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CHAPTER ONE


Danica Grey stared out at the crowd. She didn’t fit in all that well in her business suit. However, her bright red fingernails were appropriate, as was her long blonde hair despite being in a ponytail instead of being sprayed up for dramatic effect. The club was fairly large, maybe enough to hold a couple thousand in the audience, and the energy was almost a living thing.

After her success in protecting Damien Zane, who they’d called by the codename Rockstar, Spellbound Security had gotten a gig protecting Courtney Gresh, who had exploded onto the pop scene some months before after a few years of relative obscurity.

Danica's gaze roved over the stage and the crowd while the artist sang, danced, and writhed provocatively on stage with her band and backup dancers. Comm pieces in both ears protected her hearing from the thunder of the speakers and kept her in touch with the rest of her team.

Her fae dragon partner Jilly watched the scene from the dark metal gridwork below the ceiling. The dragon could speak to her telepathically to warn of any trouble, although Danica couldn’t do the same in return. An almost certainly magical bond had grown between them soon after the dragon had decided Danica was her human. Now she always sensed the dragon’s presence, near or far.

A short distance from the venue’s front door, Alexandra Hawthorne watched over things from that angle. Behind Danica, her technician Zack Finch stood guard in the hallway leading to the back entrance. Voltaic, the infomancer she’d worked with during their protection of Damien Zane, watched over the venue and the streets outside through the internal and external cameras she’d hacked. Every minute or so, she updated them on the situation or lack thereof. So far, no threat had materialized.

Danica maintained several spells simultaneously. She had placed force shields around herself, Alex, Zack, and Jilly, which she almost unconsciously kept in place. The real work was manipulating the shield she’d set around Courtney without the other woman’s knowledge.

Every time the singer moved to touch one of her musicians or backup dancers, Danica had to pull back the shield. The same thing happened every time she high-fived the crowd.

Before working with Damien, Danica hadn’t known how much interaction happened between an artist and the crowd during a concert. Now, she was very well aware of it, in a teeth-clenching way. She muttered, “Would it be wrong to hope that no musician ever asks for our services again?”

Alex laughed. “I think Arthur would say it was wrong.”

Danica rolled her eyes. Arthur Blackwood was her boss, the owner of Spellbound Security. He’d hired her to handle the Cleveland office and was still an almost daily resource as they got closer to being fully up and running as an independent entity. Danica asked, “Any more information on the threat, Voltaic?”

“Negative. No new social media activity. Nothing on the site itself. If they’re sending out a paparazzi posse like they claimed they would, they’re coordinating it without using the web or social media.” Voltaic had hacked those in advance of this operation.

“Bastards.” The site in question, Secrets and Sleazy Surprises, unaffectionately known as Sass, was well known for breaking rules and laws in its pursuit of celebrity news. According to Courtney, they invented most of it and all of the stuff about her. The site had made her its focus for the last month, and the star was convinced the paparazzi organization was planning to kidnap her.

Danica thought that was a little far-fetched and had said so during the initial meeting. Arthur had shushed her and assured Courtney and her management that Spellbound would be happy to help. Once the other woman and her entourage had departed, he’d explained that Courtney’s family was old money with valuable connections, so whether the threat was real or not, they would do all they could to assist.

That was why they were all here enjoying a concert in a venue too small for the singer’s current fame. Bonus for the audience, who could say they saw her on the cusp of greatness. Truth was, Courtney made good music, sounded sharp live, and knew how to engage her fans.

Danica wished she could turn around and enjoy the experience with them. Instead, she kept her gaze moving over the stage, the audience, and the camera feeds in her display glasses. She did this despite the knowledge that her shields were solid, nothing short of anti-magic ammunition would get through them, and the scanners at the doors should have eliminated that threat.

Voltaic warned, “We have a van pulling up out front. Just sitting there idling.”

Alex replied, “I’ve got it.”

The feed from the camera mounted on the other woman’s glasses popped up in a new window in Danica’s view. Her partner crossed the street toward the van, stopped at the passenger window, and knocked on it. It rolled down to reveal two men inside, each holding cameras.

After a moment, Voltaic advised, “They work for Trashy, not Sass. Different organization, almost as sleazy, but no threats made.”

Alex’s voice came through her earpiece. “Hi, I’m security for Ms. Gresh. You’re not on the guest list, so as long as you stay inside the van, you’re fine. If you take a single step out of it, I’ll tase you both until you’re drooling on the street, then break every piece of recording gear you brought along.”

The one closer to her, young, blond, and not too bright-looking, scowled. “You can’t do that. We have rights.”

Alex’s smile was evident in her tone. “Oh, that changes everything. Try me. Please.” The window rolled up, and Alex chuckled as she walked back toward the building.

Zack reported, “Nothing exciting going on back here.”

Voltaic replied, “Nothing else on the cameras, either.”

Jilly’s voice sounded in Danica’s ear. “These people all look like they’re having so much fun. I don’t think they’re here to cause trouble.”

The words brought a smile to Danica’s face. The fae dragon was impossibly sweet until someone made her angry. Then that person discovered her breath weapons were powerful far out of proportion to her diminutive size.

Danica whispered a spell to further enhance her magical senses other than hearing. She wrapped another layer of force shields around Courtney, who was moving into part of the set where she sat on a stool for an entire song. It was an opportunity for all of them to rest for a moment. “Does anyone think there’s any real threat here?”

Alex replied, “I’d be fine with a nice relaxing evening of music that ended without anyone making a move on our principal.”

Zack added, “Same here. Although it seems a shame to be carrying a Taser, an Asp, and a pistol, and not get to use any of them.”

Danica laughed. “Maybe there’s a reason tech doesn’t normally come out into the field.”

“Too good.”

“Too unhinged.”

“I resemble that remark.”

The song ended, and the moment Danica was dreading occurred. She removed the force shields from around Courtney as she fell backward into the crowd with her arms outstretched. Her fans knew what was coming, and they caught her and moved her around the room with upraised hands, almost reverently keeping her from falling.

The smile on Courtney’s face was evidence of her deeply held connection to her fans. Danica shook her head. She’d seen it in Damien Zane, and now she saw it in Courtney. That intense enjoyment of this part of being a celebrity, of the connection, the flow of energy between artist and audience. It seemed magical, mystical, maybe spiritual. She’d never had that big of a crush on any celebrity, although she’d had a few smaller ones, to be sure.

As the crowd delivered Courtney safely back to the stage, Danica wrapped her in force shields again. She let out a long breath. “This is exhausting.”

Zack replied, “And boring.”

Voltaic groaned. “Now you’ve done it.”

“What?”

“Invoked the fates. Complain about boredom and something happens to break it.”

He snorted. “That’s not how things work in the real world.”

Danica’s eyes widened as portals suddenly appeared on opposite sides of the stage. People rushed out of them and grabbed for Courtney. Danica snapped, “Storm,” to indicate the threat was on the stage and surged into motion toward the new arrivals. Surprise filled her as Courtney, who she would have expected to freeze in panic, defended herself by running to the edge of the stage and leaping toward her crowd again.


CHAPTER TWO


Danica stopped her rush and slapped up a barrier of force magic to prevent the attackers on the stage from following Courtney into the crowd. The dancers and band members had already begun to flee backstage. She used force magic to lift Courtney from her fans’ supporting hands and flew her across the room, encasing her in additional shields. A new arrival ran through the portal, used their wand to smash a hole in her barrier, and leapt through it into the audience.

The crowd was smart enough to move away and let the man hit the floor, stunning him long enough for Danica to bring Courtney to her side and set her on her feet. More portals opened in the audience area on both sides of the venue, three-quarters of the way toward the front door. Zack snapped, “What’s going on out there?”

Alex added, “What the hell? This is insane-level paparazzi action right here.”

Danica growled, “They seem a little committed for celebrity hunters.” Another portal appeared near the front door. She shouted, “Jilly, help Zack.” Of her two colleagues, Alexandra was far more capable of handling things on her own. “I’m going to portal Courtney out of here.”
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Jilly was flying before the first portal opened. As a naturally magical creature of small stature, her senses were deeply attuned to using magic as a defense mechanism. She had felt the presence of the magical rifts before they opened. She’d angled toward the stage, then diverted toward Courtney when the singer had jumped into the crowd.

When Danica grabbed their client with her power, Jilly shifted her attention to the man who’d leapt into the crowd. He was back on his feet, if a little unsteady from his bad landing.

The fae dragon blasted him with her lightning breath weapon as soon as she was close enough to avoid striking anyone around him. The crowd had flowed away as he plummeted among them but had begun to move in to help defend their beloved celebrity. The electricity coursed around him but failed to penetrate as a glimmering shield appeared. She hadn’t sensed that he was a magical, which meant another was protecting him and must be fairly powerful to block her attack.

Jilly bared her teeth in a grin as she whipped her butterfly wings back and forth to gain speed. The shield meant she’d have to deliver a far more direct and personal attack. The man spotted her coming and whipped up a hand to swat her from the air. She rolled as she ducked under the hand, then came up over his arm and slashed the wicked claws she normally held retracted along his cheek as she flashed by.

She would've struck his eye if he hadn’t lifted his head at the last moment. The slice had gone almost to the bone, and blood flowed from it. Jilly flicked the ruby liquid from her claws as she flew back in for her next attack. This time, she whipped past his face and clawed his forehead while she bit his nose with her sharp teeth and strong jaw.

The man howled in pain or anger and brought his hands up to slap her again. She evaded the reflexive blows with ease as she curved around for her next attack. His shield was useless against her direct attacks. She thought it had something to do with her magic being different from that practiced by the humanoid races. She didn’t understand it or worry about the why of it but used it to her advantage.

Her next bite took a chunk out of his cheek as her claws tore into his ear. The man threw up his hands and ran for the stage. Jilly laughed and flapped upward to get a better vantage on the fight and determine her next target.
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Alex had remained at her post when the portals opened on the stage, following the arrangements made before the concert had started. If stuff went down, the stage was Danica’s responsibility, the backstage area Zack’s, and the main floor hers. The portals opening in the audience gave her mixed feelings because she never wanted additional danger, but now she could do something about it.

She drew her Asp in her main hand and flicked it out to full length as she ran toward the nearest, resisting the impulse to test the stun function, which only had a single charge. She drew the pistol from the holster at the small of her back with her other hand. She didn’t dare fire one of the anti-magic rounds in this scrum of randomly moving people, but if she got close enough for safety, she’d be ready.

Her biggest fear was that the newcomers would start throwing magic around indiscriminately, which would give her no option but to shoot since she wasn’t a magical. She shouted at the top of her voice, using the command tone she’d developed in the military, “Everyone, outside, now.”

Those nearest her rushed for the front. The bouncers wisely opened all the doors that led from the building. Alex moved against the crowd toward the portal, keeping her head down and her hands low to avoid announcing herself as a threat.

When she finally got close, a wizard stepped through and waved his wand at Courtney, who was floating through the air near Danica’s position. Alex materialized out of the crowd directly in front of the man and whipped her baton at his wand. She’d intended to knock it from his hand, but he’d placed a force shield around it, which wasn’t something she’d known wizards could do.

Still, the blow knocked it out of line, and the interrupted blast of lightning he’d intended for Courtney hit a crowd member instead. The fan stumbled and almost fell, but those nearby kept him moving despite his stunned mind and weakened limbs.

The wizard whipped the wand toward her. Alex swatted it away with her baton and continued the blow into his face. A shield kept it from connecting, but the power or surprise of the blow knocked him back a half-step. He brought the wand around again with lightning already coming out of it, and she knocked it away with the Asp. Before he could try a third time, she jumped inside his guard and slammed him back against the wall.

He smiled at her with a look of pure arrogance. “Shields.”

Alex placed the barrel of her pistol against the shoulder of his wand arm. “This might hurt a bit.”

His eyes widened in alarm as she pulled the trigger, and he screamed as a hole opened in his shoulder. He dropped the wand as he fell, clutching the wound.

She snatched the wand, threw it across the room, shoved the pistol into her holster, and pushed forward to cut across the fleeing crowd toward the other portal. The wizard would be unconscious quickly if he didn’t have a healing potion. The frangible rounds Spellbound Security used made big holes but didn’t penetrate walls, which was important for the kinds of places they operated in.

She’d made it halfway across the floor when the crowd in front of her suddenly evaporated and left her in full view of another wizard who was twelve feet away from her. It would have been too dangerous to take a shot at that distance even if she’d had her pistol in her hand. She spun away to the side but was immediately hit from her thighs to her shoulders by something that felt like the hardest punch she’d ever taken. It knocked the weapon out of her hand, lifted her from the floor, and sent her flying toward the far wall.
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Danica had just tossed Courtney none-too-gently through a portal to safety when Alex’s alarmed shout caught her attention. She motioned to create a force net to catch the other woman before she hit the wall, then lowered her to the floor beside her. She asked, “You okay?”

Alex winced as she stood from her landing crouch. “Maybe a cracked rib. Nothing to worry about.”

Zack reported, “One tried to come into the back area. He’s down.”

Danica asked, “Dead?”

“Wounded. He turned as I pulled the trigger and took it in the arm.”

Alex advised, “Watch out for healing potions.”

Zack confirmed, “I’m on it.”

Voltaic interjected, “No additional danger from outside.”

Danica glanced toward the stage. The attackers had realized their quarry had evaporated and were fleeing. She ran toward the nearest portal as a wizard disappeared through it. Another one of her enemies was a few steps behind, headed for the same destination. Danica tackled him, and her momentum carried them both through the portal.


CHAPTER THREE


Danica rolled to the ground with her captive and released a shroud of magical lightning over him. A shield protected him, but her attack found a weak point, penetrated, and zapped him into unconsciousness. She rolled and scrambled to her feet as the portal closed behind her.

The room around her appeared to be a large basement, which meant she was probably in a far bigger-than-average house. She almost jumped out of her skin when a small voice behind her asked, “Were there more? If you took down the only enemy, I’m going to be upset. You should share.”

She twisted to peer at her partner. “How did you get in here?”

“I followed you, of course, silly. You didn’t think I would let you go by yourself, did you?”

“That was awful fast.”

The dragon’s face twisted into a look of uncertainty. “It was almost like I knew what you were going to do before you did it. I don’t know why, but I was sure I needed to get to that portal fast.”

Danica pulled her pistol and baton, holding the former in her dominant hand since that one was better at putting holes in bad guys. “Well then, let’s go find out who’s behind this nonsense, shall we?”

Jilly landed on her shoulder. “Do you think it’s that website thing?”

Danica chuckled inwardly. The Internet was not something the tiny dragon understood yet. “The attack seemed bigger than something they could’ve pulled off, but who knows? We should be careful. Whoever did it might have planned for this.”

Sarcasm colored Jilly's response. “They might have planned for a security professional and a dragon to have jumped through a portal into their home base?”

Danica crept forward after whispering a spell to enhance her senses. “They might have. You never know. Now shush.”

Jilly whispered, “Shushing.”

A staircase that turned ninety degrees to the right partway up was at the end of the dimly lit space. Danica muttered, “Excellent spot for a trap.”

“If only we had someone who could fly up near the ceiling where they wouldn’t expect it. Oh wait, we do.” Jilly flapped her wings and peered around the corner at maximum height. “No one here. Door at the top.”

Danica reached the landing, considered the potential for an ambush ahead, and growled, “Okay. Enough with stealth.” She shoved the baton under her right armpit, raised her left hand, marshaled her strength, and blasted the door off its hinges. It flew backward for several seconds before crashing against something. She didn’t earn a moan of pain from the impact and figured it must have struck a wall rather than a bad guy. Bummer.

Danica wrapped herself and the dragon in an additional layer of shields, dashed up the stairs, and dove through the opening. A lance of fire passed over her head as she tumbled out of the way and slammed into the door, which was leaning against the wall. She dodged it automatically when it fell sideways as she rose. A wizard with a wand faced her at the end of a short hallway. She leveled the gun at him and snapped, “Drop it.”

He fired more flames at her, and she reluctantly pulled the trigger. The bullet hit him, but either her aim was off, or the flames had altered the round’s trajectory as it passed through them. Instead of striking him center mass, it sliced across the side of his rib cage without stopping. The pain made him yelp and drop his wand.

“Jilly, grab it.”

The dragon dove for the floor. “On it.”

Noises beyond the opening at the end of the hall behind the wizard warned Danica that additional enemies were near. Her magic fell away a moment later as someone activated an anti-magic emitter. She bit off a curse and ducked behind a nearby dining room table after kicking it over on its side for additional cover. Jilly joined her a moment later with the wizard’s wand in her claws.

Danica sheathed her pistol and pulled out her Taser. “I’ll charge and take down whoever’s closest with the Taser, then engage whoever’s nearest with the baton. You find someone you can attack by surprise and blast him. Wait. Will your breath weapons still work with an emitter this close?”

Jilly snapped the wand in her claws. “I’m sure I can still do it, but whether the breath will be strong enough to do any real damage or not, I don’t know. I haven’t had much experience with anti-magic emitters.”

“Better bite them.”

The tiny dragon beamed. “I support this plan.”

“All right. Let’s do it.” Danica dashed from behind her improvised cover, ran through the opening at the end of the hall, and processed the scene in an instant. Five people were inside a fairly standard living room, none with handguns or rifles. Each held an improvised melee weapon.

The one on her right hefted a baseball bat. Three others had golf clubs, and the one on her far left gripped a dumbbell in each hand. She pulled the trigger on her Taser at the nearest one. His baseball bat fell from his hand as he twitched, then he followed it to the floor, continuing to convulse.

The others stared at her as if they couldn’t process what they’d witnessed. It gave her a chance to run toward the fallen man, kick the bat away in case he got up again, and put her back to a corner so no one could get behind her. The four remaining opponents lurched toward her, but the one with the dumbbell fell backward with a yelp of alarm as Jilly darted into the room and applied her claws to his face. He retreated, then screeched in alarm as he tripped over an end table and fell backward. The weapons tumbled out of his grip.

The other three realized after they got close that her positioning meant they couldn’t all attack at once. One stopped to let the other two advance. One held a driver and the other an iron. She dealt with the latter first since he would require less room to bring his shorter weapon to bear.

She jabbed her Taser at his chest and pressed the button. The weapon sizzled, and he went down. She whipped a weak blow up with the Asp in her off hand at the other one, and he angled his golf club to block it. He looked inordinately pleased with himself when her weapon clanged against his block. That lasted only a moment as she transitioned into a smooth snap kick.

The ball of her foot struck his solar plexus as she imagined striking a spot a foot behind his body. He gasped like a fish suddenly yanked from its habitat, dropped his club, and stared at her with the shocked expression of an injured child. She spun backward and delivered a side kick to the same spot. Her foe flew several feet backward before crashing into the couch, overturning it, and landing on the floor beyond.

Danica brought her Asp up into an angled position in front of her and smiled at the remaining enemy. “So, you like to try to kidnap musicians, do you?”

He gripped his club in both hands. “It wasn’t my idea. It was his.” He nodded at the one she’d hit with the Taser.

“You joined in. Where are your magical friends who helped?”

He scowled. “They ran. They were hired.”

She raised an eyebrow at his betrayed tone. “But you are a part of it all the way? A volunteer?”

He winced. “Jay said he was just gonna scare her a little. She broke up with him right when she got famous, then wouldn’t talk to him after.”

Danica took a step closer into attack range. “I’m guessing her story about it will be different. Probably involved some stalking?”

The man deflated. “Probably more like heavy stalking. Jay’s a jerk.”

“I’ll say this once and once only. Drop your weapon and get on the floor.”

He complied, which was good for him because Jilly had been waiting right behind him, ready to savage his head and face. Danica walked to the room’s far corner where the anti-magic emitter was and turned it off. Then she and Jilly used lightning magic to ensure they were all unconscious. “Voltaic?”

The infomancer instantly replied, “I have recordings of them, and I’ll edit you out.”

“Good. Get it all to the police stations closest to the venue and here.”

“On it.”

Alex interjected, “Are you done? Is it time to get out of here?”

“Yeah. We’ll be back to pick you up in a minute. Good work, everyone.”

Jilly landed on her shoulder. “Especially me?”

Danica laughed and extended a forefinger to stroke the dragon’s butterfly wings. “Most especially you, my friend. Now, let’s get away from these idiots, shall we?”

“Let’s.”


CHAPTER FOUR


The next day, Danica woke up, did some stretching and push-ups to loosen up muscles still tight from the previous day’s adventure, then hit the shower. A half-hour later she was dressed, minimally made up with her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and had a still snoozing dragon occupying her coat’s inner pocket. It was amazing how compact the dragon could be when she tried, but it was still good that Danica’s coats were cut a little large to hide her shoulder holster, should she choose to wear one.

She texted the receptionist at Spellbound Security Miami to ensure Arthur was ready for her, then opened a portal into his office. Arthur Blackwood stood from behind his desk with a smile as she stepped through. “Danica, Courtney’s people tell me good things about yesterday.” He gestured at the round table he used for informal chats, and she took a seat.

“Courtney’s people? What did Courtney herself have to say?”

Arthur laughed as he took his seat. “She thought you could have been a little gentler but appreciated that the most important thing was getting her to safety.”

Danica nodded in surprised approval. “I’m glad she realized that. Her scream as I threw her through the portal suggested she might not have been too pleased at the time.”

“She’s young, but she has a good head on her shoulders.”

“One that the attackers last night seemed interested in removing.”

Arthur shook his head. “No. What they told you is correct. It was basically an ex-boyfriend who fell in with some people who thought they were tough, and they all got the crazy idea of kidnapping Courtney. Everyone involved assured the authorities that no violence was intended. They just wanted to scare her, although a couple had mentioned the notion of ransoming her back.”

Danica frowned. “Oh, that’s all, huh?”

The sarcasm caused Arthur to raise a hand. “I’m not saying any of it was right. I’m only pointing out that they weren’t aiming for fatalities or injury.”

“That’s good because I might’ve had to educate you on the meaning of ‘right.’” She smiled to let him off the hook.

“Well, at least that’s behind us now. Two musicians, two successes.”

Danica chuckled. “Let’s not make this a routine though, huh? I think I’ve had my fill of musical acts for a while.”

“Cleveland is the birthplace of rock ’n’ roll, you realize. They have a hall of fame and museum there and everything.”

“I will portal you to an island in the middle of the ocean and leave you there. See if I don’t.”

He laughed. “Well, my next meeting that might have implications for your office is with an actress. A name you’d recognize, but not an international superstar.”

Danica liked the sound of that. “That seems promising.”

“I think your recent adventure pointed out something we need to deal with first.”

“Yeah. We need another magical on the team. At least one, maybe more.”

Arthur leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “Exactly. I’ve been thinking about it. I know a witch. She’s smart. Dependable. But a little odd.”

“In what way?”

One hand fluttered as if he couldn’t find the right words. “She’s really good at what she does, but what she does is somewhat limited.”

“Would you like to be a little less cryptic?”

“No, you need to make your own judgment without me influencing it any more than I have.”

She pointed an accusing finger. “You just like being obscure.”

He laughed as he stood. “Possibly. You ready?”

She rose as well. “Just like that?”

“I warned her we might be calling, and she’s visited me here, so that makes things easy.”

As Arthur made the call, Jilly unfolded and climbed onto Danica’s shoulder. The fae dragon asked, “Did I hear someone say witch?”

Danica replied, “You did. Apparently, we’re going to meet her.”

“You don’t think it’s the one from the forest, do you?”

Danica blinked. The idea hadn’t occurred to her. She hadn’t thought about the woman since she’d fled from the witch’s territory, followed by the dragon. “I really doubt it.”

“Good. It’s too early for fighting.”

Danica laughed as the portal opened. It showed a pleasant-looking woman on the other side, surrounded by the trappings of a comfy home living room. Arthur stepped through and hugged her, and Danica crossed over a moment later.

The portal closed, and the woman stuck out her hand. “You’re Danica. I’ve heard all about you.” She looked up at Jilly and offered a finger. “And you’re Jilly, the fae dragon. I’ve also heard of you. I must say, Arthur failed to fully explain how beautiful you are.”

Jilly smiled. “Why, thank you.” She extended one claw to touch the tip of the woman’s finger.

The witch gestured at the nearby couch and chairs. “I’m Lilac. Please, sit wherever. Would you prefer hot tea or cold tea?”

Arthur replied, “Hot,” as did Jilly, who also asked for honey. Danica opted for cold.

The witch smiled. “I’ll be right back.” She was true to her word and returned with a silver platter. It held a kettle, a small pot of honey, some milk and sugar, cups, and a tall, thin glass container filled with tea and ice cubes. “Please, serve yourselves.” She disappeared and returned a moment later with cookies on a platter, set them down, and took a chair.

As the other woman poured herself some iced tea, Danica looked her over. The lines on her face suggested she was in her forties, with several creases from smiling around her eyes and mouth. She was trim, and Danica pegged her as someone who probably walked a lot or worked outside. It wasn’t a gym type of build but an active one.

Her skin bore that out, tan with abundant freckles. The sun had lightened her brown hair. What was most noticeable were the tattoos that covered most of her exposed skin. Flowers, vines, and other emblems of nature coiled around her arms, legs, and collarbone.

Danica observed, “So, you’re a witch.”

The other woman smiled. “I am. By nature and nurture.”

Jilly asked, “What does that mean?”

Lilac’s smile widened as if this was something she enjoyed talking about. “It means being a witch runs in my bloodline, giving me magic. But I chose witch as my belief system, as well. I worship Gaia, specifically her nurturing and protecting aspects.”

Danica looked at Arthur, who nodded. “I warned you that she is unique.”

The witch laughed. “That’s a generous word for it. Hopefully the same one you use behind my back.”

Arthur replied, “It is, I promise.”

Danica asked, “What do you do?”

Lilac stood. “Bring your drinks, and I’ll show you.”

Jilly surprised Danica by leaping off her shoulder, flapping across the intervening distance, and landing on the witch’s shoulder. The witch laughed again. She took them through the kitchen onto what was probably once a porch. Now, it was a small but well-designed workshop with screens enclosing it. Shutters suspended from the ceiling could be dropped to protect the objects within from the weather.

She pointed at various sections. “I do my work in here. Wood, metal, liquid, and magic.” She drew out her wand and waved it. Drawers slid open, work benches extended, and several lamps turned on. When fully ready to work, the place was surprisingly intense.

Danica had rightly taken the woman for someone who loved nature, but there was nothing earthy-crunchy about the space. She’d seen high-end craftspeople with less elegant tools. “What do you make?”

Lilac shrugged. “Potions, protective charms, icons, limited work with magic and technology as I’m still learning that.” She laughed. “I had to replace part of one of the workbenches because of an experiment that went wrong. But if you don’t learn, you don’t grow.” She fingered the acorn necklace as she said it.

“Any problem coming into the field with us?”

“None, but I won’t cause harm to another except to protect myself, and that only as a last resort.”

Danica looked at Arthur, who gave her a minute nod. She smiled at the witch. “Welcome to Spellbound Security Cleveland. You can negotiate your salary with Arthur. I recommend asking for a lot.”

Lilac laughed. “I think I’m gonna like being part of your team.”


CHAPTER FIVE


The man known to the rest of the world by his chosen pseudonym of Moriarty smiled as he slid the laptop from the surface of his desk into a protected drawer. The reference to the infamous Sherlock Holmes villain amused him and was mostly accurate in that they shared the same line of work.

The literary Moriarty had described himself as a consulting criminal. He was the same, but his plans always intertwined with those of the clients he chose to take on. In the books, Moriarty seemed like an agent of chaos or simply a foil for Holmes. He was different. He had specific goals but had long ago decided that using others as tools and distractions was the best way to achieve them. The client he awaited would serve multiple purposes in that regard.

