spreadeagled on her back, bound to a board at the elbows, knees, waist, and neck. She struggled against her bonds as a spotlight came on and the platform rotated her from horizontal to vertical.

Another spotlight activated to reveal a mime standing across the stage from her. He displayed the prototypical striped shirt, painted face, gloves, and trousers—the whole mime deal, all very usual.

What was unusual was the steel tray beside him. He smiled at her, then made an O with his lips and put one hand over it. He reached down and picked up a knife with a sharp point at the end of a long, thin blade with his other hand. A tassel hung from the end.

He threw it into the air, where it spun several times before landing perfectly in his hand while his eyes remained locked on hers. He pretended to throw it at her but didn’t release it, then did a small prancing dance to show his enthusiasm for what was about to happen.

Voltaic didn’t like where this was headed. She watched him carefully and tried to judge how he would throw them and what her response would accomplish. There was no downside unless he was trying to miss her and her reaction caused one to strike true by some random happenstance. Besides, it wasn’t like she had options while bound to the board.

He suddenly dropped into a wide-footed crouch at the end of another capering dance. He made a dramatic wind-up, then let the blade sail at her.

Voltaic could have used her display to put a crosshair on the incoming projectile if she and the dart thrower were fully interfaced. As it was, she had to judge it herself. She did so, shifted the angle of her arm where it was bound at the elbow, and twitched the appropriate muscle.

A dart shot out, intersected the incoming knife, and deflected it up. She involuntarily cringed as it stuck in the board above her biceps and muttered, “That answers that question. He’s trying to skewer me.”

The mime did another small dance before selecting two knives, one in each hand. He beamed at her, and she frowned. He mimicked her expression and threw both simultaneously.

Voltaic fired the darts in quick sequence. The first successfully deflected the knife to the outside of her left thigh. The second, not quite so successful, deflected the other blade most of the way to the inside of her right thigh, but she took a cut above her knee. She hissed in pain, which caused the audience to gasp. The mime pretended to laugh.

Then, as if to mock her some more, he held up one hand and dramatically placed three blades in it, one at a time. He made a show of drawing them back as far as he could, pretended they were pulling him off his feet, then threw.

Voltaic fired three darts that deflected the knives, which thudded into the board. The mime rushed up to her, stopped outside of arm’s reach, and intently stared at the knives as if wondering how they had missed. He flashed her an intimate smile before turning away.

He dramatically bowed to the audience and capered back to his knives. He chose four, two in each hand, and threw them without fanfare. Voltaic fired the dart gun repeatedly in pure panic as all four sped toward her face.

She deflected two completely away from the board with head-on hits that stopped them. Glancing strikes altered the course of the others. One missed entirely and the other stabbed through her ear, pinning it to the board. She screamed in pain, and the audience moaned again.

Then, with a full wrench of her body to get an extra inch of reach, she got her hand to the hilt of the knife in her ear. She ripped it out and used it to cut her bonds. The mime watched with his arms crossed, tapping one foot as if impatient for her to finish.

Blood trickled down the side of Voltaic’s head, but she ignored it. It wasn’t real blood, and the damage it represented wasn’t enough to significantly degrade her performance inside the server, so it didn’t matter.

She hurled the knife at the mime as she stomped toward him. He stuck out a hand, and the knife paused in midair, spun, and flew back at her. She slapped it out of the way, pulled a throwing star from its holder, and hurled it at the mime. Two others followed.

He pinched the air in front of them, and each dutifully flew into his grasp. He whipped them back at her, and this time she let herself fall forward and somersault back up to evade them, continuing her steady progress toward him.

He had the power to manipulate the system’s reality.

She growled, “Let’s see how you do against bullets.”

Her hands went to her pistols, and she blind-fired as she brought them up. He made repeated flicking motions with the thumb and index finger of each hand, and the bullets flew off to clatter on the floor. She tried again, with the same result, and holstered the weapons.

Voltaic growled, “All right, up close and personal works for me.” She ran at him and yanked her fighting blades from their sheaths. The hilts fit her hands perfectly. She loved the feel of them and had practiced so much with them in friendly bouts and training simulations that code intertwined with her avatar’s to the point where they felt like natural extensions of her arms.

Voltaic stabbed at the mime’s shoulder when she was finally in range. He bent backward to avoid it. She brought her other blade up toward his stomach, and he wrenched himself up and took a step backward, bending almost in half at the waist to avoid that one and moving with impossible speed.

She snarled and kept stabbing while he continued to backpedal and dodge. Strangely, they didn’t seem to be moving across the stage but staying in the center, as if on a treadmill.

After a dozen attempts, Voltaic ran out of patience. She poked both blades at his chest, which caused him to bend over backward to avoid them. She spun into a sweep toward his feet. He did what she expected and planted his hands on the floor behind him, turning the backbend into a flip.

Instead of rising with him, she lunged forward and stabbed his calf as his feet came down. He emitted a wordless scream, covering his mouth with both hands. She followed the blow with one in the other leg. His whole body trembled as she stabbed up his legs, and by the time she reached his waist, he pixelated into nothingness.

Voltaic twirled the knives and shoved them into their sheaths. “I hate mimes.”

As if that was a trigger, she suddenly fell again. This time her descent ended with a splash. She wasn’t sure when she’d gotten turned upside down, but her head hit the water first. She continued down until her feet were underwater, then jerked to a stop. An attempt to reach out revealed her arms were bound.

A spotlight appeared. She was in a tank full of water, in a straitjacket, with her feet bound above her. She immediately recognized it as one of Houdini’s escape tricks that countless other magicians had replicated and iterated upon.

Voltaic reflexively struggled for a moment, then calmed herself. She had already been in a straitjacket and had a way out. The water wasn’t a problem since this was a virtual space, so any fear was in her head. It would degrade her connection the longer she stayed under, which could result in ejection from the server, but she wasn’t in danger despite what her instincts screamed about needing air.

She extended the half-moon blades on her bracelets and cut through the straitjacket far more efficiently than she had the first time. The chill water bit like acid as it flowed inside the fabric, but she ignored the sensation. More cuts freed her arms and legs from the straps that held them. However, her feet seemed well secured by the chains that locked them at the top of the cage. Since she didn’t have a quick solution for that, she decided to address the other extant issue.

Voltaic pulled out her pistols, put the barrels against the glass, and pulled the triggers. The tank’s wall shattered, and the water rushed free. She examined the bands around her feet. Padlocks secured them. Two more shots freed her.

She awkwardly fell to the bottom of the cage and rolled out with her guns in her hands. She stood, dripping wet with hair plastered to her face and blood still trickling from the wound in her ear, and stared at the others who had appeared on the stage.

In the center of the arrangement was the ringmaster, a man in the familiar bright red coat holding a whip in one hand and what looked like a cattle prod in the other. The device sizzled and sparked as he waved it at her, and the whip snapped as he demonstrated it.

Female gymnasts wearing sparkling bodysuits surrounded him like one might see at a circus on the trapeze or high wire. She wondered about the mixed metaphor of magic and circus, then ran out of time for thinking.

The gymnasts rushed at her, three from either side of the ringmaster. The way they moved told her they weren’t the simple bots she had faced earlier in the simulation. She had moved deep enough into the code that these were serious security programs, but almost certainly not infomancers.

She was toast if they were infomancers, but she doubted the Magic Castle would have six of them on hand ready to fight. Seven, if you counted the ringmaster, who she figured was most likely an infomancer because his face displayed more nuanced expressions than those around him.

Voltaic fired her guns at the acrobats, but they evaded the bullets. Each shifted into a ridiculously complicated series of gyrations to escape being shot. She grabbed two stun grenades from her belt and threw them down to the sides, then watched as the acrobats stopped, ready to attack, only for the grenades to detonate and send lightning arcing out at them. Four of them evaporated, leaving two for her to deal with.

Voltaic ran at the first, drew a knife, and feinted at the other woman’s face. The gymnast went into an evasive spin but chose the wrong direction. Her face came around in time to catch Voltaic’s other hand as it rammed a knife edge into her temple. She went down and vanished into pixels before she hit the floor.

Voltaic spun with the knife extended, and the last acrobat, who had been leaping at her, impaled herself on it. A look of disbelief crossed her face before she vanished.

The ringmaster laughed. “Very nice. Practical, efficient, a worthy adversary. I don’t get many of those around here.”

Voltaic sheathed her knives and walked toward the ringmaster, keeping her steps light and her body relaxed. “It’s an odd duality of server you have here. I’m guessing not many magicians also want to become hackers.”

He inclined his head. “You’re not a magician, I take it.”

“I could be. You don’t know.”

His hand twitched, and the whip lashed out at her. She was still out of range, so it posed no threat. He snapped it back and wrapped it around his shoulders. “Well, whatever you’re doing in my system, you need to leave now.”

“I’m happy to, right after I kick you out. I mean, to come all this way, then lose out to someone like you?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

He laughed. “Says the drowned rat. Nice look. By the way, what happened to your ear?”

Voltaic rolled her eyes. “Slight miscalculation with the mime. Lessons learned.”

“Ah, the mime. I love that one.”

She stopped outside of his whip range. “I know you’re babbling to buy time to track me, but that’s not going to work out for you. How about we get to it?”

He smiled widely. “Make the first move.”

She flinched toward her pistols, and he stepped forward and lashed out with his whip. The tip arrowed toward her left hand, and she judged it would have nicely intercepted her effort to bring the gun up had that been her purpose.

Instead, she spun to the inside of the lash so if he snapped it to the side, it would only slap her back rather than nailing her with the wicked end, and charged him. He stabbed with the cattle prod, but she went low to evade, grabbed his leg, and yanked herself around, trying to pull him down by sheer momentum.

Instead, he spun in her grip and jumped out of it. She rolled backward and a blaze of pain carved along her back as the whip slashed her, opening her leather and the flesh beneath it. She stood and snarled, “Ow. That hurt. You suck.”

The ringmaster laughed. “What, you thought it would be a normal whip? This is my house.”

She threw stars at him, but he used the cattle prod as a baton to knock them away.

His mocking laughter rang out again. “Is that all you’ve got?”

Voltaic tended toward finesse most of the time but could be fairly brutal when the moment required it. Without a plan, she growled a curse and raced at him.

He flicked the whip at her, and she got her left arm up to intercept it. It wrapped around and cut into her wrist. When he yanked it back, it pulled her to the side and off-target. She intended to take the cattle prod away and use it against him but had lost her best angle.

She had another idea. As she arrived in range, she chambered a punch low and drove an uppercut toward his head. He brought the cattle prod around in a horizontal block, and she punched it at his collarbone level. It stopped her blow and drove physical and electrical pain through her.

His triumphant look quickly evaporated as the dart thrower pointed at his chin dispatched a series of projectiles across a short distance. He pixelated away as the darts pierced the top of his skull from the inside.

The battle left Voltaic in pain. It was a feature of infomancy that what hurt in the simulation also hurt in the real world despite causing no actual damage. She picked up his fallen whip and discovered it contained the code she needed because that object was always present in some form at the end of the quest or final fight.

She injected Vanchetta’s credentials into the server and gave herself access to all levels, then tried activating remote monitoring subprograms. The system instantly gobbled them, and she muttered a small curse. Any monitoring would have to happen inside the system in real-time.

Voltaic logged out, breaking the connection before the ringmaster could respawn. She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes in the real world. She’d done what she needed to do. She would take a little break, then log in as Vanchetta and start discovering what she could see about the various levels of the Magic Castle chat.


CHAPTER TWENTY


The next morning, Danica, Derek, Alex, and Randall headed to the venue. Lilac was already there as assistant facility manager. Voltaic and Zack were back at the base doing their things. The quartet entered through the backstage door and passed through security. The behind-the-scenes area was abustle with activity.

Fred met them. “Transport team is moving things in, so everything is chaotic at the moment. We have a table set up for you all at the front of the stage so Lukas and his team will be close to the transport folks if they need them, but y’all will be far enough away from the noise that you can converse.”

Danica thanked him, and they headed around to the stage area. Lukas sat at the table with his three female assistants and four stagehands.

Lukas rose, grinned, and called, “Hi Jilly.”

The dragon on Danica’s shoulder lifted her chin as if to display herself better. “Hello yourself, Lukas.”

The others at the table had also risen, and Lukas made the introductions. The three women, one blonde, one brunette, and one redhead, had long hair and lithe bodies in common. Their names were Farrah, Jackie, and Tracey, respectively. The men had body types like Lukas’s, visibly strong but not overly muscular. Their names were Harry, Justin, James, and Louis.