His gaze swept the well-appointed room to ensure nothing was out of place. His desk was cherrywood, an antique from centuries before. The paintings on the walls were expensive, but not ostentatiously so. Those were reserved for the private areas of his home. The carpet was lush and brown, the walls a soft yellow. It was a room designed to convey comfort, elegance, and confidence. The exclusively leather furniture added to the effect.

While his outer thoughts meandered, his inner ones were laser-focused on preparing for the impending discussion. One part considered options while another counted down the seconds to the meeting. He had little desire to talk to the person requesting his services and had found her annoying from the instant she brushed against his world.

To be fair, he felt that way about most people, so that didn’t make her special. Were they not useful to his larger plans, he would eschew any interaction with regular people, except for a few who rose above the ordinary.

His lips curved at the thought of one of those, the new player in the game he’d discovered during the operation against Damien Zane, Danica Grey. He’d been reviewing her file on his computer prior to this meeting. She promised to be a moderately interesting opponent. At his level of play, that was about the best he could find, and he relished the opportunity to engage with her again.

The moments ticked off until it was time for the meeting. He resisted the urge to rise behind his desk to greet his guest’s imminent arrival. Simple courtesy demanded it, and he was naturally inclined toward such things. Arguing against that was the need to maintain the upper hand at all times. Ignoring that obligation would send a message to his visitor about her relative unimportance.

He disguised his appearance along with his behavior. Physical prosthetics of substantial enough quality that they would not be detected added to his face and body obscured his true looks. He would have used magic, but an anti-magic emitter protected his house as a first line of defense. It lessened his options, but he was willing to make that sacrifice. He had several mundane weapons within easy reach if self-defense became necessary, which was exceedingly unlikely.

The door opened, and the woman walked through it. Her not-quite-steady gait spoke of trepidation, which was all to the good. Behind her, his executive assistant Solene nodded at him as she closed the door.

A male voice whispered in his ear, “Weapons locked on.” A small security center elsewhere in the home was staffed at all times and had access to remote weaponry on the grounds and in several rooms. The ones in his room had locked onto his guest.

He smiled and gestured toward the chair. “Ms. Winters. How good to see you. Please sit.”

Paris Winters would probably be best described as glamorous. She wore a tight little black dress with appropriate footwear, carried a handbag that cost five figures, and had the telltales of cosmetic surgery that would have cost far more. Her blonde hair was perfectly cut and colored from the roots to the tips that reached her waist.

When she sat, it was with the graceful elegance of someone coached in decorum, dance, and gymnastics. She had been brought up in luxury and encouraged to live her dream of becoming an actress, and so she had. Unfortunately for her and her rich family’s legacy, she wasn’t a very good one. She existed as a solid B-lister, which was a problem for her and her family since nothing less than an A-list presence was acceptable. That brought her to him, and helping her sort out her issues would allow him to advance his plans.

Winters’ smile tried to project confidence, but he saw the truth in her eyes. She was nervous, exactly as she should be. He smiled the lazy grin of a predator. “What can I do for you?”

“It’s about the Scream Queen.”

Moriarty nodded. “I’m aware of her. What of it?”

The woman’s perfect lips turned down in a crimson frown. “I’m tired of her stealing the roles I want. I’m tired of her getting invitations to the parties I need to attend. She stole the spotlight from me, and now that she’s on the rise, she’s holding me back.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “She’s actively working against you?”

Winters almost trembled with rage. Moriarty saw through the fabricated part but couldn’t deny the core of anger. “She definitely is. I’m sure of it. There’s evidence if you pull all the information together. Every time I book an interview, she’s there first. Photo shoot, again, she’s there first. Parties. Award shows. Even club appearances.”

He tilted his head. “Do you suspect someone in your organization is leaking information about your schedule or plans?”

She uttered a choked laugh. “I suspect all of them. There is no loyalty in this business. I’m sure you know that.”

He imagined the lack of loyalty she perceived was more about her than the business. Still, her delusion worked in his favor. “What would be justice in your opinion?”

Winters raised her chin. Defiance blazed in her eyes. “Kill her career. Humiliate her. Then put her in the ground.” Her words and tone were a notable departure from the upper-class vibe she tried to present.

Moriarty laughed. “Well, I find that simply delicious.” His tone returned to its usual seriousness. “You know the price.”

She nodded decisively as if trying to convince him she meant it. “I do.”

His business was only known by word-of-mouth, and he was positive previous clients always warned potential ones that his services didn’t come cheaply. Still, it didn’t hurt to be very specific. “The price is nonnegotiable. Should you attempt to back out later, everything you wish to visit on Ms. Beck, I will do to you, and worse. If we are in this adventure together, we are both in all the way.”

The woman swallowed hard. Her eyes showed the moment when her nerve began to fail. Then she stiffened with another sharp nod. “Understood.”

“Very well. Leave the agreed-upon deposit with my assistant. I will begin work on this and inform you of the timeframe once I have it.”

Winters nodded but made no other move.

Moriarty smiled at her display of fear. “You may go now.”

The door opened behind her as she rose, and his assistant escorted her out. Moriarty sighed, leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and imagined how he might accomplish her goals while advancing his. Her desires were wonderfully broad, which offered him a great deal of latitude in how to work.

The killing would be the easy part. The embarrassment and career destruction would take more effort. He liked things that took effort since each new challenge was an opportunity to improve, and challenges truly worthy of him did not appear often. Hopefully this would be one of them.

Solene returned several minutes later. He smiled as she entered the room and closed the door behind her. She had shortish dark hair slicked back on the sides and lifted a little down the middle. Her black pinstripe business suit was bespoke, with the skirt a little shorter than the norm for such outfits. Her long nails were painted black, a brooch on her lapel glittered in gold, the wide black leather belt at her waist shone, and ebony pumps on her feet reflected the light.

The casual observer would see a well-dressed woman. He knew the nails, brooch, belt, and shoes were all weapons that Solene was well versed in. His assistant was the most dangerous of his allies, one whose loyalty he had cultivated over many years. She was the only person he truly relied upon without reservation.

Solene sat in the chair with her back perfectly straight and observed, “She’s an idiot.”

Moriarty laughed. “Tell me how you really feel.”

“Okay, she’s a vapid, spiteful, poorly brought up, ill-mannered idiot.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Anything else?”

The woman rolled her eyes. “She’s not worth any more words.”

“I wouldn’t have chosen her as a client if she didn’t offer us other things. She’s a means to our ends, my friend, nothing more.”

His assistant toyed with a golden bracelet on her wrist. It was also a weapon. “If you say so.”

Moriarty nodded. “I do. Put out a call for contractors on the usual channels. Be vague, of course.”

Her lips pressed together in an expression he read as concern. “There’s some evidence that those channels might be compromised, given the incidents with Damien Zane.”

Moriarty smiled, thinking once more of Danica Grey. “I’m counting on it.”


CHAPTER SIX


The day after their first meeting, Danica brought Lilac to the Cleveland office, then took her through the underground tunnel to the base. The witch enjoyed the scooter ride, weaving back and forth with obvious enthusiasm. Jilly cheered her on while Danica rolled along behind the other woman with a smile.

An immediate appreciation for one another between Lilac and Jilly had sprung into being and promised to provide ongoing amusement for all involved. The newest member of Spellbound Security Cleveland was fitting right in. Lilac whistled when they passed through the door at the far end into the warehouse. “This is something.”

Danica had to agree. The robots had continued their construction efforts while the team had been off doing other things and about sixty percent of the warehouse was now pristine. Even better, they had constructed a wall to separate off the forty percent where a rumble of activity at the edge of hearing that would have been a cacophony without it revealed the robots’ activity.

The concrete floor was newly painted, and the walls had been thoroughly cleaned. A little over half of the available space on the tunnel’s side of the building was empty. Zack’s work area filled part of the other side with computers, workbenches, and several tall rolling toolboxes. Zack emerged from behind one of them, smiled, and came over. “You must be Lilac.”

The witch nodded as she shook his hand. “And you must be Zack. I’ve heard about you.”

He scowled at Danica. “Don’t believe a word she says. She’s not to be trusted.”

Everyone laughed, and Danica replied, “It was all good, I assure you.”

He grunted, unconvinced. “Sure, sure.” Then he grinned. “I think you should take this big empty space next to me.” He pointed at the space next to the garage door. “That area will be for vehicles and tools for maintaining them. We’re not fully sure what this half of the building will be. Hopefully we’ll have room for a training facility once the robots clear the whole place out.”

Lilac nodded. “Sounds useful. And in the meantime?”

Alex walked up from another part of the building. “We’re still figuring out how to organize some training outside the facility. I’m Alexandra. Call me Alex.”

“Lilac. Good to meet you.”

Danica asked, “Will that amount of space meet your requirements?”

The witch laughed. “You’ve seen what I work with at home. This is absolute luxury.” She walked over and paced out the space, then turned and examined it in silence.

Danica imagined she was picturing what her tools would look like here. “We can buy you duplicates of things so you don’t need to move your stuff if you don’t want to.”

Lilac turned to her with a grin. “Doing well, are we?”

Alex replied, “Doing well at spending Arthur’s money.”

Danica shrugged. “Being generous was his mistake. I’m not about to give up anything we need because he made a bad decision.” Again, they all laughed, and it felt like they were already a long-standing team.

Lilac asked, “What’s the roof like?”

“Couldn’t tell you.”

“Well, let’s go take a look.” A ladder set against one wall led to a trap door in the roof. They flipped it open and climbed out. It was a typical building top, a little dirty and dusty, the standard uniform expanse of dull gray. Lilac shielded her eyes with her hands and looked up. “Good sign.”

Danica turned around. “Zack, I didn’t think about this before, but we should probably put some cameras up here. Alarm systems. That kind of thing.”

He pulled out his phone and started tapping in notes. “Agreed. We could put a drone deployment station up here, too.”

Alex asked, “What’s that?”

“Basically a little garage for drones. They land on a charging pad, and the structure protects them from the elements, that sort of thing. It’s always good to have air coverage.”

Danica pointed at him with authority. “Make it so.”

Zack snorted in amusement. “Okay, Captain.”

Lilac commented, “There’s a lot of space up here. I could do some planting boxes if we could rig a little irrigation. Grow things I need for potions and stuff. Plus, maybe trees in some pots? A table and a chair or two? Make a little place to relax and let the mind rest?”

Jilly urged, “We must do this.”

Danica laughed. “You’d rather hang out there than in the drone garage?”

Jilly extended her claws enough that Danica felt it through her shirt as the dragon confirmed, “Yes.”

“Then we’ll do it. Zack, work with Lilac to figure that out, okay?”

He grinned at the witch. “Happy to.”

After a little more time on the roof, then some measuring and planning on the warehouse's interior, they all headed for a nearby restaurant. Racers was decorated in a homage to NASCAR racing with checkered flag motifs everywhere, pieces of cars hanging from the walls, and a music playlist appropriate to the venue, from Gary Numan’s Cars to Highway to Hell.

Danica had heard about the place but had never been inside and loved it immediately. Jilly, riding her shoulder, oohed and aahed as she looked around. The waiter wore a shirt that emulated the outfits racers used during a race and took their drink orders, promising to return for their food orders in a moment. After a brief stint of discussing the venue, the conversation turned to their shared business.

Lilac remarked, “You’ve been a complete success so far, from what I hear.”

Zack nodded. “Yep. Batting one hundred. One thousand. Whatever.”

Alex laughed. “Not a baseball fan?”

“Football, yes. Ice hockey, yes. But the others, not so much.”

Alex shook her head. “I think you’re in the wrong town. The football team is perennially challenged, and there’s no hockey. Great baseball and basketball, though.”

Lilac interjected, “The thing I love most is the lake. You can feel the energy coming off it.”

Danica replied, “I had the same reaction. Very powerful.”

Alex looked from one to the other, then shook her head. “Magicals. Y’all are strange.” They shared a round of laughter as their drinks arrived and they ordered food.

Once the waiter had departed, Lilac asked, “What’s our next project?”

Zack requested, “Please, no musicians.”

Danica laughed. “I said the same thing to Arthur. He said he’s meeting with an actress soon to discuss a gig, someone whose name we’d recognize.”

Alex observed, “That’s a pretty big list.”

“Yeah, but he seemed kind of excited when he said it. Celebrity doesn’t normally get him. So, it must be someone notable.”

Zack asked, “That’s all you’ve got?”

“Afraid so.”

“We need to add an investigative expert to the team immediately.”

Danica laughed. “That’s cold. You’re not wrong, but it’s still cold. We’ll need to poke Derek and see if he’s ready to join us. But that’s not all we need.”

Alex remarked, “Someone else to bring in the field, either as a replacement for Zack when he can’t make it or as a supplement for bigger jobs.”

“Exactly.”

Zack picked up his butter knife and spun it between his fingers like a baton. “I hate to say this, being as awesome as I am, but you’d probably be better off with another magical than me.”

Alex replied, “I was thinking of a magical too, though more as a supplement.”

Lilac laughed and loudly whispered, “Nice cover.”

Alex gave her a conspiratorial look and replied in the same tone, “Thanks. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.”

Zack theatrically growled, “I’m right here.”

Danica had been thinking while the others had been talking. “You’re right. We do need another magical. Even with Lilac and me, we don’t have enough to counter magical threats in crowded places. Anti-magic bullets are a great leveler, but not when a bunch of innocents are in the area.”

Alex suggested, “Probably male.”

Danica frowned, confused. “What? Why?”

“I’m thinking about the red carpet events and that kind of thing. There might be situations where someone will want to walk along with the celebrity as an escort. It would be less noticeable if they appeared to be a date and less obvious still if they weren’t a same-sex date.”

“Oh.” Danica considered it for a moment. “Yeah, that makes sense. Know anyone?”

Alex shrugged. “Nope. How about you?”

“Unfortunately not. I’m sure Arthur does.”

Lilac observed, “You rely a lot on Arthur.”

Danica countered, “He’s the boss.”

The witch shook her head. “You’re the boss.”

“I see your point. Do you know anyone?”

Lilac laughed. “No. I don’t have a solution to offer, just a complaint.”

Danica rolled her eyes. “Thanks.”

“Don’t worry. I’m always here for you.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

Jilly laughed from her perch on Danica’s shoulder. “Now this is what I call a good team.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Danica’s phone buzzed during the ride back to the office. She ignored it, then ignored it when it buzzed again because she was arguing with Zack, who was behind the wheel, about the best way to get back to the office. She finally gave up the contest, checked her phone, and scowled at the repeated messages from Arthur. Ignoring your boss’s calls was almost universally a bad idea. She hit the button to connect with him with minor trepidation that eased at his amused tone.

“What’s more important than answering my call?”

She scowled at Zack, who either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Trying to make sure Zack doesn’t get lost on the way back to the office.”

“Well, that is important, I guess. I’m sorry for the short notice, but I need you and your team to work tonight.”

“Okay, we’re available. Why?” Heads turned to look at her, and she waved a hand to tell them to mind their own business.

“One of my people is sick with something nasty, which means the others might be too. And the two teams have been around each other in the office, so they both might be infected. We have a gig tonight and can’t afford to pass it on to the clients.”

“Tell me it’s not a musician.”

From the front seat, Zack yelled, “Seconded!”

Alex added, “Third!”

Lilac was beside her in the back. She laughed. “Fourth, I guess.”

Jilly interjected from Danica’s pocket, “I like Damien.”

Danica said into the phone, “The consensus is that it better not be a musician.”

Arthur laughed. “It’s not. The event is a corporate annual meeting kickoff. They’re making a big deal out of it. Lights, sound, video, special guests, they’re rolling out all the tricks.”

Danica frowned. “Hang on, I’m putting you on speaker.” She did so. “What’s the threat?”

Arthur replied, “No singular clear threat. We’re one of several layers of security watching over the event. The company is going suspenders and belt with this one.”

“Why Spellbound, then? Plenty of security companies out there.”

“We’ve protected the CEO in the past.”

Alex chuckled. “Naturally.”

Danica asked, “Is there anyone important you don’t know?”

Arthur’s tone held a hint of smugness. “Probably, although I take pains to avoid that situation.”

She asked, “Anyone have concerns we need to discuss with Arthur right now?” It was a given that they would make themselves available at his request. No one answered, so she continued. “Okay. Have someone at your office ready to portal us to the location when we get there. Dress?”

“Inconspicuous. Business suits, dark. We’re not the obvious security.”

“Got it. Give us an hour to get things together.”

“That’ll work.” The line dropped.

Danica told her team, “All right, once we get back to the base, I’ll portal everyone where they need to go to get changed. Then we’ll gear up and head down. Best to get there as early as we can and take a look around.”

It took them a half-hour to get it together once they were back in the office, then another fifteen to add weapons and other gear to the outfits. Danica took Lilac aside. “We haven’t really had time to figure out how you fit in. For tonight you’ll be in charge of shielding those we’re protecting and helping if anyone gets hurt, including civilians.”

Lilac nodded. “Can do.”

“Listen, you know your boundaries much better than I do. Be sure to communicate if any plan looks like it will impinge on them.”

“Count on it.” The witch seemed unconcerned, which was hopefully a good thing.

Danica clapped her hands. “All right, people, let’s go.”

Two portals later, they stood in a back hallway of the convention center hosting the event. Danica flashed back to a previous fan convention she’d attended and left the memory.

Arthur’s representative, who had portaled them over, led them into a huge room. It might have normally served as an exhibition floor, but now it had a massive stage on one end flanked by giant video screens. Rows of chairs filled most of the remaining space aside from aisles set aside for traffic flow. Shouts echoed from around and above them as workers rigged lights and amplifiers.

Arthur walked over, and Danica greeted him with a frown. “Is this a last-minute thing?”

He laughed. “No, this is how the industry works sometimes. They had an event here last night. It took the whole night to strike that setup, then the rest of the day to get this ready. They’re just fine-tuning. All the big stuff is already done.”

“How many people will be here?”

“Thousands. It’s a big deal.”

Danica frowned again. “And they’re allowing magic?”

Arthur shrugged. “It wouldn’t have been my choice, and in fact I advised against it. However, their company portfolio includes magical research, and the show features demonstrations of some of that, so magic is necessary. Or so I was told in a tone that prevented argument.”

Lilac observed, “Well, it’ll make shielding easier, anyway.”

He laughed and smiled at the witch. “It will at that. The infomancer running security oversight has your frequencies and will add you to the overall security net in about an hour. Until that happens, everyone’s working on their own to acquaint themselves with the venue and the schedule.”

Danica asked, “Is the infomancer one of your people?”

Arthur shook his head with a slight frown. “No. I suggested that, too, and when they said no, I asked to have ours work alongside theirs as backup. The company was adamant that they wouldn’t deviate from the current plan. It’s someone who works in their internal security.”

“I’m getting the impression this is a serious company.”

“Correct impression. They do cutting-edge research in a variety of fields and are a notable defense contractor. They’re not a household name, but anyone with any power or influence in the political arena knows of them.”

“Is there a specific threat?”

Arthur patiently replied, “You already asked that, and I gave you the answer.”

Danica stepped closer to him and murmured, “Yeah. But now I’m wondering if your answer was entirely truthful.”

He looked momentarily uncomfortable. “I told you what they told me. However, like you, I still wonder.”

She retreated a step with a nod. “Me too. Good to know, boss.”

“I’m sorry I can’t give you more.”

Danica grinned. “My team is built to handle the unexpected. We’ll be fine. Oh, by the way, can you kick Derek into motion? I’m told we need better investigative prowess immediately.”

He laughed. “Sounds like something Zack would say.”

“Yeah, but in this case he’s not wrong.”

“Will do.”

She looked up at a shout from above, ready to rescue someone if they were falling, but found no danger. “Then we’ll get busy taking a look at the security.”

Arthur nodded. “Thanks again for coming down. I’ll owe you one.”

Danica laughed. “Not after you find out how much Lilac and Zack will be spending to outfit the office.” She left before he could ask any questions about that.

The next several hours passed in a blur as Danica and her team walked through the venue, checking on the existing security arrangements and connecting with the other teams so they would all be acquainted. The security chat blossomed in their earpieces at the appointed time, and someone who said he was in charge went through the assigned roles and responsibilities for the evening. Her team would watch for trouble in the room during the show, and they were given positions near the doorways set on either side of the large room and in the rear facing the stage.

During a lull, Danica detached from the shared channel and contacted Voltaic. The infomancer replied, “What’s up, woman?”

Danica replied, “We’re some security support for a big corporation tonight. You free?”

“I can be. Usual rates?”

“Naturally.”

“Then I’m free. What do you want?”

Danica watched the cleaning crew go through with polishers now that the tech setup was done. “An extra set of eyes and ears. Do what you can to watch over things and warn us if anything weird goes on.”

“You’re at the Miami Convention Center. No problem. I’ve hacked in there before.”

Danica laughed. “You get around.”

Voltaic put a saucy edge in her voice. “Why, what an interesting thing for you to say to me, Ms. Grey.”

“You’re a treasure. Keep me updated.”

“You got it.”

She switched back to the channel she shared with only her team. “Voltaic’s on board.”

Alex replied, “Good plan. Always good to have an ace in the hole. Any preparation left for us to do?”

Danica took a position near the side door and leaned against the wall. It would probably be a long night of standing around waiting for nothing to happen, and she’d take what relaxation she could ahead of it. “Chill out. Keep your eyes open but stay loose. No telling what sorts of surprises this crazy event will bring.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


They had about thirty minutes of downtime while final preparations were made in the room. Then the lights dimmed, a set of rotating images appeared on the big screens, and the rear doors opened to admit the audience.

Danica carefully watched the people filing in, as did her team, including Voltaic who saw them through the cameras mounted throughout the room. Her earpiece included the sounds of the guards checking people through the detectors outside. They confiscated wands and sealed them into mesh bags that would prevent them from being used and couldn’t be unlocked inside the venue’s main room.

She had heard of such a thing for cell phones but not for wands. It was preferable to having an anti-magic emitter running but wouldn’t do much against those who didn’t need wands to focus their magic.

The lights went down, and the audience erupted in cheering, an uncomfortable reminder of the concerts they’d recently protected. Lights flashed and swirled through the crowd. Smoke and lasers appeared moments later. Loud music blasted through the speakers, and it was enough like Damien Zane’s shows to make her wince.

Alex commented over their private channel, “I think I have some concert-related trauma.”

Danica replied, “Me too.”

Jilly was up in the lighting grid watching things from above. She mindspoke to Danica, Pretty. Danica couldn’t reply in kind but laughed at the fae dragon’s joy in all things.

The company's CEO came out on stage in a tuxedo, bouncing along to the beat and waving at the crowd. The cheers doubled, then redoubled as he ran to the edge and jumped off into the crowd to high-five those in the front row.

Danica flinched toward the stage, but Lilac advised, “I’ve got it covered, don’t worry. Everything but his hands.” The words reassured Danica, although she still wished they had time to train together and work out shared strategies. Well, that would come.

The CEO climbed a short set of stairs back to the stage, walked to the podium, and began to speak. The energy level dropped substantially as the audience focused on his words. Danica settled in for what promised to be a long, boring, investor-focused speech. It was for about three relaxing, mostly enjoyable minutes. Then a group of people in white catering uniforms broke into the room from all three sides at once, accompanied by shouts on the security channel.

Danica snapped, “Shields,” and threw up force walls around the audience to prevent the new arrivals from attacking the guests. Her gaze swept across the invading chefs to see each pull off a backpack and hurl it in a seemingly random direction as they turned and fled back toward the doors.

Voltaic snapped, “What the heck,” as the bags emitted smoke.

Danica ordered, “More shields.”

Lilac replied, “Already on it.” She still sounded confident and unperturbed.

They slammed barriers around the smoking backpacks, and once they were all covered, Danica added more layers of force shields, fearing that explosives filled the bags. The speaker had already been hustled away from the stage. The crowd had surged into motion and forced her to drop the barriers she’d initially put up to keep them safe.

Danica muttered a curse. “Keep those doors open or people will get hurt in the stampede.” As if she’d triggered it, all the doors slammed shut with a resounding bang.

Jilly shouted in her head, Someone else is using magic.

A portal opened a moment later, its interior obscured by the smoke that had escaped before she’d gotten all the backpacks locked down. A roar echoed around the room, and Danica summoned a wave of force magic to blow the smoke out of the way. It revealed a mammoth creature easily twelve feet tall rearing on its hind legs.

Her mind said, “Bear,” then argued with itself because no bear had ever been as huge or had claws on hands and feet as deadly as this one. Beyond its size, it seemed bulkier than a normal animal, almost like a bodybuilder in the way its muscles rippled and flexed. Fear coursed through her at the unnatural menace it presented.

Pieces of paper dropped through more portals near the ceiling. Alex jumped to grab one, and her voice came over the channel as she read it. “‘Those who dabble in magical genetic research get what they deserve.’”

Zack responded, “Oh, hell.”

Danica grunted. “Yeah, that about covers it. We need to get that thing away from these people.”

Alex replied, “I’ll charge in and shoot it. Its head is high enough that I shouldn’t have to worry about hitting any of the innocents if I miss.”

“Do it. I’ll shield you.” The anti-magic ammunition would pass through the magical defense without hindrance. As Alex’s gunfire sounded, Danica ordered, “Lilac, summon a portal behind the thing in the direction Alex is pushing it.”

Lilac replied, “Alex isn’t pushing it anywhere.”

Danica’s head snapped around to see that the bear was holding its paws up in front of its face. The bullets smacked into them but did no damage. She whispered, “Oh, that’s not good.”

A snap decision propelled her into motion. “Create the portal behind it, opposite my trajectory.” Danica slammed force magic into the floor to send herself flying in a shallow arc toward the bear and saw the beginnings of the portal come into view. She threw quick blasts of fire one after the next at its face, then followed up with a large fireball.

As she’d hoped, the bear took a step back from the stronger attack. When she slammed into it with all of her momentum, it forced the creature back another step into the portal.

Danica hit the ground and rolled away to the side, narrowly avoiding the foot stomp that would’ve crushed her into the dirt. She didn’t know where in the world she was, only that it was a clearing with no one else around, which meant Lilac had made a good choice. The bear started forward, and Danica snapped, “Close the portal,” as she threw a force wall between the bear and the portal.

It vanished a moment later, and Jilly asked, “What have you gotten us into now?”

Danica had felt the dragon’s presence as she followed her through the portal. “I don’t know. Lilac, when it’s safe to open the portal and get me some reinforcements, do it.”

“Will do,” the witch replied.

Wherever she had sent them, something was available for the comm system to latch onto. Danica admired the fact that the other woman was keeping her cool in this rather unique circumstance. Danica had her pistol, but it would probably be useless unless she got it right against the bear’s flesh, judging by Alex’s lack of success. If bullets couldn’t get through, neither her Taser nor her Asp would be of much use either.

Danica wrapped herself in layers of force magic and placed some around the dragon, avoiding her mouth and claws. She walled off a corner of her mind to maintain those shields, then focused on a more active defense as the giant bear swiped at her.

She fell backward and rolled into a somersault to avoid the massive paw, then came up firing magic. Force bolts sped toward its eyes, but it closed the lids and seemed unperturbed by the impact when they struck. She growled, “What the hell is this thing made of, anyway?”

Alex snapped, “Open the portal, let us through.”

Danica circled away from the bear, trying to put its back toward where the portal had materialized.

Lilac replied, “It’s not safe enough yet. Too many civilians still in the room.”

Alex snarled a curse but didn’t argue. Danica growled, “I’m fine. I can keep it busy. But be ready to fight when you come through.” Her eyes widened as the bear growled, dropped to all fours for the first time, and charged toward her. “Oh, hell.”


CHAPTER NINE


The bear veered away from its attack on Danica as a blast of fire crossed its path, followed by the fae dragon beating her butterfly wings as fast as they would go. Danica spun and dashed out of the way, then threw up a force wall to prevent the bear’s claws from reaching Jilly. It was unnecessary since the little dragon was already buzzing behind their attacker. A moment later she heard in her mind, Its hide is too thick. I can’t get through it.

Danica growled, “What the hell did they do to it?” Then she ordered, “Knives. Bring knives.”

Alex replied, “On it.”

Danica summoned her force magic and created two short swords, one in each hand. She’d practiced extensively with Kali sticks during her martial arts training and also used swords, though less often. She focused the force magic to the sharpest edge and point she could but feared it still wouldn’t be enough to pierce the thing’s hide.

Force magic wasn’t perfect for this type of task, but it would probably provide a decent defense against the thing’s claws if she didn’t match strength against strength. Maybe she could hack the tips off those claws if she was lucky.

Danica laughed and was surprised that it was as much amusement as worry. “Sure, I’ll hack bits from the end of its claws inward, one centimeter at a time. This is gonna be awesome.”

She flipped the swords once in her hands, then wove them in a figure eight before stepping back into a stance appropriate for the weapons. She kept her weight equally distributed between her legs and ready to move in almost any direction.

The bear took her pose as the challenge it was. It roared and rumbled forward. Electricity coursed over it from behind but failed to make it through its hide. Its eyes were still closed, but its body language showed it was well aware of where she was as she shifted position.

It opened them as it reached her and slashed a claw across her. She spun away and used one sword to redirect the blow away from her, then slashed the other down at the claws. It struck with enough power that the vibrations from the impact traveled up her arm and made her teeth hurt, but no blood flew, and no claw fell to the ground. As she backpedaled to avoid the follow-up attack, she growled, “Well, I might’ve chipped it, but not more than that. Maybe what we need is a chainsaw.”

Jilly replied in her mind, That wouldn’t be nice at all.

The portal opened behind the bear’s original position and Alex rushed through with Zack at her heels. The other woman tossed a large chef’s knife to Danica, and she let one sword evaporate and used force magic to bring it to her hand. “This is all they had?”

Alex snarled, “It’s a convention center, not a medieval dungeon.”

“Fair.”

A loud boom sounded, and the bear spun to face Zack, who had fired a shotgun at it. Danica didn’t see any evidence that the pellets had penetrated its hide. Zack didn’t either because he uttered in a stunned voice, “Oh.”

Jilly flew down and created a fire barrier in front of the bear. While the flames didn’t hurt it when they intersected, they caused it to choose an easier path, which turned out to be charging Danica again. She let the other magical sword vanish and created something like a riot shield out of force magic to cover her whole body.

Then she charged the bear. At the last moment, she shoved the shield in front of her to take the impact while simultaneously ramming even more force magic through it to blunt the bear’s speed. The collision rattled her brain inside her skull, but it stopped the bear.

She slashed out with the knife and scored a small cut on its body. It was almost nothing, but the point had penetrated the hide and drawn a fleck of red liquid from it. “Okay, now we’re talking.”

Jilly flew in and blasted lightning magic at that spot, which caused the bear to howl. It must have been anger rather than pain because as it backed away and turned to face them again, the wound hadn’t gotten any larger.

Danica commented, “Well, we hurt it at least. That’s something.”

An unfamiliar male voice nearby replied, “If we can get a little wider hole and stun it for a minute, I can bring it down.”

Danica looked over to see that he wore a white lab coat and held a heavy-duty syringe that looked almost like something you’d use in cooking. “What is that, and who are you?”

“Tranquilizer. I’m a vet, office near the convention center.”

Voltaic interjected, “I called him in.”

Danica kept a wary eye on the bear, who did the same with her. “Good work. Okay then, we’ll try to make that happen.” She looked at Alex. “I’ll shield you like crazy. You need to go and stab that thing in the same spot where I hit it. Jilly will blast it with electricity, which will hopefully confuse it and maybe help to stun it. Once you’ve done that, run away.”

Alex nodded. “You got it.” Jilly, who had been hovering near her, sped away to circle around the bear. Alex yelled at the creature, stomped her feet, and generally tried to look aggressive. The bear took the bait and rushed toward her.

Danica shouted, “Now,” and blasted it with lightning while applying force magic to slow its rush. Jilly hit it with her electrical attack as well.

The bear quivered as it continued to run forward and lost a little speed as the force and lightning attacks drew either its attention or energy away. It reared as a prelude to falling on top of Alex. The other woman dove forward into a roll that carried her between its front and back legs as it slammed to the ground, missing her. Then she used the momentum of standing to shove the knife into the wound. Alex ripped it out, and the cut widened.

Danica called, “Jilly,” and blasted it with electricity. The dragon did so as well. The bear shuddered under the barrage and spun in a circle with a snarl, winding up facing Danica. That put it in the perfect position for the vet to step in and jab it with the syringe.

An instant later, the vet was flying, backhanded by the bear. Danica had shielded all of him except his hands. She reached out with additional force magic to catch him and bring him to the ground beside her. She set force walls around the bear on three sides, leaving it an opening that led away from them. It banged against them in a fury before running through the only path she’d provided.

They distracted and evaded it for almost a full minute before it showed signs of slowing, then it slumped to the ground. A moment later, its eyes closed. The vet started to move in, but Danica cautioned, “Wait.” She hit the bear’s nose with low-level magical lightning, but it didn’t react. It was out. “Okay, go.”

The veterinarian rushed over, pulled a stethoscope from his pocket, and set it against the bear’s chest. “Good heartbeat. He should be fine. I’ll see what I can do to find a safe place for him.”

Voltaic advised via comms, “I’ll help him with that.”

Danica pushed sweaty hair out of her face. “All right, let’s get back to the convention center. Lilac, I want you to come through to this side and handle portaling them out when they’re ready.”

The witch replied, “No problem. Everything’s fine here.”

Danica cast a portal and stepped through it back to the convention center, then held it open as she looked around the room. “Fine” was an overstatement. Dozens of chairs had been knocked askew, people with minor injuries lined the walls waiting for attention, and a team of medics were working on someone who had a broken leg. She supposed if that was all the damage a twelve-foot-tall bear could accomplish, it was a win.

Arthur walked up to her. “Your team okay?”

Danica nodded. “We’re all good. That was…unexpected.”

He surveyed the scene with a frown. “Definitely. Guess it was lucky they asked for an extra layer of security.”

“Yeah. Who were those idiots?”

“At first glance they check out as protesters, but I’m not sure how a protest group managed to create that thing. It’ll be fully investigated, of course, but if I had to put money on it right now, I’d say it’s a rival corporation.”

Danica stared at him as the words bounced around in her mind but failed to find purchase. “Say that again?”

Arthur let out a dark chuckle. “Yeah, you heard me. A rival corporation. Something like this undermines confidence in the company and is bound to make news. Their stock price goes down. Other companies’ stock prices go up.”

Alex stepped up beside Danica. “If you find out it was another company, I request permission to shoot the CEO.”

Danica replied, “Granted.”

Arthur simultaneously answered, “Denied.”

Danica gestured around at the destruction. “Surely you don’t condone this.”

“Actions like this? Of course not. But corporate competition is a reality in this world, and we can’t just shoot the bad guys out of hand. The corporation will naturally be pursuing all legal avenues available to punish those responsible if they find out that another company is indeed behind it.”

Danica shook her head. “I’m not sure knowing all the rich and powerful people is a good thing, Arthur.”

He shrugged. “It’s a living.”

Jilly interjected from her perch on Danica’s shoulder, “A silly one. Let’s go home.”

Danica nodded. “Yeah. Let’s. Arthur, I’ll be in touch tomorrow.” She touched his arm to let him know she wasn’t upset with him, only upset in general.

He nodded. “Perfect. Great job by you and your team. Thanks.”

As he departed, Jilly commented, “That thing was big. Being big could be fun.”

Danica laughed. “No, we’re not going to try to find a way to make you twelve feet tall.”

“Think about it, maybe.”

“No.”

Jilly leaned against her neck. “I’m going to whisper it in your ear as you sleep.”

She reached up and poked the dragon in the chest. “You’re at least twelve feet of trouble already.”


CHAPTER TEN


The next morning, Danica called to set up an appointment with Arthur. She dressed in a business suit with long pants, stylish boots, and a dark red shirt, then portaled to Miami. After greeting the receptionist, she entered Arthur’s office and offered her hand to Derek. Like Arthur, he had stood from the table to greet her. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

The FBI agent shrugged. “Arthur said he figured you’d be coming by early and that he’d call you himself if you didn’t arrive before we were done chatting.”

“He’s very smart. Don’t tell him I said so.”

As they all took their seats again, Arthur said, “Smart enough that I was right about Derek. He’s in. He needed some time to think about it in order to make the correct decision for all involved.”

Danica smiled at her new employee. “Excellent. The team has told me in no uncertain terms that we need better investigation. That kind of hurts since I’m the main investigator, I’m not gonna lie, but they’re not wrong, either.”

Derek chuckled. “I’m sure you spend a lot of your time being a leader type and not an investigator type. Not to mention the operations you’ve already taken on. Arthur told me about them all. Coming kind of fast and furious, aren’t they?”

Danica scowled at that. “Too fast and furious. Arthur is booking us out left and right.”

Arthur laughed. “Profitability is an important consideration. Anyway, you said you needed an investigator, and I got you an investigator. Why are you whining at me?”

She dropped the angry act and laughed. “Because it amuses me, I guess. No one said I was smart.”

From her inner pocket, a small voice retorted, “That’s for sure.”

She poked her finger in and let out a small yelp of surprise as the dragon’s claws latched onto it. She pulled her hand out gently with Jilly attached.

The dragon batted her wings. “Welcome to the team, Derek.” She fluttered down to the table and laid on her belly to relax with her wings tucked around her and her head and tail on the surface.

Derek replied, “Why, thank you, Jilly. I’ve heard about you, too. You’re pretty amazing.”

A grin spread over the tiny dragon’s mouth. “Why, thank you. I try.”

Danica observed, “Now that that’s taken care of, we need to add another magical member to the team. Even with Lilac, we’re not flexible enough to handle a serious magical attack from multiple angles.”

Arthur held out his hands in a gesture of emptiness. “Cupboard’s bare. I’ve got nothing. You’ve drained me of all my best contacts.”

Derek asked, “You’re looking for someone magical who can be out in the field protecting and fighting?”

She nodded.

“Then I might know a guy. I investigated him years ago in relation to something that happened at a club where he was working. He came back squeaky clean, and he’s always kind of been at the back of my mind since.”

Danica shrugged. “That certainly works as a recommendation as far as I’m concerned. Can you set up a meet?”

“Let me call.”

An hour later, they walked through the front gates of Universal Studios in Orlando, Florida. Danica had never been to the amusement park. She was in awe of the place's size, the buildings' designs, the number of people moving around like waves on the ocean, and the rides that screamed past overhead.

If she was amazed, Jilly was entranced. The first time the dragon twisted around to look at things and fell off her shoulder, Danica spun and caught her. From then on, she carried the dragon in a cupped hand against her chest as Jilly looked in all directions and enthusiastically shared her observations about everything she saw.

Derek walked beside Danica and shook his head at the dragon with a big grin whenever Jilly looked in a different direction. Danica rolled her eyes but had to admit the scene was a glorious thing to behold.

After stopping to get a cup of tropical fruit so Jilly could taste new things, at her request, they walked up to one of the large soundstages where they made movies on the lot. A man in a business suit leaning on the wall next to the door looked up from his phone, smiled at Arthur, and stepped forward to grip his hand. “Art, old boy, good to see you.”

Art clasped his arm and shook it. “And you, Terrence. I didn’t realize you were at the park day-to-day.”

The other man nodded. “Each member of the executive team spends some time here, usually two weeks every few months. It’s my rotation at the moment. I hear you want to look inside our operation.”

“Yeah, we’d like to talk to Randall.”

Terrence laughed. “He’s a riot. You’ll love him. Come on in.” He gave them visitor tags to pin to their clothes, not including Jilly, then escorted them into the building. He led the way through several back areas bordered by large wooden set walls on both sides, then raised a finger to his lips as they came out of the maze.

Ahead of them was an expansive movie set, made to look like a narrow street passing between two rows of four-story buildings. Their perspective gave them a perfect view down the street.

A camera in front of them on a kind of railroad track shared their perspective, and several drones hovered high in the air farther down the street. A loud voice yelled, “Stand by,” and the set fell silent. A moment later, a different voice yelled, “Action.”

The camera slowly rolled forward on the rail, and the drones surged into motion. From above came the sound of gunshots, though strangely muted, and a body flew over the edge of the left-hand building’s roof, spinning as if it was rolling down a hill. It hit a balcony and broke through, then fell to an awning that redirected it out farther. It struck another balcony on the way down, then slammed hard into the ground.

Danica closed her mouth, which had fallen open in shock.

Everything was still for several seconds, then the voice that had yelled action yelled, “Cut.”

Technicians moved into the scene, and Danica thought for a moment that the body might be fake. Then it jumped up, revealing a bearded man who gave a thumbs-up to everyone around him as he helped disconnect the lines she hadn’t noticed from a harness now visible under his coat.

Terrence escorted them to the man. “Randall, this is Arthur, an old friend of mine. With him are Danica, Derek, and the little one is Jilly.”

The man grinned at the sight of the fae dragon. “She’s adorable.”

Jilly countered, “She can talk.”

Randall laughed, completely unfazed. “Then you’re adorable.”

Jilly grinned. “Thank you.”

Terrence added, “I’ll leave you all to talk. If you need anything else, Arthur, let me know.”

Danica asked, “Are you free to chat for a bit?”

Randall nodded. “That’s my last shot of the day, and the director seemed satisfied with it. If you want, there’s a little café around the way that’s only for the people who work at the park and those of us working on films.”

“Perfect.”

A few minutes later, they were all seated around a table with iced coffees and lemonades in hand and a big umbrella overhead blocking out the midday Orlando sun. Danica asked, “Have you been a stuntman long?”

Randall shrugged. “On and off for about ten years. I do a lot of jobs in a lot of places.”

Danica thought that suited his look. He seemed a little rough around the edges. Big, strong, like a football linebacker or safety. “And you can do magic?”

He snapped his fingers and produced a tongue of flame from them, then let it vanish with a laugh. “Yeah, I can do some. Physical magic tends to work best, though.”

Derek asked, “What’s that?”

Randall grinned. “Still investigating me?”

Derek laughed. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember. No, definitely not. I have a new gig now, working with Danica.”

Randall looked at her. “Basically, I can be stronger, faster, hit harder, and take more damage when I channel my magic. But I’m not good at stuff like throwing around fireballs or anything.”

She nodded. “We all have our skill sets. So, Derek here recommended you. We’re from Spellbound Security, and I run the Cleveland office. Arthur there runs the whole show. We specialize in protecting celebrities and other wealthy folks from mundane and magical trouble. We’re looking for someone who would work in the field to that purpose.”

Randall lifted a hand and scratched his well-groomed beard. “That sounds interesting.”

“Can you fight?”

Randall laughed. “MMA training since I was fourteen.”

Derek asked, “Can you shoot?”

“Do it all the time for fun. Pistol, rifle, shotgun.”

Danica looked at Arthur, who nodded. She smiled at Randall. “Want to move to Cleveland?”

He grinned. “Sounds fun to me.”

Jilly flapped her wings. “And just like that, we have a real team.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The next day, the full staff of Spellbound Security Cleveland gathered in the small conference room in their office. Zack started the meeting by pointing out, “We still need to decide what we want to do upstairs.”

Alex replied, “A place to wind down. Arcade-style video games. Pool table, ping-pong table, poker table.”

Jilly leapt from her position on Danica’s shoulder onto the oval table and enthused, “All the tables.” As usual, the fae dragon’s words drew laughs from everyone present.

Danica interjected, “That’s a tomorrow problem. Today we’re talking about the things we need to do our job properly.”

Alex countered, “Downtime is part of successful work.”

“Are you being obstinate, or is this a real issue for you?”

The other woman grinned. “At the moment, obstinate. But I do think what I’m saying is true.”

Danica theatrically pinched the bridge of her nose. “Can we table it for a day or two?”

Alex crossed her arms with a dramatic pout. “I guess.” The tone brought Danica’s teenage years to mind.

Zack continued. “All right. I’ll start. We should switch from the glasses to contact lenses so we’re less obvious in the field. I’ve already talked with Arthur’s people about this. You all will have to get your eyes scanned, but that’s neither hard nor time-consuming. Then we can get them made in a day.”

Derek asked, “That fast?”

“Yep. 3D printing makes everything easy.”

Alex added, “We need concealable pistols. Something small that won’t be visible and won’t set off detectors.”

Zack frowned. “There are many different levels of detectors and detection processes they use. Some of them detect any trace of metal, even surgical implants.”

Randall asked, “Plastic? Ceramic?”

The team’s tech looked dubious. “Single use, maybe.”

Danica shrugged. “Figure out what you can. Even if it’s single use, 3D printing makes everything easy, right?”

Zack scowled. “I see what you did there. I don’t like you.”

Danica laughed. “Yeah, everyone reaches that point eventually with me.”

Jilly promised, “I won’t.”

Danica reached down and stroked the dragon’s scales. “That’s because you’re too sweet for words.”

The dragon rolled onto her back as she pushed against Danica’s finger. “I am. It’s true.”

Alex brought the conversation back to the topic at hand. “Body armor.”

Danica added, “Concealed, hidden, or woven into our clothes. She’s right. We need something other than magical shields to rely upon for defense. One anti-magic emitter and we’re potentially in trouble.”

Zack nodded and tapped a note into his phone. “I’ll look into it.” Alex opened her mouth to speak, and he pointed at her. “If you say anything about 3D printing, I’m jumping out the window, and you can all figure this out without me.”

Alex laughed. “We’re on the first floor. That’s not a particularly dramatic threat.”

Randall suggested, “We need the ability to transport clients when magic isn’t available. I’d recommend a reinforced SUV. At least one, two if we can afford it so we can conceal which one has the principal. Armor everywhere, full sensor and infomancer control package, all the bells and whistles we can shove into it.”

Alex laughed. “And machine guns behind the headlights.”

Derek added, “Missile launcher behind the license plate.”

Zack tapped notes on his phone. “You all have seen too many James Bond movies.”

Danica countered, “You can never see too many James Bond movies.”

Voltaic had been quiet thus far but interjected from the room’s speakers, “Speaking of sensor packs, I’ll have some thin devices built for you all to wear that will allow me to gather data and act as a bridge if I need to hack something. I’d also like you to get some drones, both big and small.”

Zack replied, “We have room for a drone garage on the roof.”

“Perfect. Give me a recon drone and a combat drone for the base. Duplicates of each if you can. But you should have some small ones in cases that can be rolled or carried so when you deploy into the field, I can give you some aerial backup.”

Danica asked, “Will that be a problem, Zack?”

He looked up from his phone. “It’ll be an expense.”

“Arthur said we can spend what we need within reason. This seems quite reasonable.”

He shrugged. “We’re good, then. Figure a couple of days to order them and get them here, maybe less if you’re willing to do magical transport for me. Then a day or two of customization and programming.”

“Of course. Happy to help.” She looked around at the faces of her team. Everyone looked satisfied. “Any other tech issues at the moment?” When nobody responded, she announced, “All right. Let’s talk magic.”

Lilac reported, “My workspace will be ready in a day or two. Then I’ll get busy making potions.”

Randall asked, “What kind?”

“Healing and energy, for a start, since those are the most versatile. Once we’re fully equipped in that area, I have a variety of other recipes I’ll make for more specific situations.”

The big man asked, “Can I help when I’m not busy with other stuff? Maybe learn a little about what you do?”

Lilac smiled. “Of course. Another set of hands is always welcome. And we’ll get planters built and plants put in on the roof.”

Danica countered, “We’re almost into November. Won’t that be a problem?”

“We can put in lighting and heating, cover them in small tents. It’ll be fine.”

Zack noted, “More power drops on the roof. Got it.”

Randall volunteered, “I’m good with a hammer. I’ll help with that. The drone garage too, if we’re building it from scratch.”

Danica informed them, “I’ll handle warding the office and warehouse. It’ll take a while to get it done since I’ll have to repeat it several times to reach full strength, and we’re all a little busy at the moment. Fortunately, we should be under the radar for the time being. I don’t know if anyone would ever have cause to attack us here, but a little magical protection never hurts. Oh, and don’t forget the cameras, Zack.”

He replied, “Already ordered.”

Randall suggested, “Maybe we can make some charms and other expendable magical items that might help in a pinch.”

Danica observed, “I’ve never done that before.”

Lilac added, “Me either.”

He laughed. “Well, that’s three of us with no experience. I’ll do some research and see what I can find out. Is there a magic library in this town?”

Danica replied, “I don’t know. It’s a big town, one would think so.”

“I’ll check it out.”

Danica nodded, concealing her surprise that the burliest man on the team was the first to consider whether the town had a magical library. Books and covers, I guess. “All right, that’s magic handled. On to training.

“I know we hoped we might be able to use the warehouse for that, but getting it into shape will take some time, if we can do it. We can’t wait. We need to get out and do some work together soon. Any thoughts?”

Randall replied, “It might surprise you to learn that they do a decent amount of film work here in Cleveland. I know some people. I’ll see what I can do. We might have to rent a big warehouse, but there are bound to be prop walls and other stuff sitting around unused in theaters and prop warehouses. I bet we can find some to rent or buy. Then it’s just a matter of hiring some hands to put them up.”

Danica asked, “Any concerns?” No one responded, and she nodded at Randall in approval. “Excellent thinking. Get to it.”

The meeting broke up after some additional discussion of small things. Alex walked up to her as she headed for the door. “I think Voltaic’s getting closer to joining the team. She sounded pretty enthusiastic.”

Danica had thought the same. “Agreed. Even if she’s freelance, we’re still in good shape there. I don’t have any worries about her professional ethics.”

Alex laughed. “Which is weird to say about someone who breaks into computer systems as a profession, right?”

“Fair.” Danica’s phone buzzed. She fished it out of her pocket and stared at the text message. “We might have less time than I thought. Arthur says I need to visit Miami for a client meeting tomorrow morning.”

She shook her head. “I guess he was right about the need to expand the business. You, Derek, and I can spend today working with Randall and figuring out the training thing since everyone else has stuff to build or buy.”

Alex nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

Jilly asked, “Is it another musician?”

Danica groaned. “I really, truly hope not.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


The next day, Danica dressed in what she was coming to think of as her interview outfit, the black pinstripe business suit, stylish boots, and a dark blue shirt. She carried no weapons except for the tiny dragon in the inner pocket of her suit and, of course, her magic. As soon as she stepped through the portal to the Spellbound Security Miami office, Jilly hopped up on her shoulder and greeted the receptionist enthusiastically.

He grinned. “Ms. Jilly, Ms. Grey, Mr. Blackwood awaits you.”

Someone nearby added, “Fortunately I need await you no longer.” Danica turned to see Arthur in his normal suit. He asked, “Ready?”

Danica shook her head. “One second.” She opened another portal, and Randall stepped through. He was dressed in business casual khakis and a collared polo shirt. “I thought Randall might like to come along to meet our new client. Plus, he might be a reassuring presence.”

Randall laughed. “What Danica means is I’m the brute to her beauty.”

Jilly laughed. “Me too. I’m a brute.”

He grinned at the dragon. “From what I’ve heard about your breath weapons, you’re more than capable of handling just about anything.”

“It’s true.”

Danica interjected, “All right, if we’ve had enough self-adoration for the moment, let’s get a move on. Where are we going?”

Arthur replied, “Atlanta.”

“I don’t have a portal there.”

Her boss picked up his phone and pressed a button. “That’s why I sent one of my people there yesterday.”

A portal opened a moment later, and he walked through, followed by Danica, Randall, and Jilly. They wound up outside a large warehouse with movie equipment scattered around.

The woman who’d portaled them in let the portal drop, then escorted them inside. She whispered, “Ms. Beck is shooting her final scene.”

Randall asked, “Vivian Beck?” The other woman mouthed an affirmative. “I love her.”

Danica commented, “I think I’ve heard of her. Horror films?”

He nodded enthusiastically. “This generation’s scream queen, no doubt.”

A loud, amplified voice cautioned, “Quiet on the set.” A moment later, it ordered, “Action.”

A shrill scream came from the left, beyond a portion of the wall that blocked their view. A woman ran into view a second later. She wore blue jeans and a sweater, both of which were bloodstained and slashed, showing ample skin underneath. She reached the middle area of the set, crafted to look like the porch of a house in the suburbs, and banged on the door.

No one answered as her stalker came into view. He was tall, thin, and wore a black mask that hid his face other than his eyes. He gripped a large ax in two bare hands, the blade stained with and dripping blood. Danica could almost hear the soundtrack that would go with it, echoing strings or piano notes heralding disaster to come.

The actress screamed again and pounded on the door. Her dark hair was disheveled and plastered to the side of her face with blood. Cameras filmed from several angles as he closed on her, some with operators, some in static positions.

She turned and threw herself at him, defiant at the end, and he whipped the ax forward and planted it in the center of her chest. She stumbled backward, disbelief on her face, her hands dropping to her sides as her back hit the door.

Her killer stepped forward and screamed as he slammed his palm into the back of the ax head to drive it all the way into her chest. Her eyes turned vacant as she collapsed. He turned to face the cameras, his eyes showing madness and victory. The moment held.

The director broke the silence with a shouted, “Cut.”

The entire crew broke into applause. The killer turned and offered a hand to his supposed victim. The actress, undoubtedly Vivian Beck, allowed him to raise her to her feet. She gave a theatrical bow as she pulled the collapsible ax out of her chest.

Then the director ordered, “One more take.”

Vivian’s smile didn’t waver. She headed back toward where she’d started her run with an array of costumers and makeup artists in tow. The attacker flashed them a smile as he returned to his place, tossing the ax in his hand.

It took the crew a half-hour to reset, then the scene played out again. If anything, Vivian was better the second time, and the appreciative applause was accompanied by the director announcing that it was Vivian’s last shot. Another round of applause sounded as she waved and hugged a few people.

Then she walked over to them. “You folks from Spellbound?”

They nodded.

“Arthur Blackwood.” He extended his hand, and she shook it.

Vivian advised, “It will take me a half-hour to get out of makeup and showered. I’ll meet you in my trailer in forty-five minutes, let’s say. It’s that way.” She pointed toward the side of the soundstage. They agreed, and she walked off.

When they were allowed into the trailer three-quarters of an hour later, they discovered that the main area was organized as a living room with a curved sectional couch, a low table, and several chairs. Vivian sat comfortably in a corner of the couch wearing matching red sweatpants and sweatshirt, her feet bare and her freshly washed hair in a damp ponytail. Arthur made introductions as they sat.

Randall commented, “That was a pretty brutal scene.”

Vivian laughed. “My fans love to see me die in different ways. This one was pretty basic but well done. It will get a lot of eyeballs because the director is on a hot streak, so the simpler kill balances out.”

Danica observed, “You sound different than I remember.”

Vivian laughed again, but it was as if she’d become a different person. Her voice deepened, slowed, and took on a decidedly sexy edge. “Oh, you mean this, darling?” She switched back to normal. “I consider that my ‘V’ voice.”

Randall snapped his fingers. “That’s why your fandom is called the VQs.”