They sat, and Danica said, “I’m terrible with names. Can you all give me some details to go with them? That makes it really easy for me to remember. Like what you do and such.”

Each team member gave their general background and explained what they did during the show. The assistants were camouflaged as decoration but were essential to making the tricks work while Lukas engaged the audience and kept their eyes on him. The stagehands were similarly important, delivering items to the stage to set up each trick and occasionally serving as distractions.

Danica and her team asked questions designed to draw out more about them, and they gave it willingly, seeming happy to share. Lukas watched over it all with a smile. They appeared to be a well-functioning team of people who got along well together, crushing Danica’s hope that she could spot someone working for the bad guys, whoever they were.

Danica informed them, “We’ll have people around during the rehearsals and shows, and we have access to the cameras to keep an eye on everything. It should all be fine. You’ll need to go through an enhanced security scan on the way in, even though you’re crew.”

They bristled at that, and Danica raised a hand. “I’ll have to do it too. So will Lukas. The same rules apply to everyone, so no mistakes are made.”

They looked at Lukas, who nodded. “True enough.”

Danica hadn’t cleared it with him ahead of time and was glad he’d backed her up. They conversed as a group for a while longer, then Danica asked Lukas, “Can we do a security check on your dressing room now?”

Derek and Randall stayed with the others, and Alex and Jilly accompanied her to his room. Once inside, Danica asked, “Do you have any worries about your team?”

He frowned. “Should I?”

Alex answered, “We’re just trying to make sure we’ve considered every possibility. If there is a real threat against you, it’s possible a member of your team could be involved, voluntarily or involuntarily. Let me stress, possible. We don’t know for sure.”

Danica added, “We don’t really have a reason to suspect it. We’re just covering all the bases.”

Lukas replied, “I trust them implicitly. With my secrets, even, which are arguably more important than my life.”

Alex reminded him, “It’s our job not to trust anyone. We certainly don’t mean to offend.”

Danica added, “And so we didn’t tell them everything we were doing. We will tell you so you know what’s going on. We have cameras of our own mounted throughout the building and access to more outside. There will also be drones flying overhead to keep an eye on the place.”

Lukas replied, “You’re the experts. I’m not going to try to tell you how to do your job.”

“Let us know if it starts to rub up against you doing your job. I’m not saying we’ll immediately agree to change anything, but we don’t want to make your life more difficult than it needs to be either.”

He laughed. “I appreciate that. And now...”

He gestured and sketched an image of Jilly in the air, which immediately took flight. Everyone clapped, and he showed the bracelets again.

“Getting better, but still not quite there. Unfortunately, after today it goes on the shelf for a while. During rehearsals and tours, I need to focus only on what we’re doing on tour.”

Danica asked, “When’s the first rehearsal?” She knew things started today, but not the exact schedule.

“Walk-through today. Not doing the magic, just making sure everything is in place to do it. This is where we find the annoying little things, like a loose board that creaks when you move something over it that needs to be fixed so it doesn’t distract the audience. Then twice a day for the next week.”

Jilly commented, “That’s a lot.”

He grinned. “That’s what it takes to fool the crowd.”

Someone shouted his name outside the door, and they headed out to the main part of the venue.

Danica and her team moved to the front row of seats to watch the walk-through. She sat between Alex and Derek and asked the former, “Any concerns?”

Alex replied, “A lot of them, but they’re not fully formed yet. The way we’ve narrowed down getting into the place is good. It would probably be overkill to put turrets in every hallway that Voltaic could use to mow down intruders.”

Danica laughed. “Probably it would.”

Alex shrugged. “We’ll roll with it like we do everything.”

Danica watched with keen interest as the stage manager came out to center stage and called for everyone to prepare. Then Lukas and his team moved through the walk-through. It involved Lukas doing an abbreviated version of the patter he normally used with the audience, enough to allow his team to get the equipment he needed for a given trick into place.

Then they walked through the mechanics of the trick without actually doing it and transitioned to the next. The action stopped several times to make adjustments, and the stagehands used tape to put markings on the floor.

Throughout it all, Danica’s main thought was that Lukas was very exposed. Their last two clients, both actors, hadn’t been around as many potential troublemakers as Lukas would be or Damien Zane had been. It would be challenging to stop someone from causing trouble, which would put them in a reactive mode from the outset.

She muttered to Alex, “Think anyone would have a problem with me putting a big force shield between the audience and the stage?”

The other woman laughed. “I think someone would put the kibosh on that, yeah.”

“How about just around Lukas?”

“Don’t think he’d go for it.”

She crossed her arms and grumbled, “Dammit.”

Alex mimicked her pose. “Well, if we’re lucky, they’ll be trying to kidnap him, not kill him.”

Derek leaned over and asked, “You think that’s lucky?”

“Gives us a chance to get him back. If someone just shoots him, not so much.”

Danica shook her head. “I really don’t like this at all.”

Randall observed, “So far, I’ve counted four places where Lukas will be out of our sight during the act, and we’re only two-thirds of the way through. I get that there are places we can’t follow or be, but I don’t like it.”

Danica suggested, “We can put a tracer on him.”

“With or without his knowledge?”

She pinched the bridge of her nose with her fingers. You could never tell what a celebrity might object to, especially one doing work as precise as Lukas Reign’s was turning out to be. “We’ll try with his knowledge first. But let’s be prepared to do it without if we have to.”

Randall nodded. “I’ll go back and get to work on it right away.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Lilac had finished her shift and returned to the warehouse before the walk-through at the venue started. She smiled as Randall appeared and enthusiastically announced, “We have a project, my friends.”

Zack popped his head out of his work area. “Oh, goody. What is it?”

“Danica wants us to put a tracer on Lukas Reign. We need to create a version to use if he’s cool with wearing it and a backup version in case he’s not willing to wear it.”

Zack laughed. “That sounds like Danica.”

Lilac asked, “Why wouldn’t he want to wear it?”

Randall lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug. “Lots of possibilities. Maybe he doesn’t like it. Maybe he’s a celebrity and doesn’t think he should have to. Maybe he’s one of those people where everything has to be just right, and this upsets his balance.”

Lilac chuckled. “Those people are so annoying.” She stared at Zack.

Zack frowned. “I am not one of those people.”

“Can you tell me exactly which drawer a certain screwdriver is in?”

He scowled. “Of course.”

Lilac and Randall laughed together, and he pointed out, “Then you’re definitely one of those people.”

Lilac asked, “I presume that since I’m involved, we want this to work on technological and magical levels?”

Randall replied, “Danica didn’t specify, but I think that makes sense.”

“I do too.” She grabbed several pieces of paper and a few colored markers and took them across the room to the table they used for planning. The other two trailed her. She grabbed a nearby chair, sat, and started writing.

“All right. It needs to be small. It needs to have a power source. It needs to have a magic reservoir. It needs to be disguised.” She stared down at the paper. “What else?”

The other two had pulled up chairs. Randall specified, “It needs to not interfere with his movements or his look. So maybe something covered with fabric he can wear inside his collar?”

Lilac made a note.

Zack added, “Also as lightweight as we can manage so it won’t mess with how things drape.”

Randall replied, “It’s a collar.”

Zack countered, “You’re the one who talked about people wanting things just right.”

Lilac asked, “So you’re saying it would annoy you if it was heavy and attached to your collar?”

“Yes.”

Randall repeated, “You’re definitely one of those people.”

Zack pointed at him. “I have a stun gun in my workshop, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

Randall laughed and put up his hands. “I surrender, sheriff.”

Lilac brought them back on track. “All right, that’s for the ‘willing to wear’ one. What would we do for the ‘unwilling to wear’ version?”

Zack suggested, “Same idea, only much smaller. We can plant it on a piece of jewelry, maybe.”

Lilac nodded, made some more notes, and sketched what the first version might look like. The others critiqued it and made suggestions. By the time they were all satisfied, it would be a round device covered in soft black fabric with adhesive around the edges.

Randall advised, “I have a list of frequencies the tech folks use during the show, so you’ll have to design something that works outside those frequencies, and outside Voltaic’s stuff, and the venue’s, too.”

Zack replied, “We’ll make it frequency-agile. That’s easy enough.”

Lilac asked, “Is there much tech for the show?”

Randall laughed, but not in an insulting way. “It’s all tech, some of it low and some of it high. Projectors. Mirrors. Trap doors. Even programmable materials.”

She frowned at the unfamiliar term. “What?”

Zack replied, “Programmable materials. Like fabric that can change color if it receives a signal. Or electronic paper that can do the same.”

“I don’t know much about stage magic, but this stuff would be way easier with the kind of magic I do.”

Zack countered, “But not nearly as impressive.”

Lilac raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying I’m not an impressive magician?”

He adopted a dramatically fearful expression. “Why, no. I would never say such a thing. Put the wand down. I’m backing away slowly.”

They all laughed together, then got to work designing the components in Zack's computer software and setting the 3D printers to work. They had left a space inside for the magic reservoir, which the machine wouldn’t print.

That part of the device would be a special kind of crystal. Lilac would mold it into the proper shape with magic and attune to it so she could track it.

She pulled out a drawer and opened the richly stained and carved wooden box that held the necessary elements. Inside, resting in velvet cutouts, were a cup made of neutral stone, a vial of purification liquid that Lilac had made previously, a clean cloth, and a purple crystal.

Lilac removed the first item and set it on the desk, then used the next two to clean it completely. The crystal was cleaned and polished after. Then she returned the cloth and potion to the box, which she set out of the way.

She set the crystal in the cup and placed her hand on it. The other hand held her wand and lay in her lap. This magic could be done only by physical touch, so her body became the conduit in addition to the wand. She slipped into the required trance and systematically shut away every thought but those pertaining to the present moment.

Lilac imagined the crystal until it was like she could see it through her closed eyes, then pictured herself flying into it. It became huge, and she became small until she could see the actual skeleton inside it. She knew what shape it had to be to fit the device, so now it was a matter of finding the natural places where she could create a crack without damaging the crystal’s integrity.

It took her almost an hour to do the work, and by the time she opened her eyes and let the trance fall away, the rest of the object was ready.

It fit perfectly, and Zack shook his head with an admiring look. “You did that on vibes. No measurements, just feeling.”

Lilac smiled. “Vibes. I like that. Yes. I am all about vibes.”

Randall frowned. “You know, I could hear Jilly saying exactly those words. Let’s not share that word with her.”

Lilac laughed. “Oh, I definitely will.”

Zack suggested, “Let’s hold off on the unwilling one for a while. We have time, right? I can set the stuff to print overnight, and we can assemble it in the morning.”

“That’s fine. I’m happy to rest before I dive back into the crystal.” Lilac decided to share her uncertainty. “You know, I’m all for backup plans, but it seems we expect that Lukas will be taken. Am I unaware of something important?”

Randall shook his head. “No. You’re fully in the loop. We’re just working that angle first. Believe me, Danica is worried about all kinds of other things that might happen to him too.”

Zack added, “While we’re on the subject of locators, I think we should have locators for all of us as well. You know, in case we wind up somewhere unexpected during a mission, or so Voltaic can effectively plot us out on a schematic.”

Randall observed, “Voltaic can already do that through our sensor packs.”

Zack scratched the side of his face, where stubble was beginning to grow. “I was thinking of something we can wear all the time. To continue, assuming there are no more interruptions…”

He stared at Randall, who made a show of buttoning his lip. “I also thought we could use them to create a network that might give Lilac more bandwidth. I don’t know. It seemed like an interesting idea to play with.”

Lilac asked, “How would you do it?”

“I was figuring maybe a watch. Then, once I thought of that, I had another really good idea.”

Randall muttered, “I’m afraid to ask.”

Zack suggested, “Shut up, then. If the watch was big enough and we made the components small enough, we could put a capacitor with a shock charge inside and an extendable prong in the watch’s body. It would be enough to take one person down and be pretty much undetectable since you would expect a watch to have a power source.”

Lilac smiled. “Nice. I like it.”

Randall agreed. “Let’s get working on that design. Maybe you can leave a prototype to print overnight too.”

Lilac replied, “You two can do that. I want to test another magic gadget I’ve been thinking about.”

Zack asked, “What’s that?”

“A magic battery. Works kind of like an energy potion. Charge it up and have magic power available when you need it.”

Randall gently reminded her, “That exists.”

She smiled at his caution. “I know, but thanks for being nice about it. Most of those are big suckers, used for weapons and such. I want a small version that can be worn all the time. A pendant, probably, with enough power for one or two emergency spells.”

Zack stretched and rolled his neck. “Well, it seems like we have the rest of our night planned out, so let’s get to it, shall we?”
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Voltaic stepped up to the canopied front entrance of the dark web version of the Magic Castle in her guise as the magician Vanchetta. She used the falsified credentials she’d loaded into the system and made it through the front door unchallenged. Her goal that evening was to go deeper than she had on her previous visit.

After hacking into the system, she’d waited a few hours, then visited the room after the one she’d experienced her first visit. It had been another living room-style chamber, but more intimate. She walked through it now and stopped before the double doors beyond. A man in a tuxedo asked, “Your credentials?”

“Vanchetta. I’m considering adding ‘the Magnificent.’ What do you think?”

He smiled. “I haven’t seen you perform, but you seem a magnificent vision to me.”

Voltaic laughed inwardly. Flirting bot. Nice.

He opened the door, and she walked through into a space that mimicked an elegant bar. Booths in plush, dark red leather and rich fabrics made up the outer wall. Most of the stools around the horseshoe-shaped bar were already occupied. She took one of the few empty seats.

A martini glass with a cherry red liquid materialized in front of her. A glance at both sides confirmed that everyone had the same prop. It tasted like nothing when she lifted it to her lips and sipped, more evidence that this part of the system was less sophisticated than the one she’d hacked.

Voltaic called up the VR system’s interface control and toggled on the option that added a floating tag above everyone’s head to indicate who they were. Impishly, she added “the Magnificent” to hers since she had the butler’s permission. A scan of the room delivered what she’d hoped to find.

James from Lukas Reign’s team was present under his stage name, James Jay. Lukas had explained to Danica that his stagehands and assistants were essentially apprentices, doing the work to launch their careers. Voltaic had listened through the comm.

James was answering questions about Lukas. “Yes, he’s very nice.” “Yes, he’s truly non-magical.” “No, he’s not just pretending.” It sounded like he had answered those questions many times, but he did a good job of not seeming exasperated. She wondered if he had his avatar on loop and was privately speaking to someone.

A man named Calderon remarked, “I hear he’s in Cleveland getting ready for a new show. Is it going to be better than his last one?”

James replied, “I take it you don’t like Lukas?”

The man snorted. “I think he’s overrated, that’s all. He’s adequate, but nothing more.”

James smiled. “I have to disagree with you, of course. Professional obligation.”

Another asked, “Will he be doing the Cassandra trick?”

James shook his head. “It’s been replaced by the box escape.”

The conversation, which had been innocuous, suddenly wasn’t. If James was willing to share details like that, someone could push him to share some that would risk Lukas' safety. Each time a chair near him emptied, another person filled it to continue the questioning.

Voltaic logged out and tapped the buttons to connect to Danica. Her boss and housemate asked, “What can I do for you? We’re ordering pizza later, assuming you want to come home and have some.”

“I’ll be on my way in a few minutes. I was hanging out in the Magic Castle chat room, and James was there. Lukas is a person of interest to seemingly everyone on the level he was hanging out in, and they weren’t all fans.”

“More evidence that Lukas might have something to worry about.”

“Exactly my thought.”

Danica growled. “That’s a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, pizza.”

Voltaic grinned. “Be right there.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The next day, the entire team was at the venue as Lukas and his team moved into rehearsal mode. They had started the day watching the checkpoints and ensuring that the only doors used were the ones with scanners. Some of the techs had grumbled about the lack of flexibility, but Lilac, as assistant facility manager, had helped smooth things over. Danica was starting to think of the witch as the ultimate problem-fixer.

Now, Alex stood near one of the building’s access doors, Danica was near another, and Randall was close to the third. Lilac was moving through the space doing assistant facility manager things, and Derek and Zack were both in the audience area. Voltaic’s systems were watching over the internal and external cameras. Voltaic would be on hand during the shows, but that didn’t seem necessary for now.

Each of them except Lilac wore an equipment belt with basic equipment, including a pistol, a Taser, and a sensor pack for Voltaic to interface with. They wouldn’t wear their gear so openly on performance nights since the venue had valid concerns about the audience members being concerned about the presence of firearms. They would also dress better. For now, her people wore black polo shirts with the Spellbound Security logo and cargo pants.

They had made it through the last trick of the act’s first third, during which Lukas appeared in the middle of the audience, when a warning tone came from the surveillance bots.

Less than five seconds later, Voltaic reported, “We have something suspicious on the cameras.”

Danica snapped, “Derek, get Lukas backstage, right now. Lilac, meet them there. Be prepared to portal them out.” She looked around but saw no imminent danger. “All right, what do you have?”

“It looks like three groups of people are approaching the venue. They’re each carrying similar backpacks. My system flagged them with moving with intent as the cause, so it could be a false hit.”

“But it might not be.”

“Exactly. They’re at the doors now.”

The door in front of Danica opened. The first thing through was not a person but a trio of grenades.

Danica threw up a fast force shield to block herself and the workers from any fragments, but when the grenades went off, gas and smoke billowed from them. People wearing gas masks boiled through the door immediately afterward as Danica added force shields all around the grenades, the door guards, and herself.

She snapped, “Intrusion,” pulled her Taser, and fired at the first person through the door, taking him out of the fight before it began.
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Alex snapped, “Here too.”

The canister spewed vapor, and she covered her mouth and nose with her hand as she backpedaled to get out of the mist. She shot the first person through the door with her Taser, but his arm had already been coming across his chest and knocked the darts away. He still dropped to one knee at the minimal charge he received, but that was all.

She muttered, “Lucky bastard,” then snapped, “Falling back.”

The defensive plan for her position abandoned the lobby for the auditorium, where she would have support. Her preference would have been to charge them and fight it out, but she’d always been one to put the team first. She backed through the door and moved to the side as it swung shut to conceal her.

Grenades spewing smoke preceded her foes into the room, but Alex had taken a deep breath and would be fine for a few moments. She leapt out of her cover and smashed into the first one that came through the opening.

He fell to the side and landed hard on the arm of the nearby chair with an audible breaking of bone. Alex slammed her elbow into his face and caused his cheekbone to go the way of his ribs. She realized she hadn’t seen a weapon in his hand and wondered what the hell was going on.
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Randall responded to the grenades coming through the door he watched by kicking them back the way they’d come and using force magic to cover them in the meantime. When the men came in wearing their gas masks, Randall smiled.

“Thanks for coming, boys.” His fist landed in the face of the nearest, and the man fell back among his friends. Randall reported, “No sign of magicals here.”

Alex confirmed, “Nor here.”

Danica replied, “Same.”

Lilac asked, “Should we portal out?”

Danica replied, “I think we have the situation in hand, but yes, portal out. It’s good practice if nothing else.”

Randall smiled at the two men who had stepped inside. Each held a metal baton. He echoed Danica’s words. “Good practice.”

They came in together, somewhat hampered by both being right-handed. The scanner went off as they passed through it. The narrow opening had made them shift to single-file. Randall went after the first before they could get side-by-side again.

The man brought the baton down in a respectable strike at his shoulder, but Randall’s force-covered forearm accepted the blow with ease. He reached up, grabbed the man’s wrist, and snapped it with a quick twist.

Randall caught the baton in his other hand as it fell free and slammed it at the next man’s shoulder. It struck a glancing blow. The man whipped his around in a swift counterattack, but Randall got the weapon between them. They traded blows with the batons, and it only took Randall a moment to determine that he outmatched the other man.

“Not exactly the A team.” He snapped into a front kick that connected with the man’s stomach. The force magic he added to the impact sent his foe flying backward into the wall. Randall winced and hoped he hadn’t done too much damage to either man or wall. He turned to face the last one.
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Alex got to her feet and backed away from the men following her. They had produced batons, and the way they held them suggested they how to use them.

Derek instructed over the comm, “When I say so, Alex, drop.”

“Got it.”

“Drop.”

Alex let her legs collapse. A Taser shot from behind her hit the enemy nearest her. He jerked and stutter-stepped as electricity coursed through him, then fell.

She launched at the remaining one as soon as he was out of the way. He whipped the baton to strike her head, and she crouched to avoid it and kicked out at his knee. He raised his leg to take the blow on his shin, but it was enough to unbalance him and bring him to the floor. She caught the reloaded Taser Derek tossed to her and zapped him until his eyes closed.
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Danica’s remaining opponents fell to Jilly, who had blasted them with lightning to take them off their feet and continued to blast them until Danica made her stop. She told the dragon, “You really are getting kind of bloodthirsty, you know?”

“They deserved it. They tried to hurt Lukas.”

Danica laughed. “Do you have a thing for Lukas?”

“No. I don’t have a thing.”

“Uh-huh.”

Lilac had been absent from the channel for a few moments. She reported, “I’m back. The police are here. We’ll need to talk to them.”

Danica replied, “On it. Everyone, let’s get these chuckleheads tied up and assist the police so everyone can get back to work as quickly as possible.”
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Lilac walked the venue, keeping a watchful eye on any place an enemy might be hiding. When she took the job of assistant facilities manager, she’d walked through every inch of the place. The managers had thought it was a crazy request but allowed it when she explained it was a magical thing. Now, she walked it again.

The first time through she had created a baseline picture of the place with her magic, an understanding of the venue at a fundamental level. She did it all the time with her magical components to test for flaws and impurities. Now, it would allow her to more easily notice things that weren’t the same as they had been the first time through. Big things like people didn’t require such sensitive skilling, but the devices the intruders had left scattered around certainly did.

She found them hidden near the entrances and brought them out to show Danica and the others when the police finished carting off the attackers.

Zack observed, “That looks like one of Voltaic’s repeaters.”

Derek added, “Those two things look like microphones with transmitters inside them.”

Danica mused, “So this wasn’t a real attempt at Lukas. Just an effort to probe our defenses and get some tech inside.”

Lilac responded, “Kind of makes the whole danger thing seem more real.”

Danica nodded in agreement. “All right. Magical transport for the team from here on out. Lilac, you’re the primary for that. Randall, you’re secondary.”

Lilac nodded, and Randall did as well.

Danica continued. “I’ll have Voltaic get more eyes to watch the cameras when we can’t. What else?”

Derek suggested, “Control over the anti-magic field.”

Lilac shook her head. She was sure her frustration came out in her voice. “They won’t give it to us. I asked several times. They agreed to keep it on at all times if we want them to, except during shows, because it wasn’t specified on the tickets.”

Danica nodded. “Tell them we want them turned on, now. We’ll coordinate to have one turned off when you’re ready to portal people in.”

Lilac nodded. As she headed off to do that, she heard Danica add, “We’ll figure out how they work so we can take them down ourselves if we need to.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


One of the things Moriarty liked best about his winter house was that it was good for pacing. The space was large enough, and the furniture arranged just so, letting him wander a weaving path and let his mind work while his body navigated the empty parts. Occasionally, he went to the local gym and walked the track for the same reason, but today he wasn’t in the mood for even moderate social activity.

Lukas Reign annoyed him. He’d taken on the client targeting him for multiple reasons, as he’d confided to Solene, but had been most interested in the possibility that Lukas was more than he seemed and thus might prove useful.

Unfortunately, discreet inquiries unknown to anyone other than himself had revealed that Lukas didn’t have any unique abilities for Moriarty to exploit. He was what he claimed, a skilled magician with no magical bloodlines. Worse, he didn’t seem to have any vulnerabilities Moriarty could exploit.

While Moriarty could envision possibilities for Lukas’ magician skills in various kinds of operations, the lack of leverage meant the man might as well not exist. Moriarty allowed himself a moment to feel the disappointment of one of his plans not panning out, then pushed it away. No matter. Some paths led nowhere, like always, but you couldn’t know that until you’d traveled them.

Despite affirming this belief, his irritation didn’t lessen and only increased when his phone vibrated. He hit the button to open a gap in the house’s anti-magic field, and Solene arrived a moment later. She wore a suit with her hair pulled back in a businesslike bun. He didn’t stop his pacing as she took a position at the edge of the living room.

“They’re very upset. They don’t appreciate us not including them in the attack, even though it was just recon.” Her tone betrayed no accusation, which was admirable—and wise—restraint.

The early probe had been his idea. He’d done it as much for Danica as Lukas, and if he was honest, maybe more. Solene’s eyes showed she understood that. They were placid as she awaited his response.

“And?”

“They want to accelerate the attack’s timetable to the first show and use their people exclusively to do it.”

He inwardly sighed as she confirmed the result he’d expected. He waved it off. “Get some coffee. Sit down.”