“Exactly that. Meshes the V with the queen in Scream Queen. Standing on the shoulders of those who came before with that name, but that’s what we do.”

Danica asked, “So, why did you contact Arthur?”

The mirth left Vivian’s face and voice. “I don’t engage too much with social media. My assistants handle that, although I reply to a few things they pick out for me to look at each day. I’ve discovered getting too focused on all of that has a negative effect on my acting ability, so generally I ignore it.

“They detected a concerning pattern. Over time, certain ideas and insults, including some fairly specific threats, have been repeated by multiple people online. The number of them, and frankly, their nastiness, has left me a little concerned that someone out there might wish me harm.

“It’s okay here where we have quite a large security setup and I’m not in the public eye. But I’m shooting a film in Cleveland soon, and a lot of it will be shot on public streets. If the threats are more than words, that might offer some crazy person an opportunity.”

Arthur asked, “Is the studio providing security for you?”

Her face went neutral, and her voice held a hint of distaste. “Yeah. Hang on.” She called, “Andrea, ask Jones to come in, please.”

Another man walked into the trailer a moment later. Danica sized him up and immediately categorized him as smarmy. He was the kind of guy who would chat up every girl in the bar one after the next, figuring his appeal would overcome his obvious predatory nature with one of them. It didn’t matter which. He had sandy brown hair, a little longer than usual, and was otherwise athletic and healthy-looking.

He announced, “I’m Jones, with the studio.”

Danica nodded and looked at Arthur.

He replied, “Yes, Ms. Beck told us. What do you know about the threats coming across social media?”

Danica watched him begin to roll his eyes and catch himself. His tone held evident doubt. “Some social media nonsense. Every celebrity gets it. It’s part of the job.”

“You don’t think this is more focused than usual?”

His response was that of an exasperated parent speaking to a child. “Sure. There is a trajectory there that might be concerning if it continues. But people talk big on the Internet and act small in real life. I don’t think there’s anything to it.”

Arthur replied, “But apparently the studio does, since they detailed you to her protection.”

Vivian added, “I do, too, which is why I’m looking for a little extra security. Thanks, Jones, you can go.”

Jilly irritably fluttered her wings as the man left and spoke into Danica’s mind. He’s not a nice person.

Danica agreed. “He doesn’t seem like the nicest of guys.”

Vivian shrugged. “He was assigned by the studio, and he’s paid by the studio. He does his job, such as it is. I can’t complain if there’s no love lost there.”

Randall interjected, “I can see why you’d like some extra help, though.”

“Good. Will you take the gig?”

Arthur nodded, and Danica replied, “Absolutely. When do you come to Cleveland?”

“Next week.”

“Will you be safe until then?”

Vivian grinned. “Definitely. I’m visiting with family and friends. Magical transport. Totally off the radar.”

Danica gave her a thumbs-up. “Smart. Well then, see you soon.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Later that night, after twilight had surrendered to star-filled darkness, Danica reclined on the lawn chair in her backyard with Jilly resting on the table at her side. She’d brought out a cup of tea for the dragon and had a half-empty bottle of beer in her hand. Her socks and boots sat on the ground beside her. They reveled in the silence and the sight of the nighttime sky. She cast a light warming spell on them as she felt a hint of the late October chill.

Jilly remarked, “I like Vivian.”

Danica replied, “Me too. I just realized she will be here on Halloween, assuming they don’t pause production. I wonder if she has something special planned for it.”

“She would have to. It’s her identity.”

“You’re not wrong.” She put that worry out of her mind. “That’s a problem for future Danica. Present Danica just wants to enjoy the outdoors.”

“Present Jilly, too.”

They talked about random things and relaxed for almost an hour before Danica consciously realized what she’d been feeling for some time. It was a gentle pull from the direction of the forest. At first, she’d interpreted it as a desire to stay outside, but now, as she contemplated calling it a night, she recognized it for what it was. She frowned. “It feels like the forest is beckoning me,” she mused in a tone full of doubt.

“I feel it too. I think maybe I’ve been feeling it for a while but didn’t realize it.”

“Subtle magic.”

“Definitely, if I didn’t pick up on it.”

Danica had to admit that the dragon had a better sense of the presence of magic than she did. She considered the options. While she’d found danger the last time she’d ventured into the forest, it hadn’t been insurmountable.

She knew a woman lived in there, and she needed to watch out for grabby trees. Or, more accurately, that the path to where the woman lived was through the forest. The portal might lead anywhere. She put her socks and boots back on, then stood. “Feel like investigating?”

Jilly flapped up to her shoulder. “Sure.”

A couple of minutes later, Danica stepped across the tree line. She’d stopped in the house and retrieved her pocketknife, baton, and pistol. The first was in her pocket, the second in her hand, and the third in its holster at her lower back. Her sweatshirt covered it, but she should still be able to draw it fairly quickly if the situation required it.

The trees seemed more oppressive than they had the last time she’d wandered into the forest. It was darker now, but the moonlight filtered through more indirectly than she remembered. Jilly observed, “The shadows are weird.”

“Yeah. Not much moonlight intensity to cast them, either.”

“Do you think it’s haunted?”

Danica chuckled. “Like with ghosts and goblins and stuff? No. But I do think it’s eerie.” They reached the clearing and found the portal, as before. Danica took a deep, centering breath, then released it. She layered additional shields around herself and Jilly. “Ready?”

“Ready.” They stepped through. The trees immediately seemed more menacing, and the light somehow less pure. “Look at that.”

Danica followed her outstretched wing and spotted a tree stump near the portal. She didn’t recall it from her last time through, but it looked like a seamless part of the forest that belonged there, had always been there. Atop it was a small glowing orb that illuminated a coin on its surface.

She bent to look at it. The thin metal circle had a hole like it was supposed to be worn as a necklace and several etchings she couldn’t understand. “I wonder what it says.”

“Safe passage.”

“You can read it?”

“You can’t?”

Danica took it into her hand and turned it over a few times. “No, I only know my language.”

“Oh, that must be annoying.”

Danica laughed as she slipped it into the coin pocket in her jeans. “It’s good that I have you with me.”

“It definitely is. You would get into all sorts of trouble without me.” The fae dragon sounded satisfied with that arrangement.

They walked forward cautiously. Danica was ready to defend against the trees if they suddenly came to life again. None did, and they soon entered the clearing that held the witch’s house. Illumination from no obvious source lit it like dawn or twilight. No one was outside this time, so Danica cautiously walked up to the door and knocked gently.

The wooden barrier swung open, and someone deeper within the house called, “Do come in, both of you.”

Danica resisted the urge to add more shields as they accepted the invitation. A small, curved hallway led into the interior and opened into a cozy living area.

The woman she’d seen before sat ensconced in a comfortable chair with her feet up on a stool and a long-stemmed pipe in her mouth. She puffed, and clouds of fragrant smoke that smelled nothing like tobacco or any other scent she’d ever smelled from a pipe wafted out. The other woman took the object out of her mouth and smiled. “Please, sit.”

Danica took the chair beside her. The woman gestured with the pipe and a tray of beverages appeared on the small table nearby. Another gesture popped the cork out of a bottle of wine, which poured into two glasses. A small pot of honey appeared a moment later and the spoon inside deposited some on a plate.

Jilly flew down and tasted it. “Thank you.”

The woman laughed. “You’re very welcome. Thank you both for coming to visit me. My name is Rowena.”

Danica took a cautious sip of the crisp red wine and detected nothing wrong with it. She took a larger drink as she leaned back. “Did you invite us?”

The other woman nodded. “I did. I’m glad you sensed my summons. I wasn’t sure how far it would penetrate beyond the portal.”

Jilly asked, “That’s not the only portal, is it?”

“No. You came through another, and there is another still. But I was able to direct the summons to where I wanted it to go.”

Danica replied, “I appreciate the trees not attacking me this time and the token of safe passage.”

The witch chuckled. “It seemed only polite since I asked you to come. Even if I had not provided it, I’m sure you would have prevailed, as you did before.”

“I hope it’s not rude to ask, but why did you call us?”

Rowena set the pipe onto a small stand built into the arm of her chair that Danica hadn’t noticed. “I felt your power when you first entered my domain. And yours, little one. Neither of you would’ve been harmed by my proxies the previous time we met. They are simply there to dissuade wanderers and test the potential of those with strong magic.

“You have both intrigued me with your current and possible strength. From what I’ve tasted through the portal, it seems to have increased since your meeting.”

Danica nodded slowly, storing the notion of tasting magic in the back of her mind. “That may very well be. We are connected magically, somehow. Jilly can speak into my mind, and I always know where she is.”

The woman nodded. “That is a logical initial level of connection upon a first partnership. It may deepen over time and bring you each even more power, which will make you a formidable team.”

Jilly replied, “Since our job is to protect people, more power is definitely better than less.”

Rowena smiled at the dragon. It seemed no one could resist Jilly’s enthusiasm. “It’s to that end that I asked you here.”

The other woman suddenly turned more self-conscious. “I have a lifetime of knowledge built up but no one to share it with. I had an apprentice once, but she chose a different path. So it is just me and the creatures that live in the woods.”

She chuckled with self-deprecation. “Despite my attempts, neither the deer nor the rabbits are particularly good with magic.”

Danica laughed gently. “That would be frustrating. So, you’re looking for a new apprentice?”

Rowena waved a hand. “Student, I would call it. Apprenticeship is a much greater commitment, and I doubt you have time for that right now.”

“Fair enough. What’s our obligation?”

The other woman smiled. “To work hard. To study. To learn. Nothing more.”

Danica felt the honesty radiating from her but had to ask, “And you offer this why?”

“Many reasons. I am alone, and while I am very comfortable in my own presence, I like a challenge. Teaching will offer me one. Plus, it means my legacy will go on when I am no longer here. Someday, perhaps you, too, will pass it on, and so it will endure far beyond me.”

Danica looked at Jilly. The fae dragon nodded. She grinned as she returned her gaze to the other woman. “Well then, we would be honored to be your students.”

Rowena smiled. “Excellent. Let’s begin.”

“Right now?”

She stood with new energy visible in her eyes. “Right now.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Danica thought the whole situation was surreal as they stepped out of Rowena’s home into the clearing where they’d first met the witch. The other woman had gone from being a figure of danger to one of support, even a potential mentor, in mere moments. It was a difficult transition to wrap her mind around, especially at the end of a long day.

The light filtering through the tall trees into the clearing gave it a clean, mystical look. The shadows were deep where the light was blocked, but the faint silvery glow seemed to rest like a blanket everywhere else.

Rowena requested, “Sit, please. Put your hands on the ground.” She smiled at Jilly. “You could lay on the ground so all four touch if you wish.”

The dragon complied. They made an uneven triangle with Danica and Jilly side-by-side facing Rowena, who sat in front and roughly in between them.

The witch nodded. “Close your eyes, and do your best to clear your mind of everything from your normal life. It will still be waiting for you when you’re done, but it will do you little good here.”

Danica complied as best she could, pushing her worries away and locking them into containers in her mind. It was a skill every magical she’d ever met possessed to some degree since focus was a key element in casting even simple magic and essential to creating complex ones.

“Jilly, reach out to Danica. Danica, reach out to Jilly.” The witch chuckled. “With your minds, not your hands. I apologize. I haven’t given instruction in some time except to the previously mentioned deer and rabbits.”

Danica smiled and stretched out her senses. The dragon’s breathing sounded softly beside her, and she discovered that by focusing on the sound, she sensed her partner more strongly than usual through their magical connection. She murmured, “I’ve got it.”

Rowena instructed, “Now, without losing that connection, push it further. Sense the currents in the air. Notice the grains of dirt in the earth below you, the grass going dormant, the leaves that have fallen.”

Jilly asked, “Through the connection?”

“Exactly. Blend your mundane and magical perceptions through that channel together because I believe you’re stronger that way.”

It took an unknown amount of time to accomplish because Danica had lost all sense of the passing seconds. Finally, she felt the connection to her surroundings blossom. She felt the blades of grass and appreciated how the breeze tickled the ends of her hair. A contented sigh from Jilly revealed the dragon felt more deeply as well.

“Now that you have it, hold onto it as you do the next part. I want you to find the trees, then the things important to the trees, like their connections to each other, the way they burrow into the earth, their reaching toward the water underground that feeds them. Shift your awareness to the trees and into the trees.”

Doubts immediately surfaced in Danica’s mind that she had the ability or the patience to accomplish such a thing. She pushed the negative notions aside, reestablished her calm center, and stretched her senses further, deliberately allowing more magic to flow into the connection she shared with Jilly.

The trees were easy. They were everywhere, all around, an almost suffocating presence. She felt the second item, the roots, almost in reverse, as a place within the earth where the earth wasn’t.

Eventually she shifted to sense the roots. From there it was an easy jump to taste the water that fed them on her tongue, clean and pure, and to sense the way it throbbed underground, the soft current moving through the earth in an underground creek or river with a cadence like a beating heart.

It came to her then that Rowena might have chosen this place to live specifically because of that river underneath and the natural magic it carried. From there her awareness flowed up and felt the branches lifting toward the sky, somehow able to take the moonlight and turn it into food. Fewer of its leaves were green than were yellow or red, and many had fled already. There was a sense of sleepiness about the tree, of a shift into dormancy.

Danica whispered, “I have it.” It was amazing. It was wonderful. She couldn’t wait to try the same thing in her backyard, to better feel the living environment around her in her home.

Jilly echoed, “I have it too.”

Rowena’s voice held satisfaction. “Now, move the tree limbs.”

Danica’s eyes wanted to flicker open in disbelief, but she held them closed and took a breath to find her center again. “Move them?”

“You know it’s possible because I made it happen during your first visit to this place. Obviously, you can do the same.”

“You might be expecting a bit much.”

She heard the smile in Rowena’s voice. “I very much doubt it.”

Danica tried to move them as she would with force magic, but that effort availed her nothing. Through the connection, she sensed Jilly trying something similarly direct with no greater success. Next, instead of force motion, Danica let her intent flow out of her the way she did when she cast spells.

She pictured the tree as an extension of herself, another kind of magical power she could manipulate the same way she did the rest. With shock and surprise, she felt the branches above her tremble, then sway. It felt as if she’d asked the tree to move its branches and the tree had agreed.

Rowena laughed. “Don’t lose the connection, but open your eyes. See what you have wrought.”

Danica looked up and saw her tree swaying. Then she looked at one opposite and saw that its branches and twigs were virtually dancing. Jilly cackled with a giddy sound. “I’m good at this.”

Rowena replied, “You’re right, you are. See what you can do with this.” A pumpkin sitting on the ground with a couple of others levitated into the trees as the witch produced a wand and flicked it.

Jilly’s branches grabbed it, moved it back and forth from one tree to the next, then tossed it toward the other side of the path. Danica willed her tree to catch it, and the tree limbs shifted and moved to create a basket. It landed cleanly, and she tossed it up and down a few times before throwing it back to the other side. Jilly’s trees snagged it with ease.

They tossed it back and forth across the path for several minutes, laughing with delight at the experience. Finally, Rowena twitched her wand, grabbed the pumpkin with her magic, and pulled it down.

Jilly remarked, “That was fun.”

Danica laughed. “I have to agree. That was fun. You’re a great teacher, Rowena.”

Rowena replied, “Magic should be a pleasure. Why else would we pursue it, put so much energy into it, and sacrifice so much to improve it?”

Danica hadn’t thought about that before, but the lessons she’d learned best had been the ones that invoked enjoyment or wonder. “What now?”

“Now, with your bond active and probably strengthened, I want each of you to focus on doing what the other one can. Jilly, close your eyes.” The dragon complied. “Can you sense Danica through your magic?”

“It’s hard to separate my senses from my magic.”

“I can help.” The witch waved her wand and spoke a few words.

“Well, I don’t like not being able to see, hear, taste, feel, or touch, to be honest, but I can feel where Danica is through my magic.”

Rowena dispelled her magic and laughed. “Good job. Now you, Danica, speak into Jilly’s mind.”

Danica frowned. “I don’t have any idea how to do that.”

Jilly explained, “Part of your mind focuses on the connection with me. The other part focuses on the words you want to send. It’s easy.”

Danica muttered, “Yeah, easy, sure.” It took her several minutes to get her mind in the right place, but it suddenly worked, as if someone had flicked a switch to “on.”

Jilly confirmed, “I heard you. I agree. I’m getting tired too.”

Rowena laughed again. To Danica’s ears, she sounded pleased with her teaching and her students’ success. “Very well. You can release your magic and head home. I’m sure you have important work to do and so forth.”

They all stood, and Jilly flew over to land on the witch’s neck and nuzzled up against her. “Thank you.”

Danica also felt the need for physical contact with the other woman but settled for a two-handed handshake. “Yes, thank you. This was wonderful.”

Rowena smiled at them in turn. “You’re always welcome. Return when you can, and we’ll learn some more. I’m always here.”

Danica and Jilly waved their goodbyes and headed back through the portal. When they reached the backyard, the dragon commented, “That was unexpected.”

Danica shook her head with a chuckle. “That seems like the best descriptor for our whole lives right now. Who knows what tomorrow will bring?”

“Not me, but I’m excited to find out.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Danica and Jilly slept in the next morning, unexpectedly tired from the work the night before. In Danica’s experience, ritual magic involving connection to the earth and the elements could often be empowering, but that required a commitment of time they hadn’t put in last night.

She dressed in worn jeans and a zip-up sweatshirt, put on her most comfortable sneakers, and grabbed the bus into downtown Cleveland. She hadn’t been close to the spot where she was meeting Derek and thus didn’t have a portal nearby.

It would have been almost as easy to portal to the office and grab the SUV, but she decided to leave the car for anyone else who might need it. Randall wasn’t wrong. They needed more wheels.

Derek wasn’t there when she arrived, so she headed into the coffee shop and ordered a flat white with French vanilla shots and a cup of jasmine tea with honey for Jilly. The dragon climbed out of the sweatshirt’s pouch at her stomach and jumped onto the outdoor table as she took one of the chairs.

Derek arrived five minutes later and pointed at Danica’s drink. “Be right back. Need another?”

“No, I’m good, thanks.”

He went inside.

Jilly remarked, “Nice of him to offer.”

“Sucking up to the boss.”

The fae dragon laughed. “Yeah. I don’t think the people you hired are like that.”

Danica let out a theatrical sigh. “I know. It’s sad, really. If I’m going to have to deal with these goofballs, I should at least get some adoration out of it.”

“Nope. All adoration belongs to me.”

She reached down and stroked the dragon’s scales with a fingertip. “Fair. You’re way prettier.”

The dragon grinned. “And I have a better personality.”

Danica laughed at the mock insult. “Not sure about that. Seems to me that you’re turning rude.”

Derek spoke behind her. “Who’s rude?” He took a seat, and Danica explained. He chuckled. “Well, Jilly is pretty adorable.”

“And no one’s ever going to use that word with me. I know.”

He sipped his coffee and unzipped his windbreaker. Beneath it, he wore a white button-down shirt that offset the dark blue denim of his jeans. “So, why are we meeting here?”

“I chose this place because I heard it was great, and I’d never been. It lives up to its billing.”

“Agreed.”

Jilly added, “Me too.”

Danica continued. “The purpose of the meeting is that I have a project for you. It’s time we got to work on Vivian Beck.”

Derek nodded as he stared out at the traffic moving by at a slow crawl. “Agreed. Time’s ticking.”

“I’d like you to do what you do best and investigate the threats she’s been receiving. My understanding is they’re all delivered through social media, which will make things harder, I imagine.”

“That’s probably correct. Are you comfortable with me working with her security?”

Danica had mulled that question over quite a few times since meeting Jones. “No, I’m not. I think we stay completely separate from them unless there’s a really good reason not to. Let them do their thing, and we’ll do ours.”

He stared at her as if he was wondering what was going on in her head, then shrugged. “Fine by me. I can pull the social media records and track down the owners using federal databases.”

Danica was surprised. “You still have access?”

He rotated his cup to swirl the coffee inside, then drank. “Sure do. I’m on temporary detached duty at the moment, which means I maintain all my privileges. It also means they can pull me back if they need me for something, but I think it’s pretty unlikely that will happen. If it does, it’ll probably be a short-term thing.”

She tapped her fingernail on the table. “That sounds strangely like Arthur’s doing.”

Derek laughed. “It is. He convinced my boss that this was the best of all worlds for me and the FBI. Everyone wins.”

“It’s good to know he’s there in the background supporting us.”

Jilly interjected, “As long as he stays in the background.”

Danica and Derek stared down at the dragon wrapped around her teacup as if using it for warmth. He asked, “Why?”

Jilly raised her head with a wide smile that showed her tiny teeth. “Well, if Danica’s the boss but isn’t going to get adored because I’m here, she at least deserves to be in charge.”

Danica gently slapped the table. “Exactly right. I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”

Jilly immediately countered, “No, don’t do that. You can’t spare it.”

Derek laughed and shook his head at them. “Wow. It just doesn’t stop with you two.”

Danica exaggerated her eye roll. “Absolutely true. Listen, you come from a pretty high-functioning organization. Do you have any concerns about Spellbound Cleveland?”

He considered the question, then raised a hand and waggled it back and forth. “A little. We haven’t had much time yet to coalesce into a team, which might be a problem since things seem to be coming at us pretty fast already and aren’t likely to slow down. It takes time for people to gel.”

Danica nodded. “Yeah, that problem’s on my radar, too. Finding some time to train together will be a priority as soon as Randall finds us a spot where we can do it. And, of course, when we have a free minute.”

Derek smiled. “That’s the only concern I have. Otherwise, things seem to be swimming along well.” He stood. “I guess I’ll get back to the office and work the phones.”

“Did you drive?” After his negative response, Danica offered, “Then let me give you a portal.”

He laughed as he walked through the glowing rift. “Having a magical boss is just too convenient.”

Jilly called, “Don’t take it for granted. She could portal you to someplace chilly.” He was laughing as Danica closed the portal.

Another reason Danica had chosen this coffee shop was its proximity to a park near the water. She hadn’t had the opportunity to sit and look out over Lake Erie and wanted to do that before it got too cold to be comfortable. She found a spot on a park bench in the sun, shaded her eyes, and looked over the water.

Jilly commented, “It’s gorgeous.” The dragon hopped from her shoulder onto the back of the park bench and dug her claws in for purchase with a tiny squeak from the wood.

“It really is.”

“I like it here.”

Danica nodded. “Me too. Now we just have to convince Voltaic to feel the same way.”

The dragon laughed. “Good luck with that.”

“Yeah, I know.” She lifted her phone and hit the buttons to initiate a video chat with Voltaic. The call connected, and Danica saw the infomancer’s avatar on the screen, a cyberpunk-inspired look with dramatic makeup and spiky neon blue hair.

Voltaic’s slightly modulated voice asked, “What’s up, Danica?”

Jilly called, “Hi, Voltaic.” Danica angled the camera so the dragon was in view.

The infomancer laughed. “Hello to you, dragon friend.”

Danica turned the camera back to herself. “So, are you ready to move to Cleveland and join us in the flesh yet?”

Voltaic tapped her chin with a metallic fingernail as if she was thinking about it, then shook her head with a smile. “No, sorry. I like my space. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy working with you and see no reason to stop. My work is fundamentally work from home.”

Danica chuckled. “I figured you’d feel that way, but I had to ask.”

Voltaic added, “But it would probably be smart for you to install a computer setup for me wherever you plan to go if you’re attacked, just in case I need to hide out with you.”

She frowned. “You think we’ll be attacked?”

“No, but I do a lot of security consulting work. It’s something you need to plan for.”

Danica thought about it. “The warehouse, then.”

Voltaic’s avatar nodded. “That would’ve been my recommendation. So, a computer setup for me there and we’ll set up a visit so I can portal there if things go crazy. Also, once Zack finishes installing cameras and whatever other security elements you plan to use, I’ll have my systems watch over your physical security as a backup to his efforts.”

“Sounds great.”

“Did you just want to ask me about joining up for real?”

“No. We have a new client. Vivian Beck.”

Voltaic grinned. “The Scream Queen. I love her.”

Danica’s gaze flicked out to the lake, where a seagull glided on air currents and made happy noises. “Unfortunately, it seems like not everybody agrees with you. She’s been getting threats over social media. Her security doesn’t think it’s anything, but she’s not so sure. Neither am I, to be honest.”

Voltaic’s expression hardened. She didn’t like the idea of someone threatening a celebrity she liked. “That’s enough of a reason to take a deeper look. What are my marching orders?”

“I have Derek investigating the social media stuff from one angle, and I’d like you to do the same from your perspective. Then hack Vivian’s devices. Finally, get into the studio’s stuff and see if anything there will shed light on this situation.”

Voltaic whistled. “That’s bold.”

Danica nodded. “Yeah. I know. But something doesn’t smell right to me about this whole thing, and we need to hit it from every angle.”

“Good enough for me. I’m in. Timeframe?”

“As soon as possible.”

Voltaic nodded. “All right. I’m off then. Talk to you soon.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Voltaic settled in front of her computer and activated her systems to jump into the magical dark web. A moment later, her avatar materialized in the shop that served as her loading area. The robot behind the counter, Oswald, spoke in its cultured but slightly synthesized voice. “Ms. Voltaic. How lovely to see you again.”

She chuckled. “You don’t say that like you mean it, Rust Bucket.”

“You frequently fail to return your stock after your missions.”

She put a hand on her hip and stared at him. “Yet they materialize just fine at the start of the next mission, that being how programs work.”

He offered an eloquent shrug. “It’s the principle of the thing.”

Voltaic snorted. “Yeah, okay, I’ll try to be better about returning my toys. The ones I own. To you. An inventory bot with delusions of grandeur.”

“Thank you.”

“In the meantime, I need the social bot.”

His body turned while his head remained pointed at her. He grabbed a large crate from the shelf behind him, rotated back, and set it on the counter. She walked over and pressed the red button on the side.

The crate unfolded to reveal a vaguely canine-shaped creature inside, if the dog in question had been made of entirely square and rectangular pieces. It activated in a flickering of lights, then turned its head toward her. Its rectangular tail wagged. She patted it on the head. “Hello, Scout.”

A synthesized bark came out of it.

She held out a hand. “Give me five.”

He raised and slapped her hand with his paw.

“Orb, please.”

He raised his paw again and put it in hers, but this time, he discharged a small round object about the size of a marble into her hand. She rolled it around in her fingers and examined it. It was a smaller robot that Scout would use to spread his detection tendrils into various places in the magical dark web. In reality, he and the orb were computer programs. This metaphor was a convenient way to think about them.

She tossed it toward him, and he snapped it out of the air like it was a particularly tasty treat. “All right, buddy. Your job is to scour social media threats against Vivian Beck. Known aliases are Scream Queen and the V Queen. Include any additional aliases you discover in your data transfer when you’re done.”

He barked twice to signal understanding.

“All right, let’s go.” She walked to the wooden door set into the wall and opened it. He scampered past and leapt out, quickly falling from view into the fog of the city below. She closed the door and dusted her hands together. “Good, that’s part one complete. Now for the hard stuff.”

Oswald asked, “Is this also related to Ms. Beck?”

Voltaic nodded as she moved to the row of shelves containing armor pieces. “It is.”

“She is a very successful actress.”

Voltaic considered the challenges ahead and pulled the disc about the size of her palm from the shelf. Her avatar had materialized in its normal clothing. She slapped the disc onto the belt over the existing belt buckle.

Ripples spread out from it, and armor covered in a grid of gray lines over black fabric replaced her existing outfit. It covered her to her neck and flowed down to change the look of her boots and her gloves. A command would also bring a helmet into being. This was her infiltration suit, which had several useful bells and whistles to help her defeat whatever she might encounter.