He continued to pace while she prepared her coffee and was momentarily surprised when she brought two cups. He accepted the one she extended and sat in a leather chair. A small end table separated it from another, which Solene claimed.

“What are the downsides to giving them what they want?” He was fairly sure he knew them all, but he had mentally stepped away from the day-to-day of this project and didn’t want to assume it.

She set her mug down. “We lose the advantage of preparation time. With our observers in place, we would have a better picture of the situation after a few shows. We’ll also have to rely on their, um, potentially less skilled and disciplined personnel.”

Moriarty considered all the angles. His priorities had changed with the new knowledge about Lukas Reign’s uselessness to him. The actual capture of the magician was a distant third goal. Second was probing Danica and her team, possibly beginning to take them out. The first was to either make allies of the organization that sought Lukas Reign or better, make useful underlings of them by carefully applying leverage.

The request didn’t harm any of those priorities. “We’ll accommodate them to a degree since I think they might be a valuable resource going forward and I don’t want to poison that relationship over this effort with Lukas Reign. Set it up as they wish, but we’ll run our own operation as well. Send in four people to go after members of Danica’s team. We’ll be able to get weapons planted inside?”

Solene nodded. “Our people at the venue are sure of it.”

“Good. Our mole should consider getting Lukas their priority, working against Danica’s team second. Our people at the venue should stand ready for instruction during the attack.” He smiled at the fact that Solene had perked up momentarily before hiding it under her normal professional demeanor. “Missing the action, Solene?”

“A little.”

“Never fear. You’ll get your shot at Danica’s team. Just not yet.”

“What do you hope the team you send after them now will accomplish?”

Moriarty shrugged. “I’m not sure. This whole operation is like a pebble cast into a pond. The ripples will reveal things that are hidden underneath.

“I thought for a time that those things would be about Lukas Reign and prove useful, but that seems unlikely now. So, we’ll learn things about Danica and her team. We haven’t really tested them in a scenario where they were defending a location like this. It will be interesting to see how they proceed.”

Solene shook her head. “Sometimes I can understand why you do the things you do. But this one is a mystery to me.”

He wondered if Solene realized she was probably the only person in the world who would, and could, say that to him. “A little mystery is good for the soul.”

She leaned forward and pressed, “What are you planning? Why are you so amenable to changing the Lukas Reign timetable?” Her tone wasn’t demanding, but it was insistent. She was hunting for information, not making small talk.

He decided to give her something. “New information. One of the companies that Paris Winters’ parents are involved with has a very interesting new product. One that might serve us well. Once we’re done with Lukas Reign, we’ll turn our attention to that.”

“And you’re not going to tell me what it is.”

“What fun would that be? It would be like skipping to the end of the book and reading the last pages. No one wants to do that.”

Solene sipped her coffee. Her body language was more relaxed. “Sometimes I think your inscrutable attitude is a deliberate effort to make everyone around you crazy.”

Moriarty laughed, his bad mood banished by the discussion. “Perhaps you’re right. But you have to admit, it keeps life interesting.”

“It does that. Any particular requests for the big event?”

“Make the client happy. If the opportunity to take out any of Danica’s team presents itself, our people should do it. But not Danica herself. That’s for later.”

Solene drummed her fingers on the side of her mug a couple of times. “I hope you’ll forgive me, but this needs to be said. Might you be devoting too much energy and thought to Danica Grey?”

Moriarty laughed again, completely unoffended. “Am I obsessed with her, you mean?”

She sighed with relief at his reaction. “Well, I wouldn’t use those words, but since you did, yes.”

He leaned back in his chair and drank his coffee as he considered the question. He’d asked himself the same one several times before as part of his daily process of checking his motivations and assumptions. “No, I wouldn’t say obsessed. Am I making decisions that might be impractical, like telling you to pass up opportunities to take her off the board? Yes. Admittedly.”

He slowly bobbed his head a couple of times. “But it’s about the game. If she’s a worthy opponent, I would hate to see her defeated so quickly.”

“What do you hope to gain?”

“In this case, simply the competition would be enough. But as Spellbound rises in popularity, more people will hear about them, and they’ll seem like a formidable challenge. When we defeat that challenge in our own time and way, we will demonstrate our superiority to everyone.”

Solene flashed a grin. “Which will give you access to more money and more power.”

Moriarty nodded. “And additional high-caliber opponents. Then the cycle will begin again.”

He watched her work through things in her mind as she remained silent for half a minute. Then she tentatively asked, “When will it be enough?”

He laughed. “You already know the answer to that, my dear.”

“Never.”

“Correct. Never. The purpose of the game is to play it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Voltaic passed through the first layers of the Magic Castle chat with ease. She’d started her listening surveillance in the bar room but only stayed for a few minutes. None of Lukas’ assistants were present. She was particularly on the lookout for James since he’d seemed interested in talking about his boss and not in the most glowing terms. She was willing to pay attention to any of them that might be around.

Her hacked credentials permitted her to pass to the next room, which was set up like a giant green room. A series of makeup tables with mirrors outlined in light bulbs created its periphery. Their glow filled the inner area where people stood in clusters talking. Voltaic moved through the space in her Vanchetta disguise, drifting from crowd to crowd and spending a minute or so with each.

Everyone appeared to be discussing potential tricks like it was a work session. She decided it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that it might be. Infomancers did the same thing with other infomancers, partly because the work was so solitary. Magic also seemed like a fairly insular profession, especially when one considered all the practice they would have to do even for simple things like sleight-of-hand tricks.

None of the topics seemed specific to any particular show or magician. One group discussed sleight-of-hand, while another group argued about the best gear to create technological illusions. She wondered if maybe she hadn’t reached the level where those in fierce competition with one another hung out, and these folks were as genuinely inclined to help one another as they seemed.

Voltaic’s gaze settled on one of Lukas’ female assistants across the room, and she moved slowly toward her, training her virtual ears in that direction. Fortunately, the VR was amenable to such instructions. She worried that the assistant would give away Lukas’ secrets, but that turned out not to be the case.

She joined the circle as Jackie explained one of her tricks. “It’s fairly complicated. The audience sees me fall from a height and vanish before I hit the ground.”

Two people were conversing with her, both men, while a couple of others watched. The first asked, “Mirrors?”

The other suggested, “Trapdoor?”

Jackie grinned. “Puff of smoke to hide the gag. The real key is a winch system capable of three-dimensional direction. The wires clip onto a harness I wear under my clothes.

“The lines have tiny screens on them, so they can be made to seem invisible by displaying what’s behind them. Folks at the edges might get a little ripple, but most of the audience won’t notice the distortion. The system yanks me behind the curtain before the smoke can clear.”

The first one was sold on the idea. “That’s really impressive.”

The other asked, “Is it painful? And how do you have access to that gear?”

Jackie replied, “It is painful, but only for a moment. I have to maintain my yoga routine and be very loose for the trick. The couple of times I wasn’t, I had to use painkillers for the next couple of days. But I couldn’t miss one of Lukas’ shows.”

She nodded at the second. “To answer your question, Lukas is the reason I have the gear. He has warehouses full of stuff and allows us to use it if it’s not currently employed. Under his direction, of course.”

“Damn, nice gig.” The first one sounded envious.

“It is. He works us hard, but the opportunities are just about endless.”

That doesn’t seem like someone who’s upset with their boss. Voltaic circled the room some more but discovered nothing else worthy of worry. Several of the conversations were interesting. She wondered if it might be possible for her to find the time to make magic a hobby. Not that she would perform for others, but the act of creating a perfect trick would be a worthy goal in and of itself.

As much as she wanted to continue listening to Lukas’ assistant if only to learn more about her work, she sensed she wouldn’t find what she needed among these folks. She headed to the next level, out the door marked Stage. It didn’t lead to a stage but to a room modeled after a classic cigar bar. Leather wingback chairs surrounded round tables, each area set for three, which was interesting.

Intimate, but with the possibility that an extra person could listen in on a conversation. It was a chat room, and she supposed there was an option for a direct chat. Or maybe there wasn’t. At least not at this level. Perhaps the best way to keep people from sharing secrets inside here was to keep all the conversations public.

The more she thought about that, the more it made sense.

Another of Lukas’ stagehands, Harry, was present. He sat at a table with two others. Cigars burned in the ashtray in the center to add visual ambiance since the simulation wasn’t enough to provide the smell or the taste.

Voltaic took a seat nearby, joining a pair of magicians who traded small talk with her before returning to their conversation. Harry was talking about working with Lukas.

One of the others asked, “Are you learning anything you can use?”

“Lukas won’t let us directly steal his tricks, which is unfortunate. Back in the day, apprentices got to take everything except the signature tricks from their mentors.”

The man who had asked the question laughed. “Yeah, but then apprentices weren’t paid or anything. You’re not working for free, are you?”

“No. And the money’s good. I’m just saying. It would be nice if we could get a little more specific stuff.”

The man who hadn’t spoken to Harry left the table. He noticed her, smiled, and kept walking since her table was full.

She considered joining Harry’s table and questioning him, but another man sat with him before she could move. This one wore a black suit with a black shirt and tie and looked somewhat sinister thanks to his waxed and curled mustache. She was pretty sure he was portraying a movie character but couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

The new arrival remarked, “Lukas Reign, huh?”

Harry replied, “Yeah. I work with him. We’re going on tour shortly.”

More pride than frustration in Harry’s voice.

“Is he as overrated as everyone says?”

Harry frowned. “I mean, I guess that’s a personal judgment. I think he’s a master of the craft who’s nearing the top of his game. If that’s how you define overrated, that’s up to you.”

The man leaned forward conspiratorially. “Really, no magic blood at all?”

“None that I’ve seen. All his tricks are technology, sleight-of-hand, that kind of thing. Nothing a mundane human can’t do.”

“What’s the point when there’s real magic in the world?”

Harry laughed. “You’re here, so you must know this is about the skill, not the deception.”

The man reached up to twist his mustache. “So, it’s ego.”

“Isn’t everything, ultimately?” Harry nodded and rose. “Nice talking to you.” His voice suggested it had been anything but.

The man’s questions had drawn interest from Voltaic. She hurried after him when he’d passed through the door to the next level. This room was a huge space of nothingness except for a big circle of inward-facing leather chairs, each with a pair of small tables flanking them.

One side table had books stacked on it, the other, candles that provided the room’s only light. The faces of the chairs’ occupants were shadowed as if they were sinister monks from the Middle Ages.

The hidden faces made Voltaic suspect she’d reached the level of known performers who didn’t want their identities revealed. People at the top, like Lukas and his peers, would probably have a separate area where they would doubtless be completely comfortable showing their faces. She couldn’t imagine that Lukas’ assistants would have access to this level or beyond.

The man she followed sat in one of the chairs. Voltaic joined the ring of people standing behind the circle, watching but not engaging in the discussion. She didn’t recognize any of their avatars but took pictures with her system to track them down later if necessary.

She shifted around until she had an angle on the face of the man she’d followed and was immediately confused. It was like having double vision. She saw a placid, relaxed expression most of the time, but now and again a flash of rage or disdain colored it, only to quickly vanish again.

Voltaic wondered if it might be a glitch in the system’s programming. She launched her most non-invasive analytics program, light code the VR system should be able to handle. It told her there was something different about the man she was looking at that set him apart from the others in the room. She couldn’t get more than that from the program without risking notice, so she focused on the conversation.

Eventually, possibly inevitably, the discussion turned to those at the top of the field. When Lukas’ name came up, her target finally joined the conversation.

He claimed, “Lukas Reign is overrated. I’m sure his meteoric rise will turn into a catastrophic crash in the very near future.”

Others argued, but some agreed. The more the man said, the more Voltaic’s worry increased.

Finally, it reached a level that inspired her to launch the most advanced program she could run in this place despite the possibility of discovery. It gave her a piece of information she hadn’t expected. I need to tell Danica this right away.

She logged out of her system, intending to do so, but when she saw it was three in the morning, she corrected herself and told the empty warehouse, “I need to tell Danica this first thing in the morning.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Danica arrived at the warehouse early the next morning, surprised to find Voltaic already there. She often failed to cross paths with the infomancer, who would come in late at night and sleep in.

Voltaic began, “I have something you should know.”

Danica got some coffee and covered her mouth as she failed to stifle a yawn. “What’s that?”

“I was in the Magic Castle chat yesterday. Fairly deep. A person there was asking one of the stagehands about Lukas. I followed him into a fairly high-level room, and he said some negative things about Lukas. Specifically, that his career would come crashing down very soon.”

That woke Danica up more than the coffee ever could. “Did you find out anything we can use to track them?”

Voltaic was visibly frustrated. “No. They were protected by something, probably an infomancer, which seems like it shouldn’t be possible in there.”

“You made it inside.”

Voltaic snorted. “Yeah, but I’m good.”

Danica chuckled. “Lends evidence to the idea that it’s not just some crackpot after Lukas.”

Voltaic nodded. “If it is a group, the infomancy suggests it’s a group that includes magicals. All along, I’ve been thinking it was another magician or assistant. Unconscious assumption, I guess.”

Danica frowned. “I think we’ve all been thinking that way to an extent. I’ll talk to Lukas and see if I can get him to bend on some things. He won’t listen, but it’s worth trying. Miracles happen, right?”

“Try hard.”

Danica spent the morning reviewing things at the venue with a rotating cast of her team members, for once appreciating that anti-magic emitters were protecting a place. When everyone assembled for the early afternoon rehearsal, she took Lukas aside into the shadows at the corner of the stage. “We have signs that someone’s going to make a try at you.”

Lukas nodded. “As expected. That’s why you’re here. I trust you completely.”

Danica suppressed her desire to wince. That was exactly the answer she’d expected, and it didn’t bode well for her other questions. “Would you consider postponing?”

He laughed as if the question amused him. “Impossible. I have an obligation to the fans who paid their hard-earned money to see the show.”

His words rang true, and Danica believed he believed them. Still, she pushed. “Even at a risk to you and your team?”

He gave a single sharp nod. “Even so.”

Her initial hope dashed, even after she tried to guilt him by including his team, Danica replied, “All right. I understand. Make sure everyone knows that if they see anything at all out of the ordinary, they need to talk to us right away. Err on the side of caution. And wear this.”

She slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out the tracker her tech and magic team had created. It was a small, fabric-lined object with adhesive around the edges.

Lukas hefted it, then shrugged. “Sure. This won’t be a problem.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to turn on the anti-magic emitters during the show?”

“It’s an inconvenience to the audience. The magicals in attendance might feel uncomfortable.”

Danica couldn’t argue with that. “It’s not the best sensation. That’s accurate. Like the venue said, they weren’t warned ahead of time. But I had to ask.”

He touched her upper arm. “I know I’m a pain. I’m glad you’re here. Do your best. That’s all any of us can do.” He turned and headed for the stage, where the rest of his team was ready for rehearsal.

Danica took her position in the front row to watch it and ran through all the possibilities and vulnerabilities in her mind. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like any of it. The only positive was having time to figure out this place fairly well. Voltaic was already researching the other stops on the tour, which would pose an even greater threat.

She sent to Jilly, who was up in the rafters, I have a bad feeling about this.

Still?

Still.

Then I have one, too.

With an hour before the doors opened to the public, Danica and her team left the venue in the hands of its security team to get ready for the show. They had discussed how to handle protecting Lukas endlessly, it seemed. It was time to put their plans into action.

They gathered in the warehouse with their crates of equipment around them to gear up. Lilac passed around healing potions, energy potions, and proactive healing potions. They would down those at the start of each show or just before. Danica, Lilac, and Arthur had agreed it was worth the cost and effort to replace them each time to ensure they had that ace in the hole should something happen.

Their visible outfits were black trousers, boots, light sweaters, and suit coats, all in black. Everyone wore body armor under the sweaters, which were long enough to hide the equipment belts, aided by the cut of the jackets. Lilac complained about the armor, but peer pressure got her to put it on anyway.

Lilac carried no offensive weapons, but everyone else had a Taser hidden in a shoulder holster. Most of them also had pistols at the small of their back. A leg sheath held an ASP baton with a Taser function. They carried two grenades each, but Danica had decided to limit them to flash-bangs. That way, there should be no long-term damage if someone from the crowd was in range of the detonation.

Zack and Lilac had mentioned they were trying out prototype equipment, but Danica hadn’t asked for any details. She already had enough stuff in her head to keep track of.

Danica prompted, “Comm check.”

Everyone responded to confirm the earpieces were working. They all saw a small flashing icon in their display contact lenses.

Voltaic reported, “Sensors online, working fine. Network at the venue, also fine. Cameras are up inside and out, and I have the drones flying.”

Danica looked each team member in the eyes. They appeared calm, confident, and ready. “Remember, and this is most important, we cannot risk shooting any audience member, even with the Taser. The only exception would be if Lukas is directly threatened, and even then, think carefully before doing it.”

Her team nodded.

Alex asked, “Rules of engagement?”

Danica uttered a half laugh, half snort. “Hell if I know.” The joke lightened the mood, and she added, “Seriously, we do what we must do to protect Lukas. That’s primary. Secondary is capturing whoever’s after him if we can, so we can ensure they don’t do it again.”

Alex pressed, “And if we feel that we have to do more than capture them?”

“Do what you need to do. If a scumbag is trying to harm Lukas, they’ve already forfeited the privilege of being treated gently. But don’t get crazy. Break legs instead of necks, if you know what I mean.”

“Got it.”

Derek remarked, “It feels like something’s going to happen, doesn’t it?” Sounds of agreement filtered through the group.

Danica replied, “I feel it too, but that’s just first-night jitters.” She smiled. “Lukas warned me about it and said his whole group gets it every time they start a new tour or a long run in a new venue. It’s normal. Conserve your energy. Don’t waste it with anticipation. Any questions?”

No one had any. She finished up by added, “It would be far more logical for someone to wait until the tour starts to go after him. We control this venue in a way that we won’t control any of the others.”

Randall mused, “Unless whoever it is wants to make a point.”

Danica had to agree. “Yeah.”

Zack asked, “Still got that bad feeling, boss?”

Danica was forced to admit it. “I do. Let’s get into position. In the immortal words of the stage, break a leg, everyone.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Danica did a walk-through of the venue one more time before the doors opened since her team was in position earlier than planned. Then she headed backstage and located Lukas in his dressing room, already costumed for the performance in his stylish black clothes.

He asked, “What’s up?”

“Insurance policy.” She held up the backup tracker.

He took it. “Where do you want it?”

“Underwear waistband. If you’re taken, they’ll get rid of shoes and socks since they’re good places to hide stuff, but hopefully they won’t take those.”

“You’re serious?”

Danica nodded. “Completely.”

He straightened. “Okay then, I’ll do it. See you after the show.”

Danica took the dismissal for what it was. “Thanks, Lukas.” As she walked back toward her position in the front of the audience and side of the stage, she reminded people of their duties as if they might have forgotten.

“Lilac. If there’s trouble, your job is to get to Lukas and get him out. Derek, I want you to stay in the room with the anti-magic emitter controls. If we need to, we’ll portal Lukas out of here and bring down the hammer on any magicals involved.”

Randall replied, “Speaking as a magical, I dislike this.”

Danica chuckled. “Yeah, you might have to fight without your force shields. Whiner.”

The joke lightened the mood for everyone, and gentle laughs came over the comms. Voltaic announced, “Doors opening.”

Danica urged, “Keep those eyes open, y’all.”
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Solene smiled at the uniformed guards working the scanning station. She stepped through the arch. Nothing about her registered danger. The green light flashed, and she was permitted to move forward. A tap of her phone against the ticket sensor confirmed she had purchased a seat.

She carefully didn’t look directly at the woman watching from the corner, Alexandra, Danica’s second-in-command. However, she allowed her gaze to sweep in that direction more than once as she moved along in the line toward the main auditorium. The woman looked confident. She was dressed in all-black, with a bulge showing something concealed at her waist and a baton on her thigh in a black sheath.

The only weapons Solene carried were her jewelry and her poison vial since she was under explicit orders not to get involved. Moriarty had suggested she was being foolish by attending since someone else could have gathered the surveillance for them, but she’d wanted to see this in person.

She had brought a pair of fashionable glasses with a small recording chip in both temples. It would be sufficient to capture the entire show and whatever happened during it. The recording would give them more information about Danica’s team and the qualities of the attackers since Moriarity was toying with the idea of using them for something in the future.

Solene admired the space as she slid into her seat on the left side of the center section. It was a beautiful theater, and she hoped Moriarty’s clients didn’t do too much damage to it.

Then she blocked it out of her mind. Her sole focus was to assess Danica’s team for the inevitable moment when Moriarty would bring her into play against them. She enjoyed the game too, although she played it a little more directly and forcefully than he did.

Solene couldn’t keep her lips from twitching into a small smile when she spotted Danica near the stage. Our time will come, Danica Grey. Just you wait.
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Danica watched people filing in and disliked every new attendee who passed through the doors individually. It wasn’t their fault. It was just that any of them could be a threat, and she had no way to sort them out. She had downed her proactive healing potion a minute before, then confirmed everyone else had. Everything was functioning like clockwork, exactly as it should be, and somehow even that seemed problematic. She didn’t like the situation, not one bit.

Danica connected to Jilly. How are things backstage?

Fine. Are you sure you don’t want me out there?

No. I can see out here with my own eyes. She used the twist of magic that allowed her to see through the fae dragon’s eyes, which was still quite challenging. And I can see through yours back there.

Jilly shook her head, which gave Danica vertigo. I can tell you what’s going on. No need to be fancy.

But I’m so very fancy. The idea made Danica chuckle inwardly.

Alex complained, “I wish the anti-magic emitters were still on.”

Danica replied, “You and me both.”

Randall asked, “Now who’s the whiner?”

She didn’t reward the comment with a reply.

Voltaic reported, “Everything still nominal. Adding the tech crew into the comm system.”

The back-and-forth between members of the technical crew came through Danica’s earpiece more softly than the voices of her team, as she’d requested. The stage manager announced, “Fifteen minutes. Start the music.”

The light music that had been playing faded out and more energetic and upbeat songs replaced it. Someone had told her that Lukas had curated the pre-show playlist. Danica liked what she heard, but it didn’t alleviate her stress. “I see you people. No dancing.”

Derek asked from the control room for the anti-magic emitters, “Can I dance?”

“Yes.”

“Sweet.”
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With a tap, Solene activated the feature on her glasses that allowed her to see behind her at an angle. She watched with slight turns of her head as the attack team entered in ones and twos. They were indistinguishable from those around them other than perhaps being better dressed, which fit what she knew about the group.

She considered them standard-grade elitists. That their elitism was about their magical nature was notable but not defining. The idea of being better than others characterized them most deeply, and they would make decisions on that basis more often than on any other.

Solene kept her face neutral despite seeing confirmation of her thoughts in the way they treated those around them as they moved into position. They had all secured aisle seats and spread themselves widely around the venue. She gave them credit for not acknowledging one another even with a look, aside from the ones that had entered as a pair, proving more professional than she expected.

The two people who worked for Moriarity and the venue would be in position, and their mole would be near Lukas at all times. Moriarty had been clear that the mole wasn’t to reveal themself unless a stellar opportunity to snatch Lukas was available. Solene very much doubted it would be. For the hundredth time, she wished she was part of the operation rather than watching
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Danica had carefully controlled her emotions during the tech manager’s countdown. It had been every minute until they reached five, then every thirty seconds. Now that they were in the final thirty, it was a true countdown.

When he reached zero, Lukas’s voice came over the loudspeakers to welcome the crowd. After the initial speech, his recording concluded, “And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for, illusions to beguile the mind and confuse the eyes.”

Loud music started, and Danica turned slightly to watch the audience and still see the stage. His female assistants, all dressed in sparkly bodysuits that were dark blue on the bottom and a sort of light purple on the top, marched to the front of the stage to wave at the crowd.

Two stagehands dressed in matte black trousers, shining black shoes, and sparkling black shirts wheeled out a tall box. They positioned it in the center of the stage and departed. The assistants pulled down all the sides to show it was empty.

Lights flashed, the music crescendoed, and a silhouette suddenly appeared in the backlit box. The sides came down, and there he was—Lukas Reign.

His black jacket sparkled, and the black button-down shirt beneath was open at the collar to show silver chains. His trousers had a stripe down each side, and shining boots peeked out from underneath. His long hair was bound in a loose tail that Danica knew would come out later in the show.

He raised his hands in a gesture to both sides as if extending a hug to the audience. They went crazy, cheering and clapping for him.

As he jumped out of the box and launched into the show, Danica was struck by how similar it all felt to the uncontrolled chaos of Damien Zane’s performances. She forced herself to focus on the audience and instructed, “Eyes on the crowd, and keep them peeled, people.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


By the time they reached the middle of the show, Danica had grown seriously tired of sweeping her gaze over the audience. She couldn’t imagine how the Secret Service, for instance, did this day in and day out. She would lose her marbles. She feared she still might before the Lukas Reign tour was over. Every twitch, sneeze, or overly loud cheer seemed intentional as she waited for something to happen.