She added several other standard items to her belt, then grabbed the cylinder that served as her sword hilt, a pair of pistols, one that shot a lot of small bullets and another that threw large slugs, and finished it off with a few other items that might come in handy.

Finally, she strapped a large, sheathed knife to each thigh. She wasn’t the best knife fighter in the world, but sometimes nothing but a short blade would do the job when a fight got up close and personal. She clapped once. “All right. I’m ready.”

Oswald cautioned, “Do be careful, Ms. Voltaic. We’d like to have our items back afterward.”

She pulled open the door. “You’re so caring and kind, Rust Bucket, that I almost don’t know how to contain my happiness.” She dove out into the mist.

The initial fall from her arming room into the dark web was always equal parts exhilarating and terror-inducing. Still, it allowed her to quickly shift her perspective from existence in the flesh world to the electronic world. She landed cleanly on the city street below, defying all laws of physics, which would have turned her into a crumpled smudge on the street.

Her systems rendered the dark web into a simulation of a future world that combined elements of cyberpunk and steampunk movies. Her avatar’s camouflage armor was designed to change colors and textures to fit in with her surroundings. It gave her a colorful set of body armor festooned with sigils and metal charms. She still had her normal aggressive and bold makeup and her spiky hair unhidden. It was blue but would change color based on things around her.

Her weapons fit the look perfectly. The knife sheaths gained markings, and the pistol grips became an amalgam of wood and metal. She pulled an orb identical to the one Scout had produced from a belt pouch and threw it into the air. It zipped away as if caught in a current.

Voltaic casually walked toward the subway system that ran underneath the city. By the time she descended into the underground and a train arrived, the orb had sent her a destination. Vivian was staying with a friend, and Danica had provided that friend’s name. The orb used the information to identify the Internet service provider that served the friend’s house and discover its location on the web.

When Voltaic stepped out of the subway car and ascended the stairs, she was in an unfamiliar part of the city simulation. The tall buildings were far in the distance, and she stood in a barren wasteland of concrete outside the gates of what looked like a military installation. She rolled her eyes and muttered, “Everyone’s always so excited with the military installation sim.” It was a hopelessly common defensive metaphor used by those with less imagination than coding skill and one she’d faced countless times.

A commonality among those using the installation simulation tended to be a particular way of thinking about perimeter defense. Her camouflage armor had several features that made bypassing those elements much easier. She held up her palm and a small hologram of the fence ahead of her appeared above it. The barrier was chain link topped with razor wire and had a current running through it, according to the icons next to the holographic image.

She smiled at the familiar choice. Her suit was nonconductive, which solved one problem. She could climb, which solved another, and it was virtually impenetrable, which addressed the third. If she reached the top and discovered it was too dangerous, she could snip through the razor wire with her multitool.

A moment later, she was safely on the far side of the first obstacle. She called up the hologram again, which pulled information gathered by the sensor packs on her belt to feed her an image of her surroundings. Several red circles appeared on the ground, some overlapping. She chuckled at the expected defense. “Landmines. That’s exciting.”

She waited while the device used all available scanning modes to search for every potential mine she was aware of. When it was complete, the mapped information was sent to her eyes as an overlay. Everything about her avatar was cybernetic, part person and part machine. It was only code, but the consensual hallucination that was the magical dark web made working inside it a lot more fun.

Her system generated a glowing path to guide her through the minefield. She traveled it at a modest walk, continuing to watch for trouble. Halfway through, a drone flew overhead. She whispered the word to activate the full concealment function of her armor, and the hood rippled up to cover her face and hair.

As she’d moved through the space, the camouflage suit had replicated what was around to make her virtually invisible. Stopping her walk prevented the drone from detecting her as it flew by. She continued progressing toward the inner fence and stopped several more times to avoid drone patrols as she navigated the minefield.

The fence nearest the facility was thick metal with slits just wide enough to get a hand inside, of no use in getting past the barrier. The surface was slick and difficult to climb, and the spikes jutting out in all directions on the top made that a bad idea. She could use her body’s ability to juice up her muscles to jump over it, but she was sure that detection systems would be in place to spot her if she did so. That left only one option, the security gate.

Voltaic walked along the sidewalk toward it and noted the drone about forty feet above her that kept pace as she moved. She drew the slug thrower, adjusted a toggle to select the correct kind of ammunition, aimed, and pulled the trigger. A dart flew up and stuck into the drone’s metal skin. It immediately attacked the craft’s programming.

The drone slid to one side, then the other, and flew away from the facility. A uniformed guard came out of the nearby guardhouse to examine the malfunctioning device, and she knocked on the gate’s bars. His face screwed up in confusion because her camouflage suit hid her presence, and he foolishly approached the gate. When he was close enough, she reached through to grab his badge and shot him in the chest with a slug from the pistol. He vaporized into pixels, and she used his ID against the reader to open the gate.

Voltaic ran into the nearby guard shack and shot another uniformed figure, who also disintegrated into pixels. She crouched in the corner, triggered her weapons’ reload cycles, and waited to see if any additional reaction to her intrusion would manifest.

After a full minute of nothingness, she rose and stalked toward the main building. The guard’s ID got her through the door, which gave her access to the wireless network inside. She quickly hacked the internal system, got the facility’s blueprints, and headed for the networking room, shooting down several more guards along the way.

She stepped into a room filled with racks of thin servers, each with green, red, and yellow lights that blinked furiously, almost like a fireworks display. A scan of the room told her which server she needed, and she slipped several orbs from the pouch at her belt into the machine’s connection port.

Her vision switched to show the orbs’ perspectives as they whipped through connection lines like kids on a waterslide and finally emerged in Vivian’s friend’s house. From there, it was easy for her to instruct them to use the wireless system as a bridge to Vivian’s phone, where they would copy everything and lay dormant until additional information arrived.

When she was sure the information was flowing, she retreated to the subway, taking almost the exact opposite path she’d used to get in. Next up was the real challenge, the movie studio.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Voltaic left the subway at the appropriate station, climbed the stairs, and wound up in front of the studio’s front gate. The simulation was a throwback to 1950s Hollywood. The security was a simple barrier intended to make her stop at the guard shack. The post appeared unstaffed, and a quick hack through an orb tossed into it caused the thin barrier to rise out of the way.

Voltaic confidently walked onto the grounds with her left hand holding her slug pistol loose at her side. Unlike the historic studio lot, which she’d seen pictures of while doing research for a simulation of her own, this one lacked the frequent cross streets that intersected the main road. The buildings nearby had no doors or gaps between them.

While it looked like a movie studio, it was the start of a maze designed to route incoming traffic along a path predetermined by the infomancer who’d created it. Along that path she would find the encounters the infomancer had set up to deter intruders. It was a standard defensive design she had encountered and defeated many times.

Voltaic instructed her camouflage suit to configure itself as a replica of her standard outfit—the black boots, leather pants with rips sewn shut with bright steel wire, the colorful top, and the worn leather jacket. Plus her guns, knives, and other equipment since almost anything might lie ahead. The movie studio metaphor offered abundant creative opportunities for the maliciously inclined, encompassing movies, television, video games, and virtual reality experiences.

It wouldn’t be all the enemy infomancer’s way, however. Her system would integrate with the server’s defenses and bend what could be bent into elements familiar and comfortable for her. That was how it usually worked.

It was always possible that this would finally be a system that was too strong for her to manipulate, but she doubted it. She hadn’t encountered that yet, and she’d hacked far more sophisticated and outwardly dangerous systems. On the other hand, a movie studio had lots of expensive content to protect, so she couldn’t take it too lightly.

She walked with a purpose along the nighttime street unevenly lit by lights mounted on the buildings. Each pool of illumination didn’t quite reach the next. She encountered her first door at the same spot where a Road Closed sign appeared on the street. She muttered, “Subtle,” and scanned the door as she approached. Her detection tools didn’t register the building ahead as a threat, so she pushed through the door without breaking stride.

Once inside, she jolted to an abrupt stop. Without any transition, she’d stepped into a corridor of a dilapidated spaceship. She spun, but more hallway had replaced the door. The set was familiar from the classic science fiction horror film. “Guess I’m Ripley.”

Alien had long been a favorite film of hers. Unfortunately, her avatar hadn’t changed in response to the new simulation, and she only had her pistols and blades. In the films, the most effective tool against the aliens had been a flamethrower, and she would have been comforted by one right about now. “Nothing’s ever easy.”

She drew her other pistol, the one that fired multiple bullets at a time, with her main hand. Then she used the pinky of that hand to type commands into her watch, which was far more than a watch. A new element appeared in the left corner of her visual field. The floating display looked vaguely like half of a submarine sonar screen and offered a combined view of sound and motion detection.

A series of pings accompanied the dot on the front edge, which moved toward her. Voltaic looked over her shoulder and considered retreating in the opposite direction, but the default of server infiltration was that moving forward always took you farther into the system. Since that was her goal, she moved ahead cautiously with both weapons raised and ready.

As she reached a corner in the dingy metal passageway, sounds of scurrying radiated from beyond it. She took a deep breath to steady herself and surged into the corner, placing her back against it with her pistols facing the noise.

The newly revealed corridor was full of face-huggers, the young version of the xenomorph with six legs and a long, wicked tail attached to a bony carapace. They skittered toward her like bugs on the walls, floor, and ceiling. Her scream was part alarm and part fear—she’d always hated the little things and what they portended for those they captured. Then she fired both pistols.

Voltaic’s fingers jerked convulsively on the triggers as she fired a constant stream of bullets from both weapons, pausing only when it was necessary to trigger a reload. The ones that struck reduced their targets to green goo that ate through the deck with a smoking sizzle.

Despite her efforts, their numbers weren’t dwindling as fast as logic dictated they should. She spoke a word to activate maximum protective mode, and the camouflage armor transformed into something resembling thick tactical armor. She dashed forward without pausing her barrage.

Acid dripped and splashed onto the armor and began to burn through, but all she could do was hope the armor would be strong enough to resist it. She threw herself into a dive to avoid a coordinated attack by three jumping face-huggers, landed on the deck, rolled, and turned to a sitting position to shoot all three. A backward somersault brought her to her feet. She spun back in her original direction, ready to continue the fight, but the passageway was unexpectedly empty. She had overcome this layer of security.

Voltaic panted as she reloaded her pistols. The face-huggers had disturbed her calm, and it took several seconds to slow her breathing and for the adrenaline running through her veins to subside.

That wouldn’t be the only threat. She might face another wave of the same. It was equally possible that her next opponent would be a full-grown alien xenomorph. A shudder ran through her at the thought. “What I wouldn’t give for a flamethrower.”

Defiant lines from the films rolled through her mind, but none stuck. She laughed at herself. She’d always found the film scary, and now that she was essentially inside it, she was viscerally afraid. “Guess that’s what makes it such a good movie.”

She changed the settings on the ammunition in the slug pistol to shoot incendiary rounds, figuring that some fire was better than no fire, then continued moving forward. Her world shrank to the corridor surrounding her, the reality that she could log out and be safe lost in the simulation’s vibrancy.

Her watch pulsed to warn her that something was moving ahead. The distance was right for it to be beyond the door at the end of the corridor.

She slowed her advance and sent a hacking thread into the system that triggered the door to open. Visible beyond it was a large open space and another door opposite the first. A few steps closer, she almost jumped out of her skin as a dark form flashed across the opening inside the room. She shoved her pistols forward but stopped herself before depressing the triggers. Whatever it was, it was no longer visible.

After another deep, steadying breath, she forced her feet into motion again. Then she dashed into the room while cursing her timidity.

Voltaic felt the creature coming the instant she crossed the threshold and dropped into a slide on the slick tile. Her back almost touched the deck with her legs bent at the knees in front of her as the black-skinned alien with saliva dripping from its vicious white teeth passed overhead. It would’ve killed her had she not gone down.

Her guns were both pointing up, and she pulled the triggers. The alien’s speed caused the slugs to miss, but several multi-shot bullets caught it. Acid rained down and sizzled as it hit the deck. She lurched to her feet, dashed for the nearest corner, put her back to it, and leveled both weapons at the alien.

It stood across the room, shifting sinuously from side to side as if daring her to shoot. The bullets that had struck its thick skin hadn’t accomplished much.

The alien charged. Voltaic suppressed the urge to move and the burning need to shoot until the last moment. Then she dove to the side as she pulled the triggers. Acid splashed from the tiny wounds made by the multi-shot pistol, and it howled in anger as the incendiary rounds peppered flame across its skin.

The acid hit one of the narrow pipes that covered the walls and instantly burned through. Water sprayed into the room from the truncated end that stuck out at an angle from the bulkhead. Voltaic moved away from it to avoid injuring herself when the creature inevitably forced her to dodge again.

The alien didn’t allow her time to get into position before charging her. Again, she waited until the last moment and dove aside while firing. The process repeated twice more, and she was forced to acknowledge that she’d done little to damage the alien beyond the superficial holes that leaked acid and made the room that much deadlier for her.

As it readied itself for its next attack, she glanced toward the door on the other side of the room. Maybe escaping was the objective, not killing the thing. If she’d programmed it, that door wouldn’t open until the alien was dead, but perhaps the enemy infomancer thought differently. She ran for the door as she tried to hack it open but reached it without a successful override. The spraying water from the broken pipe covered her as she felt the alien coming toward her from behind. Instinct took over.

Voltaic grabbed the pipe with her right hand, leveled her pistol with the left, and shot the pipe at its far end. It came off in her hand. Things shifted into slow motion. Each thump of the alien’s foot vibrated the floor and warned her that virtual death was imminent.

The pistol fell as she grabbed the pipe with both hands and spun it around. She slammed the end she’d shot against the wall for support and angled the other one perfectly.

The alien sensed the danger but had committed to the attack and was coming too fast. It tried to slide below the threat as she had done, but she shoved the pipe down to the appropriate level. She jumped into a somersault over the alien as it impaled itself on her improvised spear. Acid exploded everywhere, covering the back of Voltaic’s suit.

She landed, grabbed her pistol, ran to the wall, and shot another water pipe. The water cascaded over her and washed the armor-eating acid off before it could fully penetrate. As the alien convulsed and died, the door exiting the room slid open.

Voltaic deactivated the ruined camouflage armor by pulling the disc off her belt. Her avatar returned to its normal outfit. She reloaded her weapons, shoved them in their holsters, and wiped the sweat from her forehead. Then she stood motionless and focused on her breathing until the fear finally left her.

Walking through the door deposited her on the lot’s main street, once again surrounded by doorless buildings and a path that continued onward. She nodded as if acknowledging her foe in a duel. “All right then. Let’s see what else you’ve got.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


It was only a short walk before another door appeared, this time on the opposite side of the street. Once again, the Road Closed sign offered an unsubtle incentive to use the door. Voltaic stared at it as her systems attempted to discern what might lie behind, but when that availed her nothing, she marshaled her courage and stepped through.

The seamless transition took her from the studio lot into a huge two-level Japanese tea house rendered in black and white. Her clothes were also monochrome. Tables covered the first level, and twin staircases on opposite sides of the room led up to the balcony level, where a dark wood walkway gave access to shoji-covered private rooms.

The first floor was filled to capacity, every seat occupied by athletic-looking men in black trousers and white shirts. Her hand strayed to her belt and rested upon the cylinder that would become her sword. She recognized the film's setting as one of Tarantino’s best and bloodiest.

The room’s sudden eruption into motion did not surprise her. She yanked the cylinder out and pressed the button to extend the sword from it. She ran to her right to claim the protection of a corner, but her enemies reached her first. They rushed in, every person holding a sword or a pair of swords, yelling, shouting, and chopping.

Her arms blurred as she wielded her sword two-handed, focusing primarily on blocking but counterattacking with a riposte when her enemies afforded her the opportunity. Her body operated on automatic as her mind processed the scene and looked for any way to turn things to her advantage.

The status quo couldn’t last. There were too many of them for her to win a war of attrition, which meant she had to take the offensive. Doing that meant getting out of the current press.

Voltaic made a running leap onto the top of the nearest table and jumped for the balcony around the room. In the real world, she would have never made the jump. This simulation was of a martial arts film shot with wires to allow the actors to do superhuman feats, so the physics were inherently manipulable if you had the skill. Voltaic did.

She landed cleanly on the railing and leapt over the men on the balcony who had started slashing at her before she arrived. She hit the floor behind them and whipped in a circle with her blade extended horizontal to the floor. Heads neatly separated from bodies and fell onto the main floor as the rest of her dead opponents littered the balcony.

She ran because staying in one place was a recipe for a quick death.

The balcony offered a more organized combat area, and she raced to the head of the stairs to deal with those charging up them. The first person received a front kick in the face. He fell back into those behind him, creating a domino effect that cleared the area and would have been funny if not for the huge number of remaining opponents.

She spun, her back momentarily safe, and deflected an incoming downward strike to the side. The sword stuck in the wall, and she punched the attacker in the nose with the hilt of her weapon. A quick step, crouch, rise, and throw sent him flying over the balcony to crash into a table below, which shattered into its components.

The next attacker stabbed at her stomach. She spun to put her back to his as her left hand grabbed the sword hilt held in his extended arm and her right slammed her pommel into the back of his head.

He stumbled forward, and she wrenched his sword away from him as she flipped her blade around and stabbed his lower back. Her newly acquired weapon clanged as she blocked a strike from another attacker. Then she ripped her sword out of the man’s back and slashed at the other’s legs.

Wielding dual weapons gave her the necessary advantage to turn the tables and chop through the attackers coming at her. The attackers were all bots, simple programs. Had they been infomancers, she would’ve been quickly overwhelmed. They were only programs, and she muttered in her head, And my kung fu is strong. She continued to slash and hack along the balcony, heading for the other staircase.

When the bots inevitably surrounded her, she spun in a circle with her blades held out to generate some space and leapt off the balcony. She landed on a table below, then dove to the floor and crouched to avoid more attackers.

They came at her, but she was a dervish, whipping both swords in a blur, chopping off hands, arms, and heads, steadily winnowing the numbers of her enemies. Suddenly, she was the only person left standing in the room. Blood had splattered everywhere, turning dark as it dried. Her enemies and the parts she’d hewn from them had vanished.

A strange whistle caught her ear, and she dove to the side to avoid the spiked ball flying at her. It passed her again in the opposite direction as its wielder pulled it back on its chain.

She remembered this opponent. She hated this opponent. The weapon had always terrified her, even only vicariously on film. The speed with which the spiked ball flew and the skill with which its wielder used it were too much for her to defeat by traditional means.

Fortunately, she didn’t need to limit herself to traditional means. She threw her left-hand sword at the woman in the short skirt and white shirt, drew the pistol from her left holster, and pulled the trigger. A heavy burning slug crossed the distance between them and struck the spiked ball as it began its forward trajectory toward her. The weapon disintegrated and expelled shrapnel in all directions, but mostly back into the woman’s face. She gasped, fell, hit the floor, and pixelated into nothingness.

Voltaic flicked her sword to clean the blood from it, then retracted it and stored it on her belt.

An exit door materialized, and as she stepped back into the outdoors, she wondered how many more challenges lay ahead. In the real world, she navigated through the server in search of the location that hid the data she wanted. The longer that search took, the more steps she’d have to face in the interim, all with the knowledge that the greatest test would be when she located the data she needed. That was where she would find the infomancer watching over the system in real-time if there was one.

She knew she had found her destination when she entered the next building. The space was featureless, a huge room with a glowing grid on the walls, floor, and ceiling. A voice echoed around her, coming from everywhere at once. “You are not wanted here, intruder. Leave now or face the consequences.”

Voltaic tapped a pattern into her watch, and a piercing shriek emanated from it. Her systems analyzed how that sound bounced around the room and determined there must be a camouflaged figure in the middle. She mocked, “I can see you.”

The other being in the room laughed as it dropped its invisibility. Its skin was a combination of flesh and metal with one eye normal and the other bright red like in the Terminator films. It was a cyborg that might have fit in any number of science fiction films.

It raised one arm, and a panel slid open. Its hand rotated into the arm as a gun barrel replaced it. She lurched into motion toward the cyborg as it began firing. Rockets whizzed by her as she activated programs to buff her speed.

Using them for too long risked overheating her machines. Still, her hardware was robust, and she needed every advantage she could get against this opponent since an infomancer in their own system always had a speed advantage.

The next rocket hit the floor at her feet and threw her through the air to slam into the patterned wall and fall hard. Voltaic threw herself out of the way as another rocket struck her position, rolled on her shoulder, and came up with her guns in her hands. She fired the right one repeatedly, filling the air between them with rounds, and added a few shots from the slug pistol. The cyborg raised an arm to protect its face but otherwise didn’t react. That was fine. They were just for show.

When she got into range, she dropped the pistols into their holsters and drew her knives. The cyborg attempted to clip her with its gun arm, but it was clumsy up close, which evened the odds a bit. She thrust her knives out, intending to stab it in the chest. It moved faster than she thought it could as it fell into a backward somersault.

Protruding blades edged its arms when it came up like someone had attached morning stars at its shoulders. She backpedaled as it whipped them through the air at her head. Her left knife went into its sheath as she drew the slug thrower.

Her first shot struck one of the arms at the elbow, and the lower half dropped off. She was momentarily elated. Then the whole arm dropped away. Impossibly, another extruded from its shoulder. She snarled, “Now that’s not fair.”

The deep voice laughed, mocking her. “My system, my rules.”

It charged her and she continued to fire until the weapon clicked empty. She wished she still had her armor suit, even damaged. In the real world, she was fighting the security programs that protected the data and not doing a great job.

The thing swung an arm over her head as she ducked, but the next one caught her. The spikes slammed into her ribs. Her leather jacket provided some cushion, but the tines sank into her flesh, and she smelled blood as it began to flow. She wouldn’t be able to stand up against this additional damage, which would slow her in the system. She disengaged, spun to the side, slipped a hand into the pouch at her waist, and threw a handful of pellets at the floor.

Blinding smoke billowed out of them. While it obscured her from view, she activated a last-ditch feature on her belt. A pair of illusory versions of her appeared to her left, identical in all respects, rendered by hijacking the simulation functions of her foe’s system. Her enemy would take only seconds to isolate the real one, so she charged in with her doppelgängers.

He whipped his weapons at two Voltaics and chose the illusions in a long overdue stroke of good fortune. Before he realized what he’d done, she reached around to the back of his head with the knife in her right head, touched the back of his neck with the tip, and rammed it forward with all her strength. Her other hand gripped his skull and gave it a sharp twist.

The head came off, and the cyborg’s body sparked, bled, and fell. She lifted it in one hand, quipped, “Alas, poor Yorick,” and sheathed her blade. It held the data she’d come to retrieve, so her work here was done, and she needed to vamoose before the infomancer logged back in as a new avatar. She bent in an elaborate bow, then logged out.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Danica sat in the back of an autonomous car with her eyes closed as it rolled toward her next meeting. She’d spent her afternoon working on details, trying to tie up loose ends associated with fully outfitting the warehouse. It had left her brain muddled and tired. When the phone in her pocket vibrated, she was happy she hadn’t accepted the call yet so whoever was calling didn’t hear her groan.

She hit the button, and Voltaic asked, “Can you talk?”

“I can’t guarantee the car’s not bugged, but I think it’s pretty unlikely.”

“Well, you just watch your words and listen.”

Jilly was sitting in Danica’s lap. She interjected, “If there are bugs, I’ll kill them.”

Danica laughed. “I wasn’t thinking of those kinds of bugs, but good. I’m glad you’re on the case. Go ahead, Voltaic.”

“My systems have run a thorough analysis of the content created by the accounts that made threats against Scream Queen. They share notable commonalities when you get them together and look at them as a group. Similar tones, occasionally identical turns of phrase, grammar styles that line up from one post to the next.”

Danica’s brow creased in thought. “You’re saying they’re all one person?”

“I’d say one person or small group is behind the effort and using artificial intelligence systems to generate the actual messages, but the result is the same. I don’t think it’s an outpouring of dislike for Vivian, but someone sure seems to be making it look that way.”

“Bastards. Did you get anything from her devices?”

The sound of clicking keys came over the connection. “Nothing interesting. Just normal human stuff. I’m having a system monitor it and give me broad summaries of the content rather than providing details. It’s the least invasive way I can do it. I followed up on one thing that popped up. She has travel plans to come to Cleveland later today.”

Danica nodded and repressed another groan. “Yeah, I heard about that before I got into the car. Her first shoot date was moved up to tomorrow. The crew is already in town getting things set up.”

“That’s fast.”

“Maybe that should be our new slogan. ‘If you need protection fast and are willing to accept minimal preparation, come to Spellbound Security Cleveland.’”

The other woman laughed.

Danica asked, “What about the studio? Anything useful?”

“That’s the strangest thing of all. I pulled a boatload of data from their system, but it’s encrypted. That’s standard, and I expected it. What’s weird is that there are multiple encryptions. Like different divisions, or maybe different people, are using their own cybersecurity protocols inside the same system. It’s not unheard of in, say, the government, but it’s odd for a company.”

Danica frowned. She didn’t know much about that end of things, but it sounded strange. “Any theories?”

“My only guess is that it might be some internal politics thing. I don’t know. It’s not an immediate red flag, but it’s definitely a yellow one. I’ll have more information once I get it all decoded.”

Danica stared out the window as the car navigated through a neighborhood filled with old buildings that had seen better days. “Do you see any immediate danger in anything you’ve analyzed so far?”

“No. But I should know more soon.”

“Then I’ll let you get to it. Thanks for the update. Keep up the great work.”

The line disconnected with a soft beep, and Danica continued to watch the neighborhoods pass as the car took her toward her meeting. She wasn’t excited about the schedule being advanced, but Vivian’s people had assured her it was normal in the movie business.

She pinched her nose to stave off the headache creeping around the edges of her brain. She would have to learn to roll with the punches better if she was going to stay in this particular service industry. “Every day is an adventure, right, Jilly?”

The dragon had been looking around the car with purpose, presumably for bugs. “Adventures are fun. We love adventure.”

Danica laughed. “Yes, yes we do.”

The car let her off near the Boathouse Bar in Cleveland’s trendy Tremont neighborhood. The evening was a touch chilly, but the crowds were plentiful, moving from bar to bar along the street, chatting, and having a good time. It was on the early edge of evening, so the area wasn’t as busy as she imagined it would get.

Her destination lay a short distance away. The front was painted in sea colors of blue and green with a huge octopus in mosaic tile. Its tentacles seemed to reach for people as they went in and out of the door.

Danica wandered inside and made her way to the bar after her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. She ordered and had a tall glass of beer in front of her a moment later. Footsteps approached on her right, and she turned to see Derek sit on the stool next to her. He gestured at the glass. “Rough day?”

“It’s the only size they offer.” She confided in a faux whisper, “I think they’re trying to make money by getting people tipsy.”

He raised an eyebrow. “It is a bar.”

“It is that.”

“What are you drinking?”

“Oktoberfest. It won’t be October for much longer.”

He chuckled. “I’m not sure those two things are connected.” The bartender came over, and he ordered an Eliot Ness lager. As the bartender stepped away, he added, “Not everyone realizes that Eliot Ness came to Cleveland after Chicago. He was a safety director, if I remember right. In charge of the police and fire departments. It didn’t go so well for him.”

“No?”

“No. I think he ran for mayor and lost, too.” His drink arrived, and he took a sip. “Still, it’s a fine beer to remember him by.”

Danica swiveled on her stool to face him. “Voltaic did some research. Something weird’s up with the encryption they’re using at the studio, and she’s investigating further. She also thinks the social media hate attacks might all be from the same source.”