Crescendoing music drew her to sharpen her focus on the stage and audience. Lukas was going through the stage patter for the bullet catch trick. Danica hated this one with a passion.

One of his female assistants, Farrah if she remembered correctly, selected a volunteer from the audience. She escorted the man past Danica’s position on the floor and onto the stage. Lukas was on the opposite side of the platform, and a huge pane of glass wheeled in by the stagehands moments before separated the two sides.

The patter continued as Lukas explained to the newcomer that he would write his name on the bullet that another assistant held out. The trick was that the bullet would go into the gun. A stagehand would fire the gun, the bullet would cross the stage, breaking the glass on its way, and Lukas would catch it in his teeth.

Danica wasn’t sure how he did it. She guessed that the first bullet somehow transmitted the design to a second one Lukas already had, and firing the gun triggered the glass to shatter with no projectile hitting it. But she didn’t know.

Even watching it several times during rehearsal hadn’t revealed it to her. It had gone perfectly every time, so the crew hadn’t needed to discuss it.

Alex muttered over the comm, “I hate this one.”

Danica replied, “Me too.”

“Wouldn’t it be weird if he was catching it in his teeth?”

“I could see a magical doing that, maybe. Slowing it down, guiding it in. But a human? No chance.” Danica decided that after the show she would watch the video frame by frame to figure it out.
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Solene smiled as she watched the setup for the next trick. Their mole had selected one of the attackers from the audience as the volunteer to get him up on stage with Lukas. It had been an option she’d suggested to the other woman, but more in a “wouldn’t it be great if” kind of way than in any expectation that it would happen.

On stage, the stagehand with the gun held up the signed bullet and a camera got a tight shot of it for the audience to see on the screens. The assistant walked the volunteer behind the glass pane and stood on the far side of the stage a good distance away from Lukas so nothing could be handed to him.

Solene was sure that nothing had been passed from one side to the other and wondered how the trick worked.

The lights went down until only Lukas, the barrier, and the shooter were illuminated. The stagehand brought the gun up. Lukas asked if he was ready, and the stagehand nodded. Lukas straightened, and his face went rigid with concentration. “Fire when ready.”

The stagehand pulled the trigger, and several things happened in rapid sequence.

The gun went off as expected but then exploded in the shooter’s hand and sent blood flying in all directions. The pane of glass shattered, and Lukas' head snapped back before he turned to the audience, pulled back his lips, and displayed the bullet in his teeth. A close-up camera shot showed that it bore the volunteer’s signature. Instead of applause, most of the crowd was screaming, while some were doing much more than that.

[image: ]


Danica took the exploding pistol as a sign to act. Accident or not, there was no telling what might follow next. She opened her mouth to give instructions to her team, but a high-pitched whine filled the comm channel. She ripped the bud out of her ear to preserve her hearing and saw her team members on the auditorium floor doing the same.

The crowd was in motion as people stood and gaped at the stage. A few were already in the aisles headed to the back of the venue. Danica had the sense that they might break into chaos at any moment. She sent to Jilly, Tell Lilac to get Lukas out of here. Then hunt any magicals.

Got it.

Danica used force magic to launch onto the stage toward the injured stagehand. She landed and dropped the first aid kit from her belt onto the floor beside him, where the assistant who had worked with the bullet knelt to help him.

She turned toward Lukas and saw that no less than six crowd members were replicating her move, already magically inbound to the stage. She sent to Jilly, After Lilac, tell Derek to kill the magic.

Jilly replied in the affirmative, and Danica wrapped herself and others in shields to prepare for the battle about to arrive.
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Alex was near the back of the auditorium. The gunshot had caused her to shift her attention to the stage. Then she closed her eyes in pain as the comm whined in her ear. When she’d dealt with that, she looked up to see people moving around her. One in a black suit walked toward her, shouting, “What’s going on?”

She raised a hand. “Stop, turn around, go the other way. It’s not safe here.”

He shook his head with a quizzical look and continued his approach.

Her danger sense caused her to reach for her pistol, but the hand didn’t get there before he arrived and stabbed a knife he’d been hiding behind his leg at her side. She was already twisting away into a fighting stance in an instinctive reflex, which probably saved her from having something important pierced. Still, the long blade rammed through her body armor and into her side.

His face twisted in triumph as the knife did the same inside her. Her legs went wobbly as icy tendrils of pain shot out in all directions, and she fell to her knees. The knife slid out after cutting the wound a little wider.

Her eyes and vision were wobbly, but she saw the red-coated blade go back and come forward again. He was aiming for her neck, going for the quick kill. Alex got her arm up in the way and took a shallow cut as she blocked, grabbed his wrist, and twisted it to force him to release the knife.

The move worked, but he swept his other hand down and caught it before it hit the floor. As he pulled it back for the strike that would likely end her, she gathered all her remaining energy and channeled it into a punch.

Her fist hit the side of his knee, and while the joint didn’t break, the kneecap moved to a spot where it didn’t belong. The leg collapsed underneath him. He immediately twisted around with the knife and tried to stab her again. She struggled against him but was already weakened from the blood loss. He was on top of her a moment later, and she wasn’t sure how that had happened.

He had both hands on the knife and was steadily pushing it down toward her chest against the resistance of her hands pressing against his wrists. Alex tried to use her legs, but he had them pinned. Worse, he knew what he was doing. He blocked each move she made with an MMA-style counter.

Her world narrowed until it was only the man, the knife, and the encroaching darkness at the edges of her vision.
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Jilly sent the messages to Lilac, then took a moment to figure out the best way to get to where Derek was. Once she had it, she launched down from her perch in the lighting grid over the auditorium’s floor to get to him. She saw Alex fall on the way and realized someone was attacking her. Rage went through her at the sight of bloodstained metal, then redoubled when the man climbed on top of her.

Jilly flapped her wings as fast as she could to gain speed, arrowing for the spot between the man and Alex. When she arrived, she extended her claws and flapped her wings to bleed off some of her speed. She contracted her talons as they sank into his face to tear out chunks of flesh and snapped her teeth down on his nose.

The impact of her body hitting his face knocked him to the side and off of Alex, who gasped in relief. The knife clattered to the floor beside him.

The man’s hands briefly went up to his face. Then he whipped one around at Jilly. She bathed it with her fire breath before it had moved more than six inches, and he wrenched it away, screaming. She got in his face and covered it with magical lightning. He twitched, then his eyes rolled up.

Her instincts prodded her to kill him, but she resisted.

Alex gasped. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.” Jilly leapt into the air to find Derek.
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Solene watched the unfolding chaos with satisfaction. She had adopted a shocked look but had not provided any other reaction. Her head stayed pointed at the stage, watching the attack unfold, but she watched one of her people attack the Spellbound woman on the side of the auditorium from the corner of her eye.

He went down, and the chairs between them blocked her view. Flashes that might have been magical lightning suggested an ally might have arrived to protect the woman. It might also mean the man was still alive but probably unconscious.

That wouldn’t do. She pressed a button on her phone to create an encrypted signal that traveled by line of sight up to the receiver in the balcony. She put false worry in her voice as she asked, “Did you see that dragon? What’s going on? I think that man’s really hurt.” The code conveyed that their man was down but not out, making him a liability.

Her ace in the hole replied, “Someone will investigate, ma’am. Keep this line clear.” The response meant he would handle it by freeing the man or ensuring he couldn’t talk.

Solene rose and moved toward the side away from her fallen subordinate, following the crowd and systematically sweeping her gaze across the auditorium to ensure she had a complete recording of the night’s entertainment.
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Lilac ran through the backstage area, alerted by Jilly that she needed to get to Lukas. She burst onto the back of the stage and saw several people drop from the air to the floorboards. Some had wands, others didn’t, but it was clear they were all magicals. She couldn’t see Lukas, which meant he must be on the other side.

One of them looked in her direction, and she opened a portal to the far side of the stage where Lukas would be for the trick and jumped through, intent on finding him and getting to safety as she’d been ordered to do.
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Danica threw shields around Lukas, herself, and all the assistants and stagehands she could see before the probable attackers landed. Two turned toward her as if they’d immediately identified her as a problem. Given her position throughout the show and her outfit, she was obviously part of the security team.

One fired frost magic at her while the other pummeled her with force bolts. She layered barriers in front of the blasts and tried to use force magic as telekinesis to steal one’s wand. He had encountered that move before since a shield around his fingers blocked the attempt.

Their battering occupied her to the point that she couldn’t do anything other than defend herself. She started moving toward them, figuring she could get into hand-to-hand combat, then remembered she knew a different trick.

She focused her will and modified the magic she was sending at them, entwining fire with force and dispatching both in a continuous series of tiny blasts. The latter created small holes that would allow the former through.

Like before, the combined attack proved more powerful than either was separately. When the flames got through, her foes’ clothes caught fire, and their attack faltered as they dealt with the unexpected development.

She used the distraction to blast them with electricity to replace the fire, and her attack got through their defenses and knocked them out of the fight. She turned back toward where she’d last seen Lukas, but a force blast that sent her flying backward immediately hit her. She landed hard on her back, although the force shield absorbed most of the impact.

A loud crash accompanied a huge light fixture from the grid above smashing down where she’d been. She snapped her head around to the audience and saw someone in the fifth row with a pistol raised toward the grid. Her gaze locked on the gun as it came down toward her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Danica whipped her hand back, drew her pistol, and aimed it as fast as she ever had. She squeezed the trigger twice as the man pulled his. Bullets slammed into Danica’s torso, where it hurt but the body armor stopped it from penetrating, and into her right leg and knee. A bone fractured, and the flesh shredded from the bullets’ passage.

The cold that always accompanied a serious wound filled her, then the proactive healing potion she’d taken before the fight started to do its thing, pushing back the cold, dimming the pain, and knitting her back together.

Her bullets had hit him center mass, and he went down. A groan escaped her as the bone clicked back into place and began to solidify. She always wished more painkilling could be included in the healing potions, but Lilac had explained that more might make her drowsy in a fight.

Danica realized her mind was wandering and forced herself to look for new targets as she waited for the healing magic to finish its work.
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Voltaic worked as fast as she ever had. She’d been watching the performance on a camera while monitoring all the other cameras that were observing the venue and had been as shocked as anyone when the gun had exploded. The comm system going haywire had canceled the warning she intended to send, and the venue’s cameras had dropped an instant later.

Her others were still up, and she kept an eye on them as she worked. It had only taken her a moment to kill the feedback in the comms, and her systems were already trying out backup frequencies she might be able to switch them to. She made a mental note to figure out how they’d compromised the frequency and fix it.

For almost a full minute, she was at a loss for how to do anything more than watch the cameras and try to figure out what was happening. Then she realized she had a way to communicate with the team. She isolated her connection to Derek’s sensor pack and used it to project a message onto the display on his contact lens.

Kill the magic.

[image: ]


Lilac let out a relieved breath when she saw that Danica was okay. She’d seen the man, realized what he was about to do, and had no idea how to help except to knock Danica out of the way. Fortunately, the fall hadn’t hurt her, and she was still moving, so his shots hadn’t killed her. The healing potion would do its work.

She turned toward Lukas and discovered one of his assistants rushing him away from her toward the backstage area. Lilac ran after them and called, “Wait, I can get you to safety.” Her eyes widened as the assistant made a familiar gesture, and a portal opened about five feet in front of them.

Lilac snarled, “What the hell,” and threw one of her portals in front of it so they couldn’t get to the other one. The assistant grabbed Lukas's arm and slid to a stop with him. Lilac scowled. Looks like one of the good guys is a bad guy.
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Derek moved as soon as the message appeared. He reached for the master switch on the software touchscreen before him and tapped it to send the signal to kill all the anti-magic emitters. That was all the information the venue had given the team, but Lilac had taken a closer look on one of her walkabouts and discovered a panel with physical cutoffs for each device. He opened the cover and switched each one to the off position.

He decided that if magic users were out there causing trouble, his best choice was to ensure that if his team wanted the emitters off, no one from the other side could turn them on again. He found a spot in the corner where he wouldn’t be immediately visible to someone coming through the door, gripped his pistol in one hand and his ASP in the other, and set himself to wait.
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Danica had made it to her feet by the time the magic disappeared. She was still bleeding from one of the punctures, but it wasn’t enough to hinder her beyond making her limp. She whispered, “Thank you, Lilac.” Once again, the potion had done its work.