Derek nodded. “I came to the same conclusion. They seem too similar to be from multiple sources, and the account names are uniquely uninteresting. I ran that notion past some smart people at the FBI. They think it’s probably a hired organization behind the effort, one of those in Eastern Europe that do all kinds of illegal web stuff.”

Danica drummed her fingers on the bar. “I suppose it was too much to ask that it be something simple like a jilted boyfriend.”

“We probably wouldn’t get hired for that type of gig.”

“It’s too bad. We could rock that business model.”

He laughed. “Yes, yes we could.”

A muffled sound came from inside her jacket, and Danica pulled it open. Jilly stuck her head out of the pocket. “I could blast them with lightning.”

Derek grinned. “I’d like to see that.”

“Just find me a bad guy.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Danica shook her head as Jilly ducked back into her pocket. She let her jacket fall closed. “So, the question is who hired them.”

Derek nodded. “And why.”

Danica drew circles in the condensation on the bar next to her glass. “And what’s the end goal.”

Derek uttered a short laugh. “And how they hope to achieve it.”

“And how do we thwart them.”

“Plus how much to tell Vivian and her security.”

Danica shook her head and broke the chain of unknowns. “We don’t tell them a damn thing. Knowing about all this won’t help Vivian, and I don’t trust her security. Especially the guy from the studio.”

Derek nodded. “From what you’ve described, I don’t think I trust him either. Why doesn’t she have her own people?”

“I asked that. Usually, she does. But she signed a contract with the studio for three films, and they want their security people watching over her. She said it’s fairly standard practice. She would’ve kept her own as well, but someone at the studio claimed it would be a conflict.”

Derek shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

“Me either.”

A moment later, a muffled “Me either,” came from inside her jacket.

Danica finished her beer and tapped the glass while meeting the bartender’s eyes. He nodded. She looked at Derek. “Let’s get some food and talk it through again, then discuss our plans for defending Vivian. The shoot starts tomorrow, so we’re short on time.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


The next day started early for Spellbound Security’s Cleveland office. The movie crew was set to shoot starting at nine in the morning, and Danica and her team had to get the lay of the land before that started. They gathered at the office and drove over to the set.

Randall noted, “This is a sadly unarmored SUV.”

Zack countered that one could only get so much done at a time, and Randall counter-countered that perhaps they needed more robots.

Danica told them to quit bickering. She wore fashionable jeans, comfortable boots, a blouse, and a sports coat with Jilly tucked inside. The others were in similar attire except for Randall. He wore work boots, cargo pants, and a tight T-shirt. Once they got to the site, he would get an official crew shirt that would permit him to stay close to Vivian while she was on the set.

They parked several blocks away since police had closed the streets for the film shoot. Danica checked in with the nearest uniform to alert them that her team had arrived, which met with a disinterested nod.

Once inside the outer perimeter, they walked toward the set. Danica blinked at the unfamiliar feeling of the new contact lenses in her eyes. It wasn’t quite irritating, but it wasn’t comfortable yet.

Voltaic announced her presence with a yawn over the comms and complained, “Time zones suck.”

Zack asked, “Where are you?”

“West.” Her tone made it clear that no more information on the topic would be forthcoming.

Danica asked, “Do you have access to the drones?” Zack had procured two the day before. Danica had assisted him by portaling them to the base. There hadn’t been time to customize them, but Zack had assured her they’d still be useful off the shelf.

“Yep.” A window appeared in the corner of Danica’s vision, showing a pair of drone feeds. One was from the front-mounted camera, and one came from the look-down camera on the bottom. “It should be on station in about ten minutes. I wish you all had your sensor packs.”

“Me too. Our supplier is such a slacker.” Danica’s tone turned innocent. “Oh, wait, that’s you, isn’t it?”

“Well, if someone hadn’t sent me out to hack movie studio stuff, I would’ve had time.”

Alex retorted, “Excuses, excuses.”

Voltaic asked, “Zack, can you give me the frequency of the production crew’s communications?”

He nodded and jogged away from Danica and the others. “On it.”

Danica continued. “All right. Jilly will watch from up high. Zack, Derek, Lilac, and Alex, each of you take a direction and go a block away. Watch out for trouble. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the filming. If we start to get bleary, we’ll switch positions.”

Voltaic offered, “I can bring the other drone in and have it take overwatch if people need rest breaks.”

“Good. If only we had a robot you could inhabit.”

“They exist, but for military and emergency rescue purposes only. I don’t think I could get my hands on one for you. Sorry.”

Zack asked, “But you’ve used them?”

Voltaic sounded like she was sharing a fond memory. “Yeah. It’s kind of uncanny, really. Almost feels like being there.”

“Very cool. The frequency is…” He rattled off a string of numbers.

Danica prompted, “All right. Let’s all get into position.” As the others moved away, she asked, “Where are the talent trailers?”

Voltaic replied, “I don’t see any from up high. This must be a temporary set.”

“Doesn’t look all that temporary to me.”

The production crew had taken over a city street and lined it with cars from decades previous since the movie was set at some point in the past. A large green wall covered a section of storefronts. It and the overall scene were lit with huge lights mounted on mobile construction cranes that stretched to about thirty feet overhead.

She spotted Randall sauntering along the line of crew people, looking busy. Knowing him, he would help with the work until he had something to do. It seemed like his style.

Her earpiece crackled, and she heard unfamiliar voices. Their cross-talk discussed the time remaining until the first shot and confirmed that Ms. Beck was inbound.

Danica asked, “Voltaic, did you hear that?”

“Yeah, I’m vectoring the drone over.”

A moment later, a large SUV rolled into view in the window in Danica’s contact lens.

Randall chuckled. “Bet it’s armored.”

Zack replied, “You need to stop.”

Randall laughed again.

The SUV pulled up a block away, and Vivian stepped out. Her studio security detail, Jones, exited from the other side of the vehicle. He walked on one side of her while a shorter woman holding a tablet walked beside Vivian, deeply engaged in conversation with the scream queen. Randall wandered in that direction seemingly at random and fell in behind when they passed him.

The drone provided a close-up view. Vivian was already made up and in costume. She wore a curve-hugging red dress, matching heels, fishnet stockings, and a lot of makeup. Her hair was styled in the particular way she wore it when she was in her Scream Queen character.

Each team member wore a small button that served as a camera and a microphone. She heard Vivian talking through Randall’s button in the same tone she’d put on in the trailer, the sultry voice of the character that always existed underneath whatever other characters she might portray.

When Vivian reached the main set, the director stepped up and explained how he planned to shoot the scene. She nodded thoughtfully, asked a few questions, and grinned. “You’re not killing me yet. How delightful. Such restraint on your part.” She put her hand on his arm with a genuine laugh that made clear she was only making fun of herself, if anyone.

She and her entourage walked to the end of the block, then the people around her melted away. Drones with movie cameras attached flew in to capture the scene from multiple angles. The main camera, mounted on a body rig worn by one of the film crew, was positioned right in front of her.

The director called “Action!”

The cameraman ran. Vivian ran right behind him, looking back over her shoulder and screaming several times as she continued to run.

Danica frowned. “No microphone?”

Voltaic replied, “For shots like this they do the sound in postproduction. Too much noise around to get a good recording here, and in action scenes, if you wear a mic, your clothes tend to brush against it.”

“Huh. Makes sense.”

Vivian ran past the cameraman at the end of the scene, then stopped and slowly walked back toward her first mark after the director yelled cut. After the third take, Danica could tell Vivian had fully locked in on the scene. Her screams were louder and radiated real fear. The way she ran was less perfect and more like the stumbling run of somebody being chased who might be injured. It all looked more real, for lack of a better word.

Danica’s instincts prodded her to intervene and save the scream queen from whoever was chasing her, and she laughed. “This is cool.”

The others watched through the feed from her button camera, or maybe the ones from the drone. Alex commented, “I think we should rotate so I can see this firsthand.”

Danica countered, “No way. Privileges of rank.”

The other woman scoffed. “You’re a figurehead, at best.” That earned a round of laughter.

Jilly sent, Look at me. I’m a gargoyle.

Danica shifted her gaze up and spotted the dragon on a stone projection of the building. Jilly bared her teeth and stuck her tongue out in a good approximation of a silly-looking gargoyle. Danica laughed and returned her attention to Vivian as she began her next run.

A second later, a series of loud pops sounded. Shouts went up, and Jilly mentally yelled, Up!

Danica looked up and saw one of the heavy lights falling from the crane it had been mounted on. She waved her arms and summoned a basket of force. The light hit it, and she grunted at its weight but focused harder.

Vivian was on the ground beneath it. Randall stood protectively over her with his hands raised straight up. She realized his magic was contributing to holding the heavy light in place.

“Bring it in my direction slowly.” She gently moved it to the side with his assistance and set it down in the street. A small commotion at one side of the crowd caught her attention as someone ran from the scene. Danica snapped, “Alex, someone running toward you.”

Alex’s camera popped into Danica’s visual field, and the other woman replied, “I see him.” The image bounced and swayed as she ran after the man, shouting for him to stop. When he didn’t stop right away, she pulled her pistol and called, “Stop now, or I’ll shoot.” Her voice radiated the truth of the statement.

He slowed to a stop, raised his hands, and turned toward her. He was skinny, probably in his early twenties, and had an embarrassingly spotty mustache. Alex grabbed the phone out of his hand and growled, “This is a closed set. Show me your pass.”

He crossed his arms. “I don’t have to show you anything.” She hit some buttons on his phone, held it up to his face to unlock it, and quickly searched his profile. “Oh, you’re with TMZ. Pretty sleazy.”

“This is a movie shoot in a public place. I have every right to be here.”

“Tell it to the police.” She tossed the phone to the uniformed officer as he walked up. “He got pictures, at least. But he might’ve been involved with the light falling.”

“N-no, d-definitely n-not.”

The police officer replied, “Come along. Let’s talk.”

As Alex returned to her position, she mused, “He seems like a chucklehead. I can’t imagine he has the talent to have rigged the light.”

Zack asked, “So the accident was just random chance?”

Randall rumbled, “Didn’t seem like random chance to me. Not with Vivian right underneath.”

Danica shook her head. “No way to tell. Seems like Damien Zane might’ve been easier to protect than the Scream Queen will be.”

Randall replied, “True that.”

The crew applauded as Vivian straightened her outfit and marched back to her starting point, apparently ready to do the shot again regardless of the danger she had faced.

Danica shook her head again. “This seems like it’s bound to be a challenge.”

Jilly replied, “We love challenges.”

Danica murmured agreement but mentally replied, Do we, though?


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Moriarty set his fountain pen aside and accepted the tablet his assistant Solene held out to him. “What am I looking at?”

She perched on the edge of his desk. She was the only one who would dare such informality with him, and he appreciated having someone who would risk it. They’d been together long enough that it wasn’t much of a risk, but he held the reputation of being unpredictable. “A little adventure on the movie set today.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Someone jump the gun?”

Solene nodded. “Seems as if that’s the case. We have several individuals and groups signed on to try to close the contract.”

“How many?”

She offered a thin smile. “As many as the client’s bank account could handle. Five operations at the moment. They’re to report back whether they’re willing to go forward after they check out the situation. Although, if we are to assume this incident wasn’t random chance, one of them is clearly in.”

He hit the Play button and watched the scene. Solene had arranged for cameras to be mounted in nearby buildings and had accessed the feeds from those on the movie set and the nearby street cameras. His infomancers were very skilled at their jobs for fear that his alleged unpredictability would be the end of them. If they failed him, it was certainly possible.

He watched it a second time and shook his head. “Seems kind of slapdash. Did we hire quality people?”

Solene shrugged. “Some of them.”

He pressed the button to turn off the tablet and set it on his desk. “Traceable to?”

She laughed softly. “The client, of course.”

“Good. This scenario has the potential to work out very well for us. And Spellbound Security?”

Solene grinned. “Seen visiting the set and in Beck’s trailer in Orlando. If you look in the lower right corner of the shot, you’ll see the back of Danica Grey’s head.”

Moriarty picked up the tablet and replayed the video. She was right. That was almost certainly the back of Danica’s head. “Excellent.”

“May I ask why? It does decrease the chances of success, does it not?” Despite their familiarity, Solene spoke cautiously.

He waved one hand. “We have so many options here. If our minions succeed, we have a happy client. If they fail, we learn more about Danica Grey and her team and possibly eliminate or capture one or more of them.”

“And if neither of those things occur?”

He grinned. “I’m so glad you asked. Let’s take a trip.”

It took a half-hour for him to get changed and arrange transport. Then they stepped through a portal into a neighborhood in suburban Cleveland. A veil covered both of them, and he was in disguise underneath it in case it failed.

Solene looked around. “Where are we in relation to the movie set?”

“Twenty minutes or so driving.”

“Okay, why?”

He gestured, and her gaze followed the motion toward the nearest house. A black wrought iron fence marked the perimeter of the property, and the push he gave it with his cane generated a creak as it opened. Leaves covered the sidewalk, and he chuckled in amusement at what it must look like for someone seeing leaves moving for no apparent reason, thanks to their veil. It had a large front porch and a wooden door with a small window.

Solene remarked, “All right, we’re at an old house in Cleveland. I’ll grant you that it’s a slightly spooky house and appropriate for the Halloween season.”

Moriarty chuckled. “It better be since that’s the reason I bought it.” A gesture opened the front door, and they walked inside. It closed quietly behind them as he looked around at the living room. “I’m pretty sure no one’s lived here for decades.”

Solene coughed and waved to get the dust out of her face. “At a minimum. Maybe centuries.”

“It’s a little too well-preserved for that.”

“I’m not sure you know the meaning of that word.”

They walked through the downstairs. He pointed out the dark stairs to the basement, but they didn’t go down. The first floor had a dining room, a kitchen, and a staircase to the upstairs. It was bigger inside than it seemed outside and featured a small serving pantry and a mud room out on the back porch.

“All right, you bought a spooky house in Cleveland. What are you planning to do with it?”

He smiled. “Throw a party.”

She frowned. “Like a Halloween party for your employees?”

His laugh was almost a cackle. “Of course not. A party for the beautiful people. Winters if she’s out of jail. Other A-list celebrities. And no Halloween party would be complete without the Scream Queen.”

She looked around the place and considered its use for that purpose. “I’m still not seeing it. It’s not big enough to hold everyone.”

“Ah, but you haven’t seen the upstairs.” He took her upstairs, showed her the three bedrooms and the office, and looked at her expectantly.

“Nope. Still not getting it.”

He laughed again. “Well, the first thing to know is that it’s not actually a party. It’s a trap. Nobody but Vivian and possibly Winters will be attending.”

Solene frowned. “Are you hoping they’ll kill one another?”

“That would be an interesting result, but no. I plan to offer them a haunted house experience like no one has ever had.”

“Okay, I like where you’re going with this, even if you’re being more secretive than usual. What do you need from me?”

“Arrange workers to renovate this place fast. Engineers to add some specialty items that I’ll design. Magicals to use during the preparation phase, and magicals to use during the execution phase.”

Solene nodded thoughtfully. “Surely you’ve considered that the estimable Ms. Beck will have security with her.”

Moriarty tapped his cane on the floor once. “I’m counting on it. Because it’s as much a trap and a test for Danica Grey as for Vivian.”

His assistant shook her head. “Winters will be entirely out of her league.”

“We’ll have the place wired for video and sound. We’ll only leave her in the mix for as long as it’s useful. To be honest, I’m only including her because I’m interested to see what she’s made of.”

Solene snorted. “Nothing tougher than crêpe paper, if that.”

“Likely accurate, but we’ll find out firsthand.”

“Will the preparation team survive the experience?”

He stared at her deadpan as a tease, then laughed. “I’m not a pharaoh. We won’t kill those who construct this monument to my glory or my stupidity, whichever it turns out to be. However, be sure to wrap everything in layers of deniability and distraction. I wouldn’t want Danica Grey, her team, or her pet infomancer finding us.” He didn’t know which infomancer was working with her team but knew it was someone skilled.

Solene looked relieved. She was a touch more squeamish about things than he was. “Very good.”

He gestured and led her back down the stairs. “And now, the really fun part.” They went down to the basement, a room carved out of the rock and larger than the house's footprint.

“This is unexpectedly big.”

“The house has a history.”

She turned and stared at him. “It does?”

Moriarty nodded. “A serial killer lived here once. He kept people in cages over there. Well, let me correct myself. He was a wannabe serial killer, but he wasn’t very good at it, and he got caught before he killed his first victim. But he spent some time putting together this space so he could keep prisoners for a while.”

Solene shook her head. “How do you find out about things like this?”

He grinned. “People like to talk about macabre things. It’s only a question of finding the right group. In this case, a crime-focused tour company located here in Cleveland.”

“It’s far less mysterious when you reveal your secrets.”

“It’s not you I’m trying to hide things from.”

“How long do we have?”

“Time is of the essence. We have a week.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Halloween itself?”

He broke into a wide grin. “Yes, indeed. All Hallows Eve, when we celebrate the dead—and the soon-to-be dead.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The film’s second day of shooting was in a different part of the city. It was still in public, which was less than optimal, but at least this time Vivian was indoors.

The setting for the scene was a restaurant during lunch. Cameras were set up inside the restaurant and outside on the street. The latter would shoot through the restaurant’s big glass window. Two cranes held lights to illuminate the scene from a high angle, and an array of smaller lights were inside the restaurant.

Danica had chosen an indoor spot and stood against the wall closest to Vivian’s position behind the crew. Jilly watched from the rafters, wrapped in a veil. Danica had also shielded the little dragon except for her mouth and claws. She wanted to shield everyone in the room after yesterday’s unexpected lighting failure but managed to resist.

Alex sat at one of the tables that would be visible in the background of the shot with a menu in her hand. The chance to be an extra in the film amused the other woman, and it gave her good proximity to Vivian.

Randall was doing his assigned crew work, which was unfortunately happening outside the wall. Zack and Derek watched the perimeter from half a block away, and Lilac seamlessly fit into a crowd of bystanders viewing from the other side of a security tape outside.

Danica inwardly grumbled that they didn’t have enough people for this kind of job, and Arthur should know that since he had two active teams in his office. The shooting days were long. Keeping all of them on-site during the entire shoot meant no downtime, which meant nothing else would get done.

She considered complaining to Arthur about it but decided her team needed to work together to improve their combined abilities. This gig served as work and training. Danica placed a thin audio buffer around herself so people wouldn’t hear her and asked, “Everyone in position?”

Her team members, including Voltaic, reported that they were okay. The infomancer had hacked all nearby cameras on the street and had a drone overhead. She was also working on breaking into the encrypted signal provided by the film cameras as they sent their feed to the backup recorders.

The infomancer reported, “The police have locked down their outer cordon. No one will get in by street without them noticing. You all should be safe.”

Danica countered, “Except they started setting up last night. Anyone keeping an eye on the making of this movie can assume Vivian will be here today.”

Randall murmured, “She’s on the call sheet for a half-hour from now.”

Danica replied, “Everyone do your best to keep your eyes open.”
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Moriarty stood from his desk, accepted the tablet from his assistant, and moved to one of the comfortable chairs at the side of his office. He sat and examined the image, which showed feeds from several cameras, each in a box. “What do we have here?”

“The cameras they’re filming with, street cameras outside, a drone. Our infomancers are working on getting the cell phones of the people nearby so we can use their cameras too.”

He nodded and studied the images. “No Scream Queen yet in any of these.”

“Not yet. She’s arriving shortly from what we’ve overheard on the microphones.”

“Are we sure there will be an attack?”

“Positive, no. Pretty sure, yes. I believe I’ve inspired a sense of urgency in the groups by ‘accidentally’ revealing that several are competing to complete this contract. I’d be shocked if at least one didn’t act today.”

Moriarty laughed. “Well then. Let’s send for some coffee and snacks and settle in. Even if they don’t manage to get her, watching them try should be entertaining.”
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Jilly quietly watched from above as crew members bustled about, getting things ready to go. Vivian had arrived five minutes before, dressed in her costume for the day with flawless makeup and hair. It was weird how everyone circled her to ensure everything was perfect like she was a queen bee surrounded by drones.

A handsome man in a perfectly fitting suit sat across from her. They talked casually for several minutes. Then the director yelled for everyone to stand by.

Vivian and the man straightened and subtly changed. Maybe that was them slipping into their characters’ skin. Vivian’s voice changed after the director yelled, “Action,” becoming slower and sultrier like it had in her trailer. Cameras moved around them for about a minute until the director yelled “Cut,” then told everyone to reset.

Vivian and the man laughed together while the technical crew returned to their original positions. The director yelled, “Stand by.”

Jilly leaned in to watch the scene again, fascinated by the process. She jolted with the awareness of something that felt wrong at the edge of her senses. The dragon shouted, “Magic!” and leapt off the crossbeam, flapping her wings to take her toward where she felt it to be.

She heard Danica shout a warning as a portal materialized there and a man with a wand stepped through. She blasted him with lightning, but it coursed around him and failed to penetrate his shield.

He pointed his wand at Vivian, who was already in motion toward the floor. Jilly rammed his hand and forced his magical lightning attack to go wide and strike another table. His other hand slapped her without warning and sent her flying toward the windows. She struck hard, but the force shield Danica had wrapped around her protected her from most of the impact. She bared her teeth and flew back toward the man who had hit her.
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Danica moved as soon as she felt the dragon moving and called out a warning as soon as she heard Jilly’s. Unfortunately, crew people separated her from where she needed to be. She pushed the first one out of the way, then stabbed both of her arms forward, created force walls attached to each of them, and spread them wide. The impact knocked people stumbling out of her way, but not hard enough to make them fall.

She charged through the gap she’d created. A snarl of rage escaped her as the wizard slapped Jilly, but she fought down the almost overwhelming desire to go for her gun. The possible results of an off-target shot in this crowded space were unacceptable.

Instead, she wrapped force bands around her fists and feet and channeled power into her muscles. She punched the wizard in his exposed ribs with a jab before he knew she was there. He grunted, turned toward her, and made it far enough around that her looping roundhouse punch caught him in the face. Although he was shielded, the fact that she’d magically imbued her muscles with additional power and wrapped force magic around her fist created sufficient impact to send him flying.

Her hope that the portal would vanish as he flew back went unfulfilled as several others rushed through it into the room. The first was an elf, to judge by his large, pointed ears. She kicked him and knocked him back through the portal. When she looked up from that move, a gun pointed at her face. Three men had stepped into the room, each holding a shotgun braced against their shoulder.

Lilac advised over the comm, “I have Vivian covered.”

Danica threw herself into a backward fall and simultaneously placed force magic in front of and around the barrels of each shotgun. She’d read about the technique but had never had the opportunity to try it herself before. In her previous job as an investigator, she’d faced notably fewer guns than in this new profession.

The first man pulled the trigger, and the barrel essentially exploded. The metal split and the recoil jerked the shotgun out of his hand. That caused the others to pause before shooting. She reached out with more force magic and tore the guns out of their hands. Lacking anywhere safe to throw them, she gathered them into her arms as she climbed to her feet.

That allowed them to make a move for Vivian, who was on the floor. Danica noticed Vivian’s costar was in motion, sliding over the table to defend her, and wrapped him in a shield for his noble, in-character effort. She couldn’t stop the men before they reached Vivian, but Alex and Jilly could.

Alex came up behind them, grabbed the first by the hair, and yanked. His feet went out from underneath him, and he slammed onto the floor on his back. She raised her booted foot and stomped on his solar plexus, which caused him to crumple into a ball around the injury.

Jilly flew at the other one. She covered him in magical lightning when she was close enough to hit him and no one else. He shuddered, tried to take another step toward Vivian, then fell.

Another portal opened halfway across the room. Alex barked a curse and rushed for it. She was the closest when the magical stepped out.

Danica judged the angles at the same time Alex probably did. A missed shot would go through the portal and out of the diner. Alex drew her pistol and pulled the trigger. The magical spun away in a panic but took the round in the shoulder nonetheless. He went down, wailing.

The gun flew out of Alex’s hand as someone on the opposite side used Danica’s tactic. She vaguely remembered a book or movie where somebody told a wizard he needed to quit using that trick because it was too predictable. Maybe she’d reached that point. It was lucky that Danica had other tricks.

She sent force blasts at each person who came out of the portal, flinging one after the next as fast and hard as she could. They struck chests and stomachs and sent the attackers flying backward.

The defensive efforts bought them the time they needed.

More people came out of the first portal, but now they were in a good position to defend against it. Vivian was shielded by magic and her costar, and Randall had made it inside where he could deal out some damage. Several enemies were unconscious on the floor. Others had been knocked back through the portal and hadn’t returned. It looked like they were close to having control of the situation.

Right up until Voltaic shouted, “Cars inbound at high speed!”

Danica turned and cast a force shield inside the window just before gunfire from an oncoming car shattered the glass.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Moriarty looked at Solene with a raised eyebrow. “Two groups inside, one outside?”

She nodded. “That’s my count.”

“I thought you said five groups were involved.”

“I’m honestly kind of surprised they moved this quickly. The movie is shooting there for weeks. The other two might be planning something further down the line or might’ve opted out entirely.”

Moriarty shook his head. “We might have to make an effort to coordinate attacks next time. This looks too haphazard and disorganized. It doesn’t represent us well.”

She flashed him a smile. “Aren’t you the one who says with chaos comes opportunity?”

He laughed. “True. But I was thinking more of chaos inflicted upon our enemies rather than as an action plan for our allies.”

“Allies is a strong word.”

“Fair. Maybe they’ll surprise us.”

Solene mused, “Based on what we’ve seen so far, I wouldn’t count on it. But that’s what backup plans are for, right?”
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As soon as the window shattered, Jilly hurtled out through the opening. A car that was screeching to a halt with smoking tires had a rifle sticking out the back window. It must have been the weapon responsible for breaking the window. She wove in a serpentine, constantly changing sides and height in case the gunman took a shot at her.

She needn’t have bothered. The shooter was too focused on trying to fire through the broken window, although Vivian was not in view. Fortunately, he hadn’t loaded anti-magic ammunition. Danica’s shield had stopped the bullets from striking anyone.

The man only discovered Jilly was nearby when she breathed fire over his weapon and him. He screamed and dropped the suddenly burning rifle, then dove out of the car and rolled on the ground to put out the fire that had caught on his clothes.

She turned her attention to the driver, whose window was also open, but her next fiery breath hit a shield and washed away harmlessly. Without ceasing the attack, she opened her senses and detected a flow of magic coming from a gap between two buildings across the narrow street.

She let her breath attack fall away, flew around the car as if she was going to try the same tactic on the other side, then abruptly changed direction and arrowed for the magic’s source. A veil rendered the magical hidden from sight, but she knew they were there. It was a natural ability, not quite vision but an amalgam of all her senses that showed a glowing and slightly amorphous humanoid shape in her sight.

A blast of lightning came at her as an appendage swung her way. She dodged it with ease. He tried fire with no more success, then tried a cone of shadow. She bumped higher to avoid it, then rolled to the side when he lifted it. Then she was inside his guard.

The fact that he hadn’t put a force wall in her way showed his confidence in the shadow shield that throbbed around him. Unfortunately for him, her claws and teeth didn’t care about his defenses. She slashed his face with her claws, flew down as he recoiled, bit his hand, and stole the wand it held. She flew away with the wand gripped in her talons and sent to Danica, One wizard down.
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Danica had already cleared a path through the diner and leapt out the window. She spotted another car racing forward that looked intent on ramming into the building. She acted in reflex as her mind wondered why so many people were set on killing Vivian. It reminded her of the chaos surrounding Damien Zane.

She forgot that thought as she blasted a sheet of lightning under the car. The tires all popped in a quick, satisfying sequence as the electricity chewed through the rubber. The car crashed down onto its rims and slid. Danica slammed it with a carefully aimed force blast that caused the back end to slew around, redirecting it from its wobbly path toward the restaurant to strike the first car to arrive.

Airbags deployed in both cars, but she couldn’t spare the time to deal with the occupants because yet another pair of vehicles had pulled up behind. She slammed force magic into the ground to fly toward them and landed as their doors opened. Alex ran up beside her on one side as Randall showed up on the other. They faced those who had left the car and stopped, surprised to see them standing there. Several had pistols in their hands, and a couple others held baseball bats.

Alex announced, “I’ll go left.”

Randall replied, “I’ll go right.”

Danica added, “I’ll take care of the guns.” She reached out with her force magic, wrapped it around each pistol, chained the force bands together, and gave the whole thing a hard yank. The pistols flew out of their hands, and she whirled them around several times for momentum and tossed them up to a nearby rooftop. Those who had intended to use them froze with expressions of shock, and Danica laughed at them. “You clearly need more practice fighting magicals.”

Randall reached the first. “Let me help with that.” His fist flashed forward and slammed into the chest of the nearest new arrival. The man flew backward and rolled on the ground a dozen feet away. The others near Randall scattered.

As she ran into the fray, Danica called, “Damn, you weren’t kidding about magic-assisted punches.”

He was already in motion toward another, and his foot slammed into that one’s stomach, buckling the man over. “Nope. And this is me controlling myself. If I let it off the hook, I don’t think there’d be much chance of survival for whoever I was fighting.”

She punched one of the last gunmen in the ribs, and when he leaned forward, grabbed his head and jerked it down to her rising knee. His nose broke at the impact, and he fell backward in a spray of blood with his hands over his face. “We definitely need to spar.”

Randall laughed. “Any time, boss.”

By the time they finished dealing with that group, the ones in the other car had gotten out. There were magicals among them. Danica snapped, “Lilac, get Vivian out of here.”

A gun barked nearby, and she turned her head to see Jones, Vivian’s studio-assigned security person. She followed his aim and saw a wizard drop his wand and collapse down the side of the car with a bloodied hole in his stomach. She muttered, “Jones has anti-magic ammunition. Something to keep in mind.”

A few minutes of fighting later, Danica surveyed the field. The bad guys who were still vertical appeared to be realizing, one by one, that their quarry had escaped them. They tried to disengage, and she snapped, “Capture everyone you can. We need to find out what the hell is going on here.”

She blasted everyone in the area who wasn’t wearing a movie crew shirt with lightning. Jones’ gun was still going off. She grabbed it from him with force magic and yanked it out of his hands. He turned with a snarl, and she handed it back to him butt first when he stomped over. She stated, “It’s over. We need people to interrogate.”

He gave her a dirty look, holstered his gun, and pulled a set of handcuffs out from under his jacket. “Fine, I’ll start rounding them up.”

Randall and Alex joined her a few minutes later. Randall observed, “Jones didn’t seem happy.”

Danica shook her head. “No. I’m guessing he doesn’t like the fact that he failed to protect his principal or maybe that we did it for him.”

Alex asked, “Do you think that’s really the reason?”

“I hope so.”

Jilly gently landed on her shoulder. “Yeah, me too, but I have doubts.”

Danica shook her head. She had doubts, too. “Well, let’s figure out where we can take these guys to have a chat with them and see if we can dispel or confirm some of them.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Moriarty tossed the tablet at Solene with a grimace. “That was, overall, a disappointing effort on the part of our contractors.”

She nodded as she caught it. “To be fair, the client’s budget wasn’t all that high.”

He shook his head in annoyance. “Competing teams was a worthwhile experiment, but it seems like a nonviable prospect. We’ll try a new strategy in the future.”

“I wish I could argue. I liked the idea of them trying to beat each other to the prize. But you’re right. The effort suffered for it.”

“You only learn by experimenting. We now know one more tactic not to use.” He gestured at the tablet. “It looked like they’ve captured some of the attackers.”

“Agreed.”

“If they have even a half-talented investigator, they’ll get the name of whoever hired them out of them. Or, at least, who they think hired them.” He smiled because part of the initial plan was still working as intended. “Contact our people in Los Angeles. Make sure that when Winters is arrested, she’s held comfortably at the local level. Have the lawyers and cops we own draw the process out as much as possible so she doesn’t slip our grasp.”

“Of course.”

“And make sure to remind her that if she mentions our name, she’ll find herself in the deepest, darkest pit of the most violent jail that exists in this country.”

Solene smiled at that notion. “Yes, sir. And then?”

He tapped his watch. “Then we finish our plans for Halloween. Time is ticking, as they say.”
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With no particular protocol for dealing with captives established, Danica had Voltaic rent a short-term place for them through a series of false names so they could have an hour or two alone with their captives. They’d selected two magicals from the group of prisoners and portaled away with them. Danica walked down the stairs after ensuring their captives were still properly tied to the chairs in their separate bedrooms and ventured into the kitchen to make some coffee.

Lilac had said she could make a potion to help and headed to the warehouse, so half of the team was killing time until she returned. Randall was doing mop-up back at the scene. Zack was back at the base, ensuring the drones had properly returned and giving Lilac whatever help she needed. Derek and Alex were in the house with her.

The former walked in. “You know, technically, this is illegal.”

She pointed at him. “Unless I’m mistaken, you’re an FBI agent. Doesn’t that mean you have jurisdiction? Or more importantly, that we can claim you have jurisdiction?”

He returned a dour, dramatic, put-upon look. “Oh, I see how this is. I’m being used for my connections.” He lightened up. “That might have some merit, actually, but I’d rather not have to test it.”

Danica leaned back against the counter. “Yeah, I know. Hopefully no one will find out that we did this. We’re not going to share that part of the story with Arthur.”

Alex walked in. “What are you planning to do with them when we’re done?”

She got two more mugs out of the cabinet. “Turn them over to Jones so he can get them properly arrested. It’ll look good with his higher-ups.”

Derek muttered, “I don’t like that guy.”

Jilly had been hopping around from windowsill to cabinet top and back. “Me either.”

Danica replied, “That makes three.”

Alex confirmed, “Four. But that’s neither here nor there right now. Waiting is boring. Shall we go upstairs and see what we can get out of our guests?”

The first wizard was forthcoming about what they’d planned to do but wouldn’t give them any information about who’d hired him or how he got the gig. They went through the same set of questions with the second, who was similarly reticent. He confirmed that he wasn’t on the same team as their other captive.

As Danica was about ready to start making some serious threats she wouldn’t carry out, Lilac walked in. She stepped up to the bound wizard, raised a perfume bottle, and sprayed his face with it. He coughed as he inhaled, and Lilac smiled at Danica. “He should be a little more forthcoming in about thirty seconds.”

Alex asked, “What is that?”

Lilac shrugged. “It meshes some of the properties of healing and energy potions but adds a sedative and a disinhibitor, for lack of a better word. It should make them more willing to talk about anything you ask them.”

Derek commented, “The FBI could use that.”

“It only works on magicals, but I’m happy to share my recipe as long as we can be anonymous about where it came from.”

He nodded. “We’ll talk once this little adventure is over.”

Danica looked at the wizard. “So, let’s go through this again. What’s your name?”

The prisoner replied, “Darren.”

“Where you from, Darren?”

“Jersey.”

Points to Lilac. He didn’t seem to be resisting. “What do you have against Vivian Beck?”

He smiled. “Nothing. I’m a fan.”

The way he said it made Danica’s stomach squirm.

Alex muttered, “Maybe too disinhibited.”

Danica nodded.

Derek asked, “Why did you go after Vivian?”

“I was paid to.”

Danica exchanged glances with Derek. This was farther than they’d gotten before. He continued his interrogation. “All right then, do you know who hired you?”

“I figured it out. She didn’t hide very well.”

“She?”

The captive nodded. “Yeah. Paris Winters. You know, the blonde from that one television show. Pretty. Questionable, uh, morals.”

Alex stepped up beside Derek. “You’re telling me that Winters told you to kill Vivian Beck?”

Darren frowned as if Alex was asking a stupid question. “Through an intermediary, of course, that’s how these things work. But the instructions were pretty clear. She wanted it done in public and messy.”

Danica motioned for the others to follow as she walked out of the room. Once they were outside, she muttered, “If I stay in there any longer, I’m gonna blast him into unconsciousness just for the fun of it. What a scumbag.”

Derek replied, “That’s okay. I’ve dealt with worse. I’ll keep working on him.”

“I’m going to let Jones know who’s behind it. Update me if you find anything else.”

By midafternoon, they had gathered enough evidence that Jones could convince the authorities to pick Paris Winters up for questioning. They handed off the captives to him, then Danica and her team settled in for drinks at Revels to celebrate a job well done.

Zack asked, “Do you think Vivian is safe now?”

Derek tipped his beer bottle back, set it on the table, and smacked his lips. “From what that chucklehead said, multiple teams were contracted to take a shot at Vivian. All of them may or may not be accounted for from today’s action. He didn’t know the number or who else was involved. Hopefully we’ll know in a short time whether they’re all out in the open, assuming Winters agrees to cooperate.”

Alex rolled her eyes. “I did a little extra digging into her. She’s very rich. She’ll hide behind her family’s money and lawyers for an eternity. I’ve seen her on TV shows and in interviews, and it’s clear that she’s used to getting her way all the time. It will take time and effort to break her of that confidence.”

Voltaic was present by comm. She added, “The word is that they’re giving her the gentle treatment, so extend that time factor. I imagine house arrest is pretty nice when your house is a mansion.”

Danica’s phone buzzed, and she picked it up from the table to find a message from Vivian asking her to come over to the hotel that evening when she had a chance. She shared that information with the group.

Derek asked, “Does it sound urgent?”

“No, but I think Jilly and I will go now, just the same.”

The others raised their glasses and bottles in a toast, and Danica headed out of the bar. Once on the street, she opened a portal to the lobby of the hotel Vivian was supposedly staying at, the one she’d been booked into the first night she’d come to town. She took the elevator up to the room Vivian had occupied until the light fell on the set, then portaled from there to the hallway outside the new room they’d arranged for her. She would still appear to be at the other place to those not in the know. The fact that she’d switched to exclusively magical transport would have been an expected response to the light incident.

Danica knocked on the suite door, and Vivian’s assistant immediately opened it. The scream queen was sitting on the white couch in the living room area. As Danica approached, she held up a thick piece of black card stock. “I’ve been invited to a party.”

Danica took the item and examined it. It had gold script on the black background that announced a celebrity event on Halloween night. It promised a donation to charity for attendance and contests to earn more. “What’s your charity?”

Vivian replied, “Kids’ medical research. For them, not on them.”

“A good one. I guess that means you can’t turn this down, right?”

“I always have something like this on Halloween. I’d planned to go back to LA for the one I did last year, but they’re offering way more money in base donations here. Not to mention the big payout if I win the contest, whatever it is, and the additional opportunity to convince rich people attending the event to meet the celebrities to donate more.”

Danica understood the rationale, but she still didn’t like the idea much. “What does Jones think?”

“He’s slightly on the supportive side of neutral. He says it’s a risk, but a small one since we’ve already captured the person behind the attacks. That’s true, right?”

Danica froze for a minute since that was an overstatement and not something she would have shared if she were in Jones’ shoes. “Yeah, probably. We still don’t have full information about it.”

Vivian pressed, “But you would say the danger is lessened.”

She couldn’t argue with that. “I would.”

The scream queen’s trademark smile appeared. “Then it’s settled. Your team will be there for me?”

Danica resisted the urge to sigh out loud. “Of course we will.” After discussing the event for a few more minutes, she portaled back home and sent a message to the team’s group channel. “We have four days to get our stuff together to defend the Scream Queen at a party. Sleep is optional.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The days leading up to Halloween passed without incident. The team spent many hours watching the film set, and many more ensuring they were ready for Vivian’s party. They reconnoitered the location several times, thoroughly examined the area around it, and had Voltaic do what she could to find the details of the guest list. That wasn’t as difficult as it might’ve been since the event was deliberately public to earn as much word of mouth as possible.

As Vivian had put it, “More attention means more eyeballs for the media, more media means bigger celebrities, bigger celebrities mean higher donations.”

Randall had replied, “Surely there’s no celebrity bigger than you on Halloween.”

Vivian had adopted her sultry Scream Queen voice. “Now, now, don’t tease me unless you mean it.” They were still teasing Randall about not coming up with a clever reply.

Now, with an hour remaining before they would pick up Vivian for the party, Danica’s team was gathered around her in the warehouse, surrounded by cabinets and crates full of equipment. She began, “I don’t know what we’ll encounter tonight. If everything is on the level, maybe nothing. That’s what I’m hoping for, so I can enjoy myself while you work.”

The others laughed.

Zack replied, “Your outfits for tonight just came in. Be gentle with them. They’re the only ones we have for now. They’re working overtime to create more.”

Each group member had visited a custom clothing shop to be fully scanned so outfits could be constructed for them from a high-tech ballistic fabric. Arthur would complain about the cost, but Danica was willing to have that fight. They couldn’t wear obvious body armor when trying to be subtle, but they still needed protection from bad guys’ bullets.

The crates held several other useful items. Voltaic had come through with the sensor packs, small, thin rectangles that could be attached to the disguised equipment belts they’d procured. From the front, the belt looked completely normal for the outfit when seen under an open jacket. The rest had points where they could add modular clips to hold small items. Danica’s sensor pack was near her lower back, positioned where it wouldn’t interfere with drawing her pistol.

In addition to the sensor pack, Zack had developed two varieties of low-profile grenades, smoke and shock. Her belt held two of each. They’d opted to create those kinds first since it would be foolish to deploy to a party with fragmentation or fire grenades. Danica checked to ensure her potions were where they belonged inside her jacket, the inner pocket opposite the one Jilly usually occupied.

Her contact lenses would allow the sensor pack and Voltaic to feed her images and data, and the tiny earbuds kept her in touch with the team. They also integrated with the sensor unit so she could amplify certain sounds with voice commands.

The others made their gear choices. Those who were staying outside selected things that did more damage. They all carried pistols, and Danica was inordinately miffed that she hadn’t figured out a good way to concealed carry her Asp, which was not made for such things.

The incessant ticking of the clock brought them to the moment. Danica and Jilly portaled to Vivian’s hotel while the others deployed to their positions. Jones was there, as always, looking amped up but posh in his business suit and blue tie. He would be going in at Vivian’s side, as would she. Since they didn’t want to advertise the level of protection around the scream queen, Danica would attend in disguise as Vivian’s assistant.

Maria stepped into the room with her ever-present tablet, smiled at Danica, and handed the tablet over. “I guess you need this if you’re going to pretend to be me. I don’t go anywhere without it.”

Danica accepted it. “I’m sorry you’re not able to go to the party.”

Maria waved the concern away. “I’ve been to plenty of events on plenty of Halloweens. I’ll be happy to sit at home and watch horror movies tonight like a normal person.”

Vivian called, “Only ones starring me, I’m sure.”

Maria dramatically rolled her eyes in her boss’ direction. “I do work on work time.”

Vivian placed a hand on her chest. “You wound me.”

“I’d like to.”

Danica laughed. “Well, at least it shouldn’t be difficult to mimic your attitude. I like the way you think.”

“Do I have to do anything?”

Danica shook her head. “Just stand there.” She reached for her magic and brought it out. Instead of channeling it through her hands as usual, she channeled it through her entire body, pushing it out through her skin. Her features morphed and changed until they perfectly resembled the other woman.

Maria observed, “That’s really freaky.”

Danica replied in the same voice, “I know. When I was a kid, friends and I used to do this to fool our parents.”

The other woman laughed. “I bet they loved that.”

“It only worked until they realized a familial connection existed in the magic of blood relatives that they could use to see through it. Once they figured that out, we could only use it to mess with our teachers.”

Vivian called, “Are you ready, my downtrodden underling?”

Danica fell into her role, walked over, and replied in her most dour and subservient tone, “Yes, ma’am.”

Vivian snorted as she accepted Jones’ hand to rise from the couch. She wore a tight dress that left her shoulders bare but hugged her down to her calves. It was very Morticia Addams, although she wasn’t in costume as anything other than the Scream Queen tonight. Her lips and nails were bright red, her heels were high enough that Danica couldn’t imagine walking in them, and an elaborate ebon web necklace with a jeweled spider pendant at the bottom covered her neck.

Jones asked, “Don’t you think the disguise is overkill?”

Vivian replied, “I trust Danica’s judgment.”

Danica added, “You’re the obvious deterrent. I’m the subtle backup. Between us, hopefully we can keep her safe.”

Jilly sent, What am I then?

The really subtle backup.

Jilly laughed. Jones muttered something as he turned away, and her earpiece amplified it. “Just so you remember who’s in charge.” She chose not to reply because she was quite aware of who was in charge and saw no need to correct his error.

Jones asked, “The rest of your people?”

“Stationed around the perimeter. They’ll make sure nobody tries to crash the party the way they did the movie set.” That was mostly true, although Alex was already at the venue disguised as a member of the catering staff.

Danica would have put Randall in there too since he had a gift for melding in, but Jones had seen him on several occasions at the movie set, and so had dozens of others. Alex was still a relative unknown who hopefully wouldn’t be immediately identified as Vivian’s protector. They could have used magical disguises, but those were inappropriate for the roles they were playing and would be a disaster if discovered.

Vivian asked, “Shall we go?”

Danica opened a portal to the venue and stepped through. The others followed. She took up the assistant’s standard position a few feet behind Vivian as she moved toward the red carpet.

The star-studded event had brought out several A-list celebrities. Cameras flashed, and fans shouted.

The museum hosting the party was normally stately and elegant. A red carpet bordered in orange and black led up to the stairs tonight. The huge T-rex dinosaur statue outside was dressed up like a character from The Nightmare Before Christmas, and ghosts and goblins were projected onto the marble façade. Dramatic, spooky music played from hidden speakers. The atmosphere was perfect for a Halloween celebration.

Jones preceded Vivian down the red carpet. Danica stayed several steps behind so those taking photographs wouldn’t catch her in the frame. Magical disguise or no, the last thing her team needed was some paparazzi jumping the velvet rope to get a clear picture with her in it.

Vivian stopped several times along the walk to sign autographs for fans who had managed to get close. She virtually glowed with appreciation for them and made sure they knew she loved them, one after the next.

The entire trip up the red carpet was a trial for Danica. Her senses were attuned to so many potential threats out in the big, open space filled with people. Her team’s voices in her ear helped keep her sane as each member reported their status in sequence every couple of minutes.

Voltaic kept everyone informed and organized because she had the best view from her drone’s position above and had the power to move assets around. If a decision bigger than that needed to be made and Danica was unreachable because of her role as Vivian’s assistant, Alex was ready to handle whatever needed handling.

They finally entered the huge lobby, which had also been transformed for Halloween. Pumpkins were everywhere, carved into amazingly ornate designs. Flickering torches were set all around to cast shadows around the room but radiated no heat since the flames were illusory.

Magic was a fundamental part of the event, as announced on the invitation, which had inspired her disguise. Many celebrities had magical augments on their costumes, and the museum staff were all impersonating the ghosts of famous figures. A spell made them glow and seem slightly transparent.

Among the costumes, which ranged from gory to garish to gorgeous, Vivian was a classic beauty in her dark sheath, gliding from place to place, trading kisses or hugs with the various celebrities in attendance. It was clear that Halloween was her holiday, and everyone seemed to recognize and respect it.

Danica’s mind was jolted back to the practical as another round of verifications sounded over the headset. Everyone outside was still fine.

Voltaic advised, “I’m in the internal cameras. Nothing exciting to see except for Alex. You look good in that uniform.”

Alex murmured, “I look good in everything. We’re about to start bringing out the food. Say, ten minutes.”

Danica shared that information with Vivian and Jones. Vivian smiled and replied in her sexy Scream Queen voice, “Wonderful. I’m very hungry.”

A man in an ill-fitting suit bustled up. “Ms. Beck. I’m from Celebcrush. We’re doing interviews with all the guests, and we wondered if you could share five minutes with us.”

“Of course.” Vivian didn’t check with her or Jones. They’d been told that this interview was part of the cost of the donation her charity would get.

Jones trailed the man by a few feet, leading them. They reached a closed door, and the man put his ear to it, opened it, and stepped through. Jones followed, and a moment later another celebrity came out. Vivian greeted the woman, and they exchanged a few friendly words interspersed with laughter. Then Jones stepped out of the room and nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on things out here.”

That was the plan they’d agreed on, although he hadn’t been too happy about it. Danica followed Vivian through the door. As she crossed the threshold a step behind Vivian, Danica felt the sudden sensation of falling. She grabbed the other woman and threw a shield around them both, but things steadied a moment later. Her heart hadn’t had time to slow down before she realized they weren’t where they were supposed to be.

They were supposed to be in an interview room. She’d seen it, along with the lighting equipment, camera, host, and the chair for the guest. It was gone, replaced by a dusty living room that would’ve been in fashion maybe a century before. She turned to the door behind them and tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

Vivian asked, “What the hell?”

“Not sure, but don’t panic.” Danica lifted her hand and waved it to summon a portal. The normal glow appeared, then sparked and vanished before it could come fully into being. She stated over the comm, “We have trouble. Anyone there?”

When no response came, Danica told Vivian, “I think we might be in trouble.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Moriarty stood calmly near the center of a room that hummed with activity. Behind him were racks of equipment with lights that flashed and fans that whirred. In front of him was a floating holographic image. It showed the room of his haunted house that Vivian and her companion had entered.

A curved desk filled with technicians operating various functions inside the house was on the far side of the image. He could see their monitors through the hologram if he chose to refocus his eyes but preferred attending to the largest image.

Beside him, Solene observed, “Going as planned, so far.”

Moriarty nodded and gently tapped his cane on the floor. He wore a dark suit with appropriate accessories and prosthetic elements to hide his identity. Atop that was a magical disguise.

The technicians were hirelings acquired by Solene, so he would not trust them with his identity. Even within his closest circle, those who knew his true features could be numbered on one hand. “It’s unfortunate we couldn’t spring Winters from the authorities for this, but I guess we’ll have to content ourselves with Vivian and Danica.”

A note of surprise entered Solene’s voice. “That’s not her assistant?”

Moriarty laughed. He enjoyed being the smartest one in the room and almost always was. “Almost certainly not. Spellbound wouldn’t have left their client without close protection and would have been aware the man from the studio couldn’t go everywhere Vivian might need to.” He raised his voice. “Hit the pulse.”

Across the room, one of the techs pressed a button as Moriarty watched the floating image of the living room and its unwilling occupants.
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Danica felt a familiar wave of loss as a ripple of anti-magic spread through the house. It was a surprise that it didn’t stay. She’d never encountered a use of anti-magic that wasn’t an on-or-off proposition. The brief exposure was enough to dissipate her shields and evaporate her disguise. She snarled, “That’s going to be a problem,” as she reestablished the shields.

Vivian asked, “Anti-magic?”

Danica nodded. “Guess that whole ‘magic permitted’ thing wasn’t completely honest.”

The other woman snorted. “As honest as any other part of this is. I wonder if anyone’s noticed we’re missing.”

“Jones has. I’m sure Alex has by now, too.”

“So the cavalry will be on their way eventually, assuming they can find us. What’s the plan?”

Danica was impressed with Vivian’s resilience. “Seems like just sitting here is asking for trouble. If someone went to this amount of effort to create a trap for you, it probably has ways to motivate you to move. We should do it of our own volition before we’re forced to by something nasty.”

Danica considered whether to draw her pistol. If she’d designed a trap like this, she’d probably want to encourage those inside it to expend their resources as quickly as possible. She only had one extra magazine, so wasting bullets would be foolish until she encountered something she couldn’t handle without them. But being unarmed wasn’t smart either. Once again, she mourned the absence of her Asp.

A glance around the room for options resulted in her gaze settling on a tall, shallow table with fairly solid-looking legs. She flipped it over and threaded magic into her muscles to rip off two of the legs. She handed one to Vivian.

Vivian scowled down at the object in her hands. “Really?”

“Think of it like a movie prop. Anyone threatens you, smack ’em in the head until they stop.”

Vivian shook her head with a rueful smile. “All the years of dance, gymnastics, and martial arts, and my life comes down to a stick.”

“The stick is an add-on to the skills. Don’t forget, we have some tricks up our sleeve, too.” She patted her jacket at the spot where Jilly’s pocket lay. She’d reminded the dragon to keep a low profile unless she was called upon, and even with the location change, Jilly was obeying the command.

Awareness dawned in Vivian’s eyes. “All right. Let the stick bashing commence.”

Danica pointed her stick toward the pocket doors that led from the room. They were the only exit other than the non-functional door they’d come through, which told her they were probably in a maze. In a normal house, this room should have had a staircase, maybe, or a hallway, but none were visible.

She used her magic to slide the doors apart. The opening revealed a dining table with a tall cabinet full of china behind it and some truly horrendous wallpaper. It all looked old. Seated in the chairs positioned around the table so none had their backs to Danica’s entrance were apparitions, for want of a better word. The translucent figures glowed slightly and wore clothes appropriate to the house’s age. They seemed to be arguing, based on expressions and pointing fingers, but she couldn’t make out any words.

“Ghosts?” Vivian’s voice held a mix of fear and interest.

Danica’s sensor pack had already found the source of the apparitions and showed it to her in her lenses. “No. Projectors in the corners. They’re holograms.” Danica didn’t advance into the room. It seemed illogical for this to be in front of them. She couldn’t imagine its purpose other than to set the tone of mystery for the adventure they’d involuntarily undertaken. Then one of the projections smiled at them.

“Welcome to our home, Scream Queen.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice.

Vivian snapped, “Normally one invites rather than kidnaps.”

The illusion laughed. “We didn’t think you would accept an invitation, and we so wanted your company on this of all nights.”

“Why?”

His smile widened. “To give your fans an exclusive look at your most horrible demise yet.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Why, we’re creating the best kind of horror film ever. A real one.” He stood, and the other apparitions vanished, leaving him somehow more substantial. His face was partially flesh, partially skull, and his single eye burned with what looked like madness to Danica. “When it’s over, we’ll sell copies to your fans. This horrible death will be your legacy, and everyone who thinks about you for all eternity will have their stomachs turned.”

Vivian had moved fully into anger. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because it’s amusing. Because you’ve earned it, perhaps, or at least some people think you have.”

Jilly spoke in Danica’s head. Paris Winters.

Danica sent, Maybe. This seems rather complicated for what we know about her.

Vivian retorted, “I clawed my way up from nothing in Hollywood to what I am today. Your stupid haunted house doesn’t scare me.”

The figure laughed again and promised, “Oh, but it will.”

Vivian stepped forward with her club raised as he vanished from sight, but Danica stopped her.

“Hold on.” She created illusions of them both and prepared to send them through the opening. Before she could, another anti-magic pulse ripped that away. She snarled a curse and reapplied their shields, which didn’t trigger the magic-killing reflex. “All right. When we go in, you look left. I’ll look right.” She sent to Jilly, Only come out if it seems like I’m in big trouble or I call for you. You’re my ace in the hole.

The dragon replied, Got it.

Danica stepped through at the same time as Vivian. Her gaze tracked to the right but found nothing. Vivian’s gasp caused her head to snap around.

A man stood in the corner with a shotgun leveled at Vivian. He smiled. “So long, Scream Queen.”

Before he’d finished the sentence, Danica had grabbed Vivian’s hand and spun her, switching positions so her back faced the man with the shotgun. The weapon barked loudly, but her shields kept anything from penetrating.

She spun and hit him with an angry blast of force magic. It lifted him and slammed him back against the wall. He landed on his feet in a daze with the shotgun somehow still in his grasp, so she grabbed the barrel with her left hand and slammed her table leg into the nerve bundle in his arm with her right. His fingers spasmed and she ripped the shotgun free, then slammed another blast of force magic into him. His leg broke at the impact, and he fell with a howl.

Danica checked the shotgun. “Only one round left. It’s like whoever is behind this knew we might take it from him.” She knelt, grabbed his shirt, and pulled his face close to hers. “Who is it? Tell me.”

He managed a smile, then opened his mouth, bit down on something with a crunch, and immediately went limp.

She checked his vital signs and found breath and a pulse, but he was unconscious. She snarled, “Damn.”
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Moriarty laughed as he watched Danica stand and claim the shotgun again. He clapped. “Well done, Danica and Vivian. I can see this is going to be a pleasure.”

Beside him, Solene replied, “Yeah, I didn’t have much hope for that guy.”

He shrugged. “Nor did I. But of course, that was the easiest challenge. Just a warm-up, at best. I can’t wait to see how they handle the rest.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ashort corridor led from one side of the dining room into the kitchen with a thinner-than-average door on the right-hand side. Danica stopped before crossing in front of it, ensured Vivian was behind her, and used magic to open it. Nothing happened, so she peered around the corner and looked inside. It appeared to be a small, empty pantry.

Vivian ignored her instructions and stepped past Danica to look for herself. Her face fell. “A pantry. Wonder if there’s a secret door inside or something.” Vivian tried to take a step forward, but Danica dropped the shotgun down to horizontal to block Vivian’s path and used it to push her backward.

“We need to get smarter about things here. Letting that dude get the drop on us was an amateur mistake on my part.” She created a wall of force between them and the small closet, then opened a tiny hole and sent another burst of force through it.

It thumped on the floor like someone taking a step inside. With a shocking crash, a heavy metal cage slammed down from above. Loud snaps sounded as pistons drove into the walls to hold it in place.

Vivian barked, “Bloody hell!”

Danica’s alarm at the event expressed itself in a laugh. “You’re not British.”

The other woman managed a half-smile. “You have to admit it’s a good catchphrase for a horror movie actress.”

“You really like what you do, don’t you?”

This time Vivian’s smile came out fully. “Usually, I love it.” The expression fell back to neutral. “Today, less.” She stared at the cage. “Do you think it was only meant to capture me?”

Danica considered telling a reassuring lie but didn’t. “No. Based on the first threat being a shotgun, I think they want you dead, and I think they want it to be plenty memorable.” She didn’t mention that the shotgun shells had struck low like the man was aiming for legs. Vivian didn’t need that information.

The scream queen swallowed hard. “A memorable death would be a fitting end to my career, I guess.”

“It would not. You’ve got a lot of career left.” She closed the door, then repeated the force blast test on the kitchen floor in several locations to no effect. “Looks safe.”

“If you say so. I have my smacking stick ready, just in case.”

Danica gripped the shotgun in both hands and cautiously moved into the kitchen. She checked the corners for trouble but found none. She had just decided that things were okay when massive clangs announced a steel barrier falling to cover the entrance to the room behind them. Danica scanned for another way out but saw none.

Vivian screamed, not like when she was acting, but a true bellow of visceral fear. Danica whipped her head around to see snakes slithering out of recesses in the bottoms of the lower cabinets. A moment later, spiders poured out from the upper ones.

Danica reinforced the shields around them, then flicked her fingers to slam one of the cabinet doors closed on several. Another wave of anti-magic fluttered through the house, and she cursed as she reestablished the shields.

Vivian smashed any that got close to her with the table leg but was now back-to-back with Danica. “They’re getting closer.”

Danica growled, “Stay away from them.”

“I’m trying, Captain Obvious.”

When the next wave of anti-magic removed the shields again, she and Vivian had to climb on the kitchen island to evade a surge of wriggling creatures. They stomped on spiders as they reached the surface, and Vivian used her improvised club to knock snakes away while Danica did the same with the shotgun’s barrel.

Danica had been analyzing the magic pulses in the back of her head and thought some or all of them might be timed rather than triggered. If she was right, they had several more seconds before the next one arrived. She flicked her fingers and turned on the burners on the gas stove, then used a quick burst of frost magic to extinguish the flame. Gas continued to flow out.

Vivian shouted, “What are you doing?”

Danica snarled, “Trying to fix this.” After the anti-magic rippled through again, she wrapped double shields around herself and Vivian and immediately shot fire at the stove.

The gas that had spread through the room flared up all at once. Snakes and spiders burned. She used her magic to flip off the burners, jumped down from the table, and moved through the room, stomping on the critters that remained in motion.

A moment later, the hiss of gas came again. Vivian scowled at her. “Don’t do that.”

Danica shook her head. “I’m not doing that.”

Vivian ran to the stove and turned the knobs, but it didn’t stop the hiss of escaping gas. Danica flipped her sensor pack through different detection modes and stared at the walls. She found a spot where a door used to be that had been boarded over but was less sturdy than the rest of the wall. She risked a shot with the shotgun and was rewarded with pellets slamming through the wall and weakening. Fortunately, the flash didn’t set off the gas.

Danica shouted, “Follow me.” She wrapped herself in more shields and slammed through the wall with magic-aided speed. She stumbled and fell onto a covered porch. Vivian hurried out a second later. Danica rolled onto her back and groaned. “At least we didn’t get burned.”

A deep voice with a touch of a Southern accent replied, “Out of the frying pan into the fire, as they say. Get up slowly.”

Danica sat up to see a man with an identical shotgun to the one she’d dropped in the other room pointed at Vivian. Her companion raised her hands. Danica rose as slowly and unthreateningly as possible. “You don’t want to do this.”

He smiled. “Oh, but I do.” He looked like a movie rendition of a cowboy with a thick brown mustache, crinkled eyes, and a craggy face. A Stetson covered his head, and he wore a flannel shirt, blue jeans, and what looked like snakeskin boots. She would have thought he was friendly if not for the gun.

As she straightened, he warned, “No magic, now.” He reached over and flicked a switch on the wall beside him. Anti-magic activated and stole her magic away.

She had moved to partially cover Vivian, but he shook his head. “None of that. You can survive this experience. She can’t. Move apart from one another now, or I’ll be forced to shoot you both.”

Danica moved as he spoke. She reached into the back of her outfit and pulled the hidden hood over the back of her head. Next, she obeyed his instruction to move, but not how he wanted. She twisted as she jumped in his direction so her back faced him and tried to present the biggest possible target.

The feel of the shotgun pellets slamming into her back was like taking an enormous punch. The ballistic cloth didn’t let anything penetrate, but she imagined her back would be one solid bruise at the end of the day, which was an acceptable outcome. She slammed into him, and the chair he sat in went over backward. When they landed, she kneed him in the chest, then kicked the shotgun out of the way and landed a fist on his nose. It broke with a satisfying crunch.

He tried to fight back, but she had the advantage of surprise and skill. It only took a few moments before she subdued him. His left hand cradled his broken right arm and his knees drawn up to his chest kept her from hitting him there again. She tried to roll him over and got him far enough to see him bite a capsule like the first one had. He went limp. Danica cursed and stood.

Vivian stepped up beside her. “Thank you.”

Danica shook her head. “Don’t thank me. I need to quit being an idiot. He might’ve shot you.”

“You’re bleeding.” Vivian pointed.

Danica looked down at her wrist, which must have been hit by one of the pellets. She reached for the small medical kit on her belt, fished out a bandage, and slapped it on. “Are you okay?” She visually searched the other woman for signs of injury.

“Yes.” Vivian’s voice quivered. “Are we going to live through this?”

Danica picked up the shotgun and checked it. It also had an extra round. She leaned the barrel on her shoulder. “We most definitely are. Then we’ll find out who’s behind this little adventure and make sure they pay. Maybe we’ll record that and sell it to your fans.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Moriarty raised an eyebrow at the hologram. He’d remained speechless while Danica and Vivian had faced off with the shotgun wielder on the back porch. From the way the man had the drop on them at the start, he’d thought that would be the end of one or the other, but they’d again shown undeniable skill and ability. “Innovative solution to the kitchen.”

Solene chuckled. “Destructive, I’d call it.”

“Danica does appear to veer toward violence. I certainly can’t fault that. Hypocrisy is not my thing.”

“Our people turning the gas trick around on her after she used it was clever. So far, it’s all going to plan. The recording will definitely entertain the masses.”

Moriarty nodded. “Yes. The next few encounters should be quite interesting. Remind our magicals they better not let their control slip.”

Solene nodded. “Will do.”

He raised his voice to address the technicians on the far side of the room. “Make sure all cameras are being recorded. It’s about to get interesting.”
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Danica had called a brief rest to check the shotgun for surprises. Her mind wandered as she did so. At first, she’d believed this adventure was only for Vivian. Now she thought it might have been designed for her or with one of her team in mind. That meant greater danger than she’d assumed at first.

When she was confident the gun would fire as it should, she pointed it at the door that had appeared after their fight. “No point going backward. I certainly don’t need to see any more spiders or snakes.”

Vivian nodded. She’d used the pause in the action to rip off the bottom of her dress. It stopped at her knees, and she’d wrapped the extra fabric around her neck like a scarf. It suited her even more than the original look had.

Danica used her magic to open the door after setting up several shield walls in case something flew out. It revealed a staircase, and she frowned at it. “The stairs shouldn’t be here.”

Vivian agreed. “It doesn’t make sense. They extend outside the first floor. Weird design.”

Danica stood. “Clearly, they pulled out all the stops to prepare this place for us. Well, for you.”

“They must’ve known I’d have help.”

“Yeah, I think so. One more reason to be extra careful.”

Vivian waved her table leg. “When we get out of this, I’m going to punch Paris Winters right in the mouth.”

Danica laughed. “That’s the kind of attitude I like to see. Love what you’ve done with the dress, by the way.”

Vivian used her Scream Queen voice. “It’s rather sexy, isn’t it? The men will just be dying for it.”

Danica snorted. “Yeah, let’s go help them along with that, shall we?” She led the way up the stairs, placing a force step atop each normal step as they took it in case the entire staircase suddenly vanished beneath them. She was done with confidence. From here on out, she was treating the place like a deathtrap designed specifically for her. She sent to Jilly, I’m so glad you’re here with us.

The dragon replied, Me too. I wish you’d let me help.

We might only get one chance to surprise the bad guys with you. It has to count.

I hate it when you use logic. Let me bite something.

Danica chuckled. In time. The staircase led to a short hallway that offered three doors, one to each side and one straight ahead, and nothing more. Each had a number—one, two, and three. “So, if I were an evil bastard who’d created a trap for a movie star, I’d make it so we couldn’t open more than one door at a time and the door couldn’t close until we’d dealt with whatever was inside.”

“Which means we can’t check them all and choose the safest.”

“Right on. Which number do you like?”

Vivian used the Scream Queen voice again. “Three is such a lovely number.”

Danica choked on a laugh. “Stop. I need to focus here.”

Vivian grinned. “You’re so easy. And you blush so quickly.”

“Don’t tell anybody about the first, and to the second, no I don’t.”

Vivian raised an eyebrow. “I see what you did there.”

Danica stood poised in front of the door. “All right. Get your stick ready.” She raised the shotgun, then flicked the fingers of her supporting hand to open the door. It swung free, and a magical vortex pulled them into the room against their will. The door slammed shut behind them.

Danica looked up into one of six glowing yellow eyes. The creature that possessed them was a huge dog with three heads, each snarling at her. Saliva dripped from its overabundant fangs. Danica considered pulling the trigger, but even if she shot one of the heads, it wouldn’t do any good since two more would remain and she’d be out of shells.

Vivian shouted, “Fluffy!”

Danica rolled her eyes and held up a soothing hand as the dog growled. “Or, for the more literary inclined, Cerberus.” She recalled the trick she’d pulled on the gunmen outside the diner and let the shotgun fall to the floor, covered in a force shield so it wouldn’t go off. Then she created ropes of force magic and threw them at the beast.

The first one closed cleanly around a muzzle, and she yanked it tight. The second didn’t hit quite as cleanly but still held, and she pulled it tight as well.

The third one missed because the beast had time to react. It swiped at her with a paw and slammed her into the wall six feet behind her. Her force shield absorbed most of the impact, but it was still enough to cross her eyes. She threw out several more lines of force magic and managed to snag the third mouth. She muttered, “Damn. Forgot about the paws.”

Jilly sent, Now?

No. She shouted, “Watch the paws!”

Vivian was already ducking and scrambling away from the thing. “Too late.”

She got two more force lines out and wrapped around the front paws, then waved both arms like a conductor as she wove additional force bands from foot to foot. Then she wove more up to the line holding the heads, then around to the back feet. When it was all organized, she yanked, and the creature flopped down on its side, neatly hogtied.

Vivian stepped up and poked it on a nose with her stick. “You stay there, Fluffy.”

Danica shook her head in annoyance. “I mean, I thought this place would suck, but a literal hound of hell? That’s a lot.”

“What now?”

“Sing a lullaby.”

The other woman scowled. “Seriously?”

Danica shrugged. “It worked in the movies.”

Vivian began to sing, and Danica was struck by the beauty that came from her mouth. It was a Celtic-sounding song, bringing Enya and Clannad to mind, and after a minute of it, the three-headed hound was snoring. Danica chuckled. “I didn’t think that would work.”

Vivian replied in an annoyed whisper, “Well, then why did you tell me to do it?”

“For fun’s sake?”

Vivian raised her stick and took a step toward Danica. “I am going to bash you so hard when we’re out of here.”

“I look forward to it.” The door creaked open. “I guess we’re good to go on.”

“Do you think that’s the worst of the three doors?”

“Probably only if we’re counting numbers of heads.” Danica stared at the wall for a moment, thinking.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to try something. Stand over there by the door.” When Vivian had complied, Danica let her magic build for a moment, then hurled a force blast at what she thought was the exterior wall.

It rebounded, smashed into her, and sent her flying. She slammed into the opposite wall and slid down it, saved by the force shields she’d placed around herself. It took her a moment to recover from the sudden impact. “Man. Glad I didn’t use full strength.”

Vivian was at her side, grabbing her arm to help her up. “What happened?”

Danica stood with a groan. “Bounce back. They specifically shielded the walls with their magic to amplify and redirect anything that hit them. It’s a sophisticated technique. I’ve never done it, but I’ve heard about it being done in banks, military installations, and such.” She shook her head to clear it. “Whoever is behind this is talented.”

The other woman growled, “Fantastic.”

“What? Aren’t you having fun?”

“No. I don’t think I’ll have fun again until we’re out of here and I’m beating Winters with this stick.” She demonstrated with a few swings. “All right. What’s next?”

“Let’s see what’s behind door number two.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Danica put an ear to the second door but heard nothing of use. She created a force wall in front of her to ensure they didn’t get sucked in again, but an almost instant wave of anti-magic knocked it down. She frowned. “That felt different.”

“What do you mean?”

“The other blasts of anti-magic felt like they were everywhere. That one seemed really focused.”

“Maybe whatever’s behind the door is magic? Fluffy certainly was.”

“When we get out of here, I’m buying you a book on mythology.”

Vivian tilted her head. “Why?”

“You’ll see. Trust me, you’ll love it. It fits right in with your character.”

Vivian adopted the Scream Queen voice. “Delicious, darling.”

“Brace yourself.” Danica used magic to open the door, and their opponent’s magic pulled them inside as the door slammed shut behind them. The simulation inside the room was instantly recognizable and drew a groan from Danica.

The pattern on the carpet beneath her feet was an almost mind-numbing geometry of orange, black, and gold hexagons. Forlorn blue flowers covered the walls. Twin red-painted elevators at the end of the hallway had dark wood frames. This wasn’t about a sea of blood, though. Transplanted into the scene were a pair of twin girls in soft blue dresses with white bows at their waists.

They smiled and spoke simultaneously. “Come and play with us, Vivian.”

Vivian observed, “The Shining.”

Danica confirmed, “A variation on it, for sure.”

“What do we do?”

“Based on the rest of this house? I’m guessing we fight them.”

“Pretty pessimistic. Let me try something.” Vivian shifted her attention to them. “Hello, darlings. May we pass?”

In the moment before they charged, they replied together, “No. But you may die.”

Danica lifted the shotgun. “Nice try.” She aimed at the one coming toward Vivian and pulled the trigger. A transparent wall appeared suddenly to divide the room into two with Danica and one twin on one side and Vivian and the other beyond the barrier. Her pellets hit the wall and dissipated.

Danica called, “Defend yourself!” She threw lightning at the wall in the desperate hope that some of it would get through, but it sizzled out as if it had never existed. The back of her mind registered that she had to be fighting other magicals.

Given how easily they were turning away her attacks, it was more than one. She was strong and could handle herself evenly against any singular opponent. She wished again for her Asp and considered pulling out her pistol. By the time she decided to, her foe was right in her face.

Danica noted the twin’s arm swing up and raised hers in a high block. It stopped the chef’s knife an inch from her eye. She shouted, “Knives, watch out!”
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Vivian had almost panicked when the wall went up. Being here with Danica was bad, but being separated was much worse. Since she could do nothing to fix that, she gripped her table leg in two hands and waited for the little girl to reach her. She had played on baseball teams as a little kid and always loved the feel of a swing that transformed body mechanics into a solid hit. Since then, she’d trained in disciplines that gave her great control over her body.

She judged the distance between them and wound up, raising the bat over her shoulder and twisting her body away from her target. Suddenly, the twin leapt forward, covering six feet in the blink of an eye. Vivian’s muscles fired without conscious instruction.

She spotted the knife coming down while in mid-swing. Again, the adjustment didn’t require thought. Her back leg bent to change the arc of her swing. What would’ve been a straight horizontal shot instead came up at a diagonal, intersected the knife on its way down, and knocked it out of the child’s hand.

Vivian halted the follow-through and whipped the bat in the other direction. It caught the twin in mid-leap but had little behind it and only knocked the little demon off-target to the side. Vivian ran forward several steps and turned. The child looked at her, then at the knife on the floor, then back at her. She ran straight at her, but Vivian saw the deception for what it was.

At the last minute, the twin surged to the side to try to get the knife. Vivian’s swing connected with the child’s face, which exploded into shards like a porcelain doll. The rest of her body shuddered and jerked, then fell sideways. Vivian spotted a metal spine coming out of it. She yelled, “They’re robots!”
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Danica blinked in surprise. Robots manipulated by magic would explain a lot. It also jogged her into remembering that she was carrying grenades, not something she did on a regular basis. She had just dodged an attack and ran down the length of the hallway to get some distance. She skidded to a stop and turned to see the twin charging after her.

Danica grabbed the stun grenade, primed it, and tossed it underhanded at the perfect moment. It detonated before it reached the twin and covered it in electricity. The figure stuttered, smoked, and fell.

Danica blasted it with lightning to finish it off, but her spell was intercepted. She muttered, “Damn magicals better not let me get my hands on them.” The game had rules where tech was okay but magical attacks weren’t, but they seemed inconsistent.

She retrieved the twin’s knife and used it to disable the robot so it couldn’t get back up. When she finished, the barrier separating her from Vivian vanished. The other woman had a matching knife in one hand and her stick in the other. Danica asked, “You okay?”

Vivian nodded. “Just fine. But I swear to high heaven, if I don’t get the chance to deliver some payback about this, I’m going to be ticked.”

“Doesn’t seem very scream queen of you.”

The voice again. “Darling, I’m well acquainted with poisons and the use thereof.”

Danica shook her head with a grin. “All right. I’m guessing door number one is the worst.”

“Then there’s no reason to delay.” Vivian marched through the open door.

Danica hurried to catch up. She pulled her energy potion from her pocket and drank it before entering. Magic surged through her, and she used it to pump extra energy into her muscles and amp up her senses. Her external magic had been blocked on a seemingly random basis, but nothing short of an anti-magic pulse would counter those internal efforts.

Vivian stopped and nodded, and Danica opened the door. Red light from a glowing patch on the ceiling bathed the room they got sucked into. Torches adorned the stone walls. It had a faint musty smell, like algae and dampness. Danica’s skin prickled with the cold. Everything around was stone, she realized, including the ceiling overhead and the blocks underfoot. Mist obscured part of the room.

Carpet the color of fresh blood led forward from their position. With each step, the mist before them retreated until it revealed what awaited at the end of the space. Stairs led up onto a dais, and on a throne made of skeleton bones sat an ominous figure that drew a soft curse from Vivian. He wore black leather, but his face was pale as death and divided into sections by the many needles sticking out. His voice was simultaneously elegant and grating as he declared, “Welcome to your nightmare.”

Vivian’s voice cracked as she countered, “That’s Freddie’s line, Pinhead.”

He laughed, and it echoed throughout the chamber. “You may refer to me as The Hell Priest, mortal.”

Danica replied, “I think we’ll call you defeated.” She sent a blast of fire at him. He raised a hand. Shadow magic emerged from his palm, engulfed the flames, and snuffed them out.

“Your magic will avail you nothing, for you’re in my domain, and I make the rules here.”

Danica tried force magic but was again defeated. She sent to Jilly, I’m going to charge him. You protect Vivian.

The dragon argued, You should let me take him.

I’m not sure I can counter what he might do. The moment I try to use magic that might work, someone will shut it down. But your magic should be enough. Keep her safe, Jilly.

If you get hurt, I won’t forgive you.

Danica grinned at the dragon’s words despite their truth. I understand. I’ll do my best not to. Ready?

The dragon’s mental voice changed. It was as focused a tone as Danica had ever heard from her. Ready.

Go. Danica ran forward, adding force shields to herself and throwing every other kind of magic she had one after the next at Pinhead. He rose and stalked down his stairs toward her, easily intercepting each attack she tried. His arrogant and condescending smile was an invitation to combat. A scream from behind made Danica flinch, but she fought the instinct to turn and help and instead kept on toward her foe.
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Jilly flashed out of Danica’s pocket as she started to move and flew toward Vivian. The woman stood in a defensive posture with her stick raised, but her expression showed she had no idea what to do.

A scream escaped her as a large chain with a hook on its end shot out of the wall toward her. She spun and shoved the table leg in the way. The chain stabbed into it and yanked it away. The weapon splintered into kindling when it hit the wall.

Jilly snarled and flew toward the next chain as it came from the opposite wall. She shouted, “Down,” and the chain missed Vivian. Jilly grabbed it in her claws and tried to tear it out of the wall, but the force was too great. It jerked her toward the wall. She let go and flew a loop back toward Vivian. Another chain was already coming out, and it sank into her leg.

Vivian screamed as blood splashed. Jilly snarled again and breathed on the chain as it attempted to retract. Frost covered it, and Jilly slammed into it with her mouth open, biting down. The upper part of the link shattered under her strong jaws, and when the chain pulled, the bottom part also broke.

The actress lay on the floor sobbing and didn’t see the next chain coming. Jilly did. She breathed frost on it and slammed into it. The force shield Danica still had around her body protected her as the link shattered. She sent, Vivian is bleeding. You need to finish this quickly. She accompanied the words with a mental image of how she’d defeated the chains.
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Because of Jilly’s warning, Danica was ready when the chain shot out from the wall. She spun, covered it with frost magic, and slammed her force-covered forearm through it. It snapped. Pinhead flinched again, as he had several times before, which told her that hurting the chains hurt him. She dashed full speed at him, ignoring the chains in her desire to get this over with and hoping her force shields would hold.

They didn’t. One of the chains snagged her arm but failed to get purchase. As it retracted, it ripped a bloody gash from her wrist to her shoulder. She ignored the pain and the damage, drew upon all her magical speed and strength, and leapt.

Layers of frost magic formed around her and the next chain broke as it struck them. A wave of something dispelled her shields a moment later, but now she was close enough.

Her two-handed grip on the knife was secure as she drove it down at Pinhead’s throat. He raised his arm to block, but her magical momentum was so strong that she broke through the hasty effort with ease. The knife sank in fully, and he sputtered, sparked, and died.

She landed hard, snapping a rib, then forced herself into a run toward Vivian. She checked the woman’s leg and reached into her medkit for bandages. She wrapped it up, then pulled out a small syringe, pressed it against Vivian’s skin above the knee, and pressed the button. The woman sagged as the painkiller took effect.

Jilly warned, “You’re bleeding.”

Danica replied, “Only for the moment.” She pulled out her healing potion, downed it, and grimaced as her skin knitted together and her rib repaired. She wanted to slump on the floor and rest but couldn’t risk it. A door had appeared on the far side of the room, rather than the one they’d come through opening again. She asked Vivian, “Can you go on?”

The other woman pulled herself into a sitting position and stared down at her leg. “It’s numb. I can’t be sure it’ll hold me.”

Danica nodded. “Enjoy the numbness. It’s going to hurt a lot when it wears off.” She created a cane out of force magic and gave it to Vivian. “Use this. Don’t trust the leg unless you have to. Do your best to keep weight off it.”

Vivian laughed. “Not crutches?”

“No. You need your other hand for the knife.”

She returned the weapon to Vivian, who observed, “I’m not going to be much use.”

“You’ve been fine, and you’ll be fine. Besides, Jilly’s in the fight now.”

The dragon landed on the head of the force cane. “Nothing will hurt you again. You have my word.”

Vivian pushed herself to her feet with obvious effort. “All right. Let’s get this over with then.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Moriarty scowled at the hologram. Solene remarked, “You thought this might happen. That’s why you set up the stuff in the basement.”

He searched for calm but only managed to find enough to soften his snarl to a complaint. “The top floor magicals would be wise to never let me encounter them again. They should have been able to take out Grey, at least.”

“The dragon was unexpected.”

He forced himself into stillness when all he wanted was to scream his annoyance at the world. His voice was strained. “It shouldn’t have been. We knew it existed.” He let out his anger in a long sigh. “You’re right, of course. None of this is particularly unexpected. I think I’m disappointed because I’d so hoped it would be Vivian and Winters.”

She gestured at the hologram, where their captives moved across the room. “Understandable. But they’ll have to be something pretty special to get out of the basement alive. It was smart, giving them a place to rest.”

The comment made him laugh and banished his moodiness. “You’re right. This should be a good show.”
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Danica flicked her fingers to open the door. Beyond it was a shining silver metal slide. She grimaced at it. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything that looks like as bad an idea as that does.”

Vivian stepped up beside her. “Well, it’ll be easier on my leg.”

Jilly landed on Danica’s shoulder. “That’s looking on the bright side. I’ll go first.” The dragon jumped down, hit the slide, and whooshed out of sight. Danica’s frantic grab for her missed badly.

Vivian laughed. “I guess when things are this bad, all you can do is jump in feet first. I’m next.” She threw herself onto the slide as gently as she could.

Danica shook her head at the empty room. “Why are all my friends insane?” Then she jumped onto the slide. She used force magic to control her speed and stopped before she slammed into Vivian, who was perched on the end of the slide with Jilly sitting on her shoulder.

Danica climbed off so she didn’t disturb her companions and looked around. “Another dungeon. Lovely.” It had the same kind of stonework as the room above with identical torches on the walls.

Vivian replied in a dark tone, “Not completely the same.”

Danica turned and followed the other woman’s gaze. Beyond her, two pits of a suspiciously familiar size and shape had been dug into the stone. A pair of headstones confirmed their purpose