She spotted Lukas with one of his assistants beside him and felt a flutter of relief. He was okay and had an ally nearby, which was good.

Between her and them stood a pair of the magicals who had been attacking. They looked rather upset to have lost access to their power. That was momentarily amusing.

Then she reflected that since someone had shot her, it was always possible they had less magical but no less effective weapons to hand. The stage was crowded enough that she didn’t feel comfortable using her gun, so she holstered it and drew her ASP and her Taser.

One of the two men ran, but the other produced a pistol. Before he could raise it, she pointed the Taser and pulled its trigger. The darts shot out, struck true, and brought him to his knees. A moment later, the pistol clattered from his hand as he collapsed on the floor. Danica moved toward the one who had run away while ejecting the Taser cartridge and shoving the weapon into its holster.
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Zack had been useless for almost half a minute after the chaos began. He’d been in a bad position, and the surging crowd had blocked his view of everything. He had to fight through them to get a sense of what was going on since the comms were out of commission.

Finally free of the press, he spotted someone moving along the aisle headed for the side of the stage where Lukas had been. Zack followed, wished he could call for assistance, and drew his Taser.
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Despite all the obvious action being out in the auditorium and possibly on the stage, Randall had stayed exactly where he belonged, in front of the exit from the backstage area to the street. He’d ripped his comm out of his ear when it started shrieking and instantly hated being cut off from everyone back here. It was as if they were in danger, and he was on the moon.

He smiled at Lukas' assistant when she came through the curtain that separated the stage from backstage, then saw she was dragging Lukas along rather than escorting him. He rushed forward and used a deft twist on her wrist to separate them.

Lukas shouted, “She tried to kidnap me.” He sounded incensed and hurt.

Randall turned his head toward the woman as she dashed away, barely evading his fingers as he tried to grab her hair.

Lilac arrived out of breath. “I have him. Go after her.”

He moved, then saw two men running toward Lukas in a direct line. He didn’t recognize them, and they didn’t look friendly, two strikes against them. They didn’t notice that he’d angled toward them until he was about six feet away. Then the nearest one shouted. The other made a move that Randall’s mind instantly classified as reaching for a weapon.

Randall threw himself forward at an angle that would intersect both, widened his arms, and tackled both to the floor. He immediately jumped to his feet. One was already on his way up, almost as quick as he was, and Randall engaged him first.

The man cleanly blocked his first punch and partially deflected the second. That tied up his arms and allowed Randall to jerk forward and slam his forehead onto the man’s nose. It broke, and blood gushed from it. The man howled, distracted, which gave Randall an opportunity to twist at the waist and smash a quick elbow into the man’s temple and send him to the floor.

By then, the other one was up. He stepped back into a martial arts stance that Randall immediately judged as sloppy and off-balance. If he’d ever been good, he was definitely out of practice.

Randall stomped forward, which caused the man to react by shifting more weight onto his back leg. Randall rushed at the man and pushed out with both palms, striking him in the shoulder and knocking him to the floor. He dropped to one knee and delivered a punch to the man’s solar plexus that left him gasping for breath.

Randall stood, ready to deliver a kick to his face to take him out of the fight and possibly out of existence. Immense pain suddenly blossomed in his shoulder and chest as bullets hammered into him, dropping him to the floor on his back.
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Derek tensed as the door opened. Whoever was entering was cautious and stepped into the room almost silently. Derek thought he recognized the man and had seen him around the facility before. He wore a gray tech crew uniform, which made him part of the venue’s staff. He stepped toward the touchscreen that would reactivate the anti-magic emitters.

Derek ordered, “Stop right there. Back out of the room and close the door.”

The man faced him with a shocked look that turned to one of contemplation.

Derek had dealt with bad actors on so many occasions that he knew exactly what the man would do before he did. He would straighten, raise his hands like he was surrendering, and lunge for the screen. It was right there in his eyes.

The moment he started to move, Derek pulled the Taser’s trigger. An instant later, the man was moaning on the floor. Derek crossed to the door, closed and locked it, then moved back to his corner. He reloaded the Taser with a new cartridge and pointed it at the man in case he was stupid enough to try to get up.
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Lilac had almost gotten Lukas out the door when she heard the shots. She turned to see a man in a suit walking away from Randall, who was writhing on the floor with blood pooling under him.

She grabbed the magician’s and pleaded, “Help me,” as she ran to Randall. Together, they half dragged and half carried him toward the back door. Fortunately, none of the wounds seemed to have hit his neck or back, so she wasn’t worried about doing further damage.

Once they were outside and her magic returned, she pulled her healing potion from her belt and poured it into his mouth. He groaned as it began to heal him, and she put the vial into his hand. “Drink the rest. Slowly.”

Text suddenly appeared on her contact lens.

Portal Lukas away. Take Randall.

She created the portal, then she and Lukas carried Randall to it and crossed to safety.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Solene was almost out of the auditorium and into the lobby, stuck in the press of a crowd that forced her to match its pace. She continued to glance around to record everything while she mentally counted her people. Of the four they’d sent in after Danica’s team, one was unconscious, probably victim to magical lightning. Another was wounded or worse from Danica’s bullets, and she didn’t know where the other two might be.

Their efforts hadn’t gone any better than those of the morons trying to abduct Lukas. She inwardly cringed as she anticipated reporting this failure to Moriarty. It would not make him happy, and he was even more dangerous than usual when upset.

Things got slightly better as her ace in the hole stepped into the auditorium near the fallen man. He pulled the silenced gun from inside his jacket, leveled it, and fired twice, catching the shell casings in his other hand as they exited the gun. Then he blended into the crowd and exited the auditorium.

Solene did the same. When she reached the lobby, she pressed the button that would tell any of her people who were still up it was time to retreat. This particular round of the game was over for them.
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Danica had seen the man shoot Randall. She headed for her fallen teammate. Once she saw that Lilac was on the way to help, she turned to tail the shooter. She planned to let him get outside, then use her magic to knock him out so she could beat information out of him later.

Unfortunately, he had a different idea. As he neared the back door, he spun, went down on one knee, and fired a pistol at her.

Danica moved when he did, whipping into a spin. Fortunately, she’d chosen the right direction. The bullets grazed her body armor but didn’t penetrate. She dove to the side as he continued to fire and shoulder-rolled back up as his gun clicked empty. She charged toward him, but he was already running away, headed toward the edge of the stage and the auditorium beyond.

Danica hit the auditorium’s floor only a second after he did. She sped after him at full tilt until he suddenly slid to a stop and turned with a knife glittering in his hand and already stabbing at her. She ran into him, extended one arm to control the knife, and twisted him around as they fell to get her arm around his neck. Lightning magic was easier, but if she had to choke him to knock him out, so be it.

They hadn’t reached the floor when his head suddenly turned into a puff of red spray. Had she not been twisting to choke him, the bullet almost certainly would’ve hit her instead. They hit, and she stayed in place for a second in fear of the next shot. Then she pushed the body off and looked up and all around for the shooter but saw nothing. She growled a curse and ran for where she’d last seen Lukas.
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Zack's target had stopped before he reached the stage, turned to look over the auditorium, and moved toward an unmarked door at the edge of the large space. Beyond it was a small hallway that led to another door that might allow the man to escape the building. Zack momentarily wondered how he knew where the door went as he ran to catch up.

Zack reached him when he had the outer door open. Given that he was probably a magical, letting him get outside the emitters was a bad idea. Zack pulled the trigger on the Taser. The man spun as the electricity hit him, and the darts fell out. He was stunned, leaving him vulnerable to the shock tip of Zack’s ASP.

Once he was out, Zack dragged him back into the auditorium, making a mental note to add handcuffs or nylon ties to their gear.

The auditorium was strangely silent in the attack’s aftermath. The crowd was gone, and aside from some groans and the sound of someone crying on the stage, everything seemed peaceful. Zack checked the guy to be sure he was out, then went in search of his team.
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That night, they were all gathered in a hotel suite Arthur insisted they use. The only one not present was Voltaic. She was at the warehouse keeping an eye on the venue, reviewing video of the attack, and listening in on comms, which were working again. They had already shared their stories, and Jilly was finishing hers.

The fae dragon looked at Danica. “After the magic went away, I didn’t know who to help. Everything was too confusing. So I flew around looking for trouble and not finding any.”

Danica replied, “You did the right thing, sweetheart. None of us knew what was going on with the comms down. What happened to them, Voltaic?”

The infomancer flatly replied, “It can only have been the mole. She must’ve gotten our frequencies. We were there long enough during rehearsals that it wouldn’t have been hard to do with the right equipment.”

Derek interjected, “Good thinking to use our lenses to communicate.”

Voltaic’s tone was dark. “Not good enough. I’ll work with Zack on the comms hardware. This won’t happen again.”

Zack confirmed, “Guaranteed.”

Arthur walked in from the other room and pulled his phone down from his ear.

Danica asked, “What did you find out?”

He dropped into an overstuffed chair that seemed to swallow him. “The group behind the attack were magicals who think stage magic is an abomination.”

Voltaic replied, “It was a group including magicals. Just like I said, Danica.”

Danica replied, “True that.”

Alex asked, “It wasn’t about money?”

Randall added, “Or fame?”

Arthur shook his head with a disbelieving look. “No. It was bias, for lack of a better word.”

Everyone was silent for several moments, then Jilly commented, “That’s stupid.”

The comment drew laughter from some and smiles from everyone.

Danica observed, “That doesn’t add up all the way.”

Arthur nodded. “Agreed.”

Derek stated, “Because of the fatalities.”

Lilac frowned. “Explain.”

Alex replied, “If the goal was to kidnap Lukas, as it seemed to be, why bother shooting Randall?”

Lilac considered the question. “He was between the bad guy and the door.”

“Okay, bad example. Why knife me?”

Zack quipped, “Because you’re deeply annoying?”

Alex flipped him off. “It doesn’t make sense. Then to find out that the guy who attacked me was somehow shot during the event? Not by one of us? Definitely doesn’t make sense.”

Danica countered, “Unless there were two groups with different goals.”

Derek suggested, “Like one kidnapping Lukas and one intent on killing him.”

“That would fit.”

Voltaic interjected, “It’s not the only thing that would fit. Maybe the shooters were after his team members, not him, so they could put their people in and steal the secrets. Maybe they were after Alex and Randall with a plan to winnow our defenses and do a real attack later in the tour.”

“Those seem like big coincidences.” Lilac sounded helpless.

Arthur stated, “Which is why we’re going to change this up. For now, the Miami office will watch over Lukas when his tour resumes. He’s postponed all the performances for a month.”

Derek snarled, “Should’ve done that when we asked him to.”

“Hindsight is always clearest. I don’t think it’s the risk that made him do it. It’s the betrayal.”

Alex asked, “Did he know Farrah was a magical?”

Arthur shrugged. “He says not. It’s not relevant to what he does or what he’s teaching.”

“I bet he asks from now on.”

“Probably.”

Danica asked, “What will we be doing?”

Arthur replied, “Following up on this anti-magician magicals organization, for one.”

“On Lukas' dime?”

“Kind of. We’ll take this interval to make protecting him easier later until we have another client to give you. Your team is as good as the others for investigation, and you have skin in the game.”

Alex snapped, “Damn right. Scars, even. That guy is lucky someone shot him.”

Danica noted that the other woman’s heart wasn’t in the words and thought the break might also be to give her team some distance from the event, which she completely approved of.

That night, after everyone had fallen asleep in the beds or on the couches in the hotel suite, Danica and Jilly headed out onto the balcony to look at the stars. Danica cast magical warmth around them and created force shields at their sides to prevent the wind from bringing its chill.

Jilly complained, “Too much light. Can’t see them very well.”

“No, but they’re there anyway.”

The dragon was lying on her shoulder with her head nestled against Danica’s neck. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you.”

Danica extended a finger to stroke Jilly’s scales. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you. It’s normal to feel blameworthy, but you did your best. All of us did.

“Sometimes, that gives us a clear win. Sometimes it’s muddy at best, like today. But we’re all alive, so we get another chance to do better. And we will.”

They were silent for several minutes, looking at the stars, before a sleepy Jilly murmured, “I love you, Danica.”

She grinned. “And I love you, Jilly.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Voltaic had permitted herself the indulgence of a short nap in her chair after everyone else had logged off the comms. She woke up in the very early hours of the morning when her system chimed in response to a surveillance program she’d set.

The rest had done nothing to dissipate her abundant anger. She was upset about the attack and furious that someone had compromised the comms. That kind of mistake was one she normally didn’t make. It wasn’t directly her responsibility, but that didn’t matter. It was tech, and she was an infomancer, so she deserved some of the blame.

She logged into the system, materialized in the store, shouted, “Love you, Oswald,” in passing, and jumped into the cyberpunk night sky. She landed, rolled forward on her shoulder, and deliberately stomped toward a nearby noodle stand.

The five seats at the counter were all occupied. She waited patiently, thinking up efficient ways to murder someone, until one opened beside the figure wearing a black knit cap with a playing card on it. She sat beside him and snarled, “That was garbage.”

Jack Shade pointed at the cook, then the bare space in front of Voltaic. A bowl of ramen and a tumbler of sake were delivered a moment later. She tasted both, and they were delicious, a sensory delight. They didn’t change her mood. “Seriously, dude. Absolute garbage.”

He let out an annoyed sigh. “I wasn’t involved.”

She shifted in her seat to face him and leaned close. Her words came out in something between a growl and a hiss. “I bet the people you work for were. Otherwise you wouldn’t have been nosing around our office.”

His tone was neutral, and he didn’t look at her. “I wouldn’t know.”

Voltaic kicked him in the leg. He didn’t respond, so she kicked him harder. He turned his head to meet her eyes.

She hissed, “I’ve been a freelancer for a long time, just like you. I know the rules, just like you. I know the deal, just like you. You’re working for scumbags. And whether you love being on retainer or not, that stench rubs off on you.” Her tone mocked his previous words.

He waved as if it didn’t matter. “I’ll be fine.”

“You won’t.”

The venom in her words caused him to turn fully toward her. “Why do you say that?”

Voltaic’s jaw hurt from holding in the screaming she wanted to do. “Because I think your bosses tried to directly hurt my friends tonight, not just capture Lukas or whatever. And that’s over the line. They’ll pay for that. If you’re still with them, so will you.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want to be your enemy.”

“Then you have a decision to make. I suggest you make it soon.” She rose.

“You’re losing your professional detachment, Voltaic.”

She laughed. “That’s what makes me so good at what I do, Jack. I never had any.”
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Moriarty swirled wine in his glass and admired his surroundings. He and Solene were seated on a patio that faced the beach under a canopy that protected them from the sun. The area had ten white-cloth-draped tables, but theirs was the only one occupied.

The restaurant was expensive and served only the freshest seafood and aged steaks. It was immensely popular, and people likely cursed him for taking over the patio. That didn’t concern him. The owner had made the right choice, acceding to his request, and would benefit from it in the long term.

By force of habit, he looked down again to check that the device ensuring their protection from visual or audio eavesdropping still showed a green light. “Delicious, isn’t it?”

Solene nodded. “I thought your reaction to last night’s operation would be different than this, frankly.”

He chuckled. It was a reasonable thought. “It was, at first. I’ve had some time to consider it and put it in perspective. Not every move one makes is flawless.”

“The attempt on Lukas certainly wasn’t.”

He nodded. “They were rather less effective than I thought they’d be, that’s for certain. Our people were as well, which was even more unexpected.”

Solene winced, which was appropriate since they were her underlings. “They underestimated Danica’s team.”

“They did.”

“That’s on me. We’ll do better next time.”

He lifted the wine bottle and poured more into their glasses. “You’ll need to. We’ll learn from this experience and move on.”

She sipped her drink. “What about the client?”

He chuckled. “They acknowledge that perhaps attempting to influence our process was a poor choice on their part.”

Her first smile of the evening cracked her face. “Wise. Do you want them eliminated?”

“No. They will be useful. From the video you provided, it looked like several survived the attack. That will put the organization on Spellbound’s radar. I can use that. Just make sure our connection to them remains unknown.”

“I will.”

They conversed about other things as they finished the meal. Then she departed. Moriarty walked alone on the beach, looking out at the setting sun. He was secretly glad that both efforts had failed. Since Lukas was nothing more special than a technician, the assistant they’d recruited would be an adequate replacement for the uses Moriarty had thought he might put the magician to. Better, Danica’s team would assume she’d been a patsy for the client and not suspect his involvement.

His smile widened, and he laughed at the thought of Danica. She was proving to be a truly entertaining enemy, and he looked forward to the next round of their game.


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues is book five, Codename: Fashionista, coming soon to Amazon
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AUTHOR NOTES: TR CAMERON
JANUARY 15, 2025


Thank you for reading Codename: Illusionist! Yes, my recent splurge of seeing magicians perform has found its way into a book. Not a shocker, right? I hope you like it. I remember the Magic Castle fondly from a book in my childhood – I think it might have been an Encyclopedia Brown book, my gateway into Sherlock Holmes, but I’m not sure. But I remember loving the idea of it. I also really like the notion that famous people meet in chatrooms or group texts like we normal folk do.  

The start of the semester was rough. I hadn’t realized how much I valued being at home with my family as much as I did, until I had to go back to being on campus a few days a week. I fully realize that I’ve got a really good gig, but it still hit me like a (force-aided) punch to the face. I’ve more or less recovered, now, and am getting back in the swing of things. Hopefully, anyway!

The kid is a natural at ice skating, on hockey skates anyway. Not as excited about figure skates. Me, uh, just no. I took one step on the ice and knew I couldn’t do it. Roller skates I can kind of do, but my balance issues are gonna keep me off those single blades. This is not a tragedy. I’m trying to convince them to go back to Urban Air, a rockclimbing / trampoline / obstacle course place they used to love, but it’s not taking hold yet.

Last book in this space I mentioned wanting to increase my output a little, inspired by Martha and Michael. Martha is releasing like a dozen books in the near future (exaggeration, but not by much). I stand in awe of their productivity. I’m still gonna try to do more, and am very happy that writing / publishing is not a zero sum game where authors are in competition with each other.

The kid and I saw Sonic 3 twice in the theatre. It’s so great that Keanu Reeves turns down big budget leading man roles to do things like Sonic 3 (and one of the Spongebob movies). It’s always a bad idea to idolize celebrities (looking right at you, Neil Gaiman), but I really hope Keanu continues to be worthy, because I can’t help being amazed by him.

Two Penguins games. One that was awesome fun and one that was… decidedly less so. Pittsburgh sports are not really doing it lately. Mike Tomlin likes to say, “The standard is the standard,” but right now the standard is kind of substandard. At best. But hey, baseball season is coming. And PNC park is nice, even if the people who play in it kind of aren’t living up to it.

No change on the concert front other than Taking Back Sunday announcing a tour (that we’ll probably go to), Nine Inch Nails  confirming a tour (that we’ll probably go to), and the Linda Lindas offering VIP tickets that we bought. We’ll get to see them backstage before the show and get a special soundcheck performance, plus some merch, for less than most concert tickets cost in the first place. Still living in dread of the announcement of the Warped Tour lineup. I don’t want to go to DC for a festival in June. Too hot. And I’m too old. But there are a few bands that would make it necessary.

Still working our way through Doctor Who for the second time around. We’re in the second season of David Tennant. He was such a good, traumatized Doctor. Other than that, no TV at the moment. Working hard at writing and the day job and trying to do more writing and keeping the kid busy. But I do have a list as long as my arm of things I want to watch.

I think we’re going to see Indiana Jones and The Last Crusade tonight at the theatre. I very much like the fact that digital film distribution allows for such a greater variety of films in the theatres. We also saw Sonic 3 twice. It’s fun. Looking forward to all the Marvel goodness this year.

On audio I’m listening to The Farseer: Assassin’s Quest. It’s so very steeped in first person perspective that it’s almost jarring, since I don’t write that way. I will write a first-person story eventually, but I’m sticking with my third-person perspective for Oriceran.

I reached Act 3 of Baldur’s Gate and got frustrated. The battles are really big and annoying, and I can’t find various quest threads to know where to go next. Hopefully I’ll finish in the next week or so, so I can move on to Indiana Jones, which my wife started playing, and which looks gorgeous. Part of the game is taking pictures of stray cats, so I’m totally into it. I don’t know if they used Harrison Ford’s voice, but it sounds SO MUCH like him. I can totally see that as a future use of AI, actors licensing their voices so someone else can do the performance and have it sound like the actor. That’s not the same as saying I support it, but I suppose as long as appropriate royalties are paid and permissions secured, there’s not too much to say against it.

Finally, I’m off to the Superstars of Writing conference in early February, as usual. I think this will be my only author conference going forward, although I might do Author Nation again if there’s ever a year where I’m not taking the kid to When We Were Young. Looking forward to hearing from several of my most admired authors, including (but definitely not limited to) Jim Butcher, Kevin J. Anderson, and Jonathan Maberry.

In case you haven’t grabbed it yet, 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.
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Healthy Eating, One Snack at a Time

Eating healthy always sounds like such a noble idea. You picture yourself glowing with vitality, breezing through the day fueled by kale and quinoa. Then reality sets in—specifically, the moment you find yourself standing in front of the pantry, debating whether chocolate-covered almonds count as a healthy protein.

For my better half and boyfriend, Mike, and me, eating healthy is a team sport. We’ve both got good intentions and an undeniable love of snacks, which means there’s a constant tug-of-war between an apple and salty chips. The solution? Prepared meals shipped right to our door. No chopping, no measuring, no debates about whether we need more paprika. Just healthy, balanced meals ready to go. I know this sounds like an ad, but it’s not. It’s more about how lazy we are as eaters. It needs to be good, and just need reheating for this plan to work.

When we first decided to give prepared meals a try, it felt like we were stepping into a new world—a world where portion sizes are pre-determined and nutritional labels don’t make your eyes glaze over. I was cautiously optimistic. Mike was mostly excited about the fact that he wouldn’t have to wash any dishes.

Our first delivery arrived in a sleek, insulated box, promising farm-fresh ingredients and chef-curated recipes. We opened it with the kind of reverence usually reserved for birthday presents, marveling at how neatly everything was packaged. “Look,” Mike said, holding up a tiny bottle of olive oil, “it’s so cute!”

The meals were surprisingly delicious, each one a little masterpiece of flavor and convenience. There was salmon with roasted veggies, filet mignon for him, and even a few plant-based options that were different and I kind of liked. The first week felt like a honeymoon phase. We were eating like royalty, toasting each other with sparkling water, and marveling at how easy it all was.

But then, the snacking began to creep in.

Here’s the thing: no matter how good a meal is, there’s something about the siren song of snacks that’s hard to resist. For me, it’s popcorn. We’d finish our perfectly portioned meals, pat ourselves on the back for being so healthy, and then half an hour later, one of us would casually wander toward the kitchen.

And honestly? That’s okay. Because what we’ve learned is that eating healthy isn’t about perfection. It’s about finding balance, about making choices that feel good without feeling like punishment. The prepared meals have been a huge help in that department. They take the guesswork out of dinner and free us up to focus on enjoying our time together—snacks and all.

There’s also something fun about discovering new foods and flavors together. Neither of us would have willingly tried quinoa on our own, but now it’s a staple.

Of course, there have been a few misses. The beet salad with goat cheese wasn’t exactly a hit. Someone made a comment about it tasting like dirt. I liked it.

What I love most about this journey is how it’s brought us closer. Cooking and eating together has become a way to connect, to share the highs and lows of our day while savoring something nourishing. Even when we sneak in a snack (or three), it’s all part of the adventure.

We’ve also discovered some tricks to keep ourselves on track. For example, keeping healthier snacks on hand—like nuts, fruit, and yes, popcorn—makes it easier to satisfy cravings without derailing our efforts. And when we do indulge in something less virtuous, we try to enjoy it fully, without guilt.

There’s a kind of freedom in letting go of the idea that healthy eating has to be rigid or joyless. It’s about making choices that work for us, whether that’s a green smoothie in the morning or sharing a pint of lower calorie ice cream on movie night.

The prepared meals have been a game-changer, but they’re just one piece of the puzzle. The real magic is in the little moments: the way Mike grins when he tries a new dish he actually likes, the way we cheer each other on when one of us resists the temptation of junk food (rare, but it happens), and the way we laugh at our shared snack addiction.

As we keep experimenting with healthy eating, I’m reminded that it’s not about achieving some impossible standard. It’s about showing up, trying new things, and celebrating the small victories. And if that means balancing a kale salad with a handful of cheese puffs, so be it.

Because at the end of the day, it’s not just about what we’re eating—it’s about how we’re living. And with Mike by my side, snacks and all, life is pretty sweet. More adventures to follow.
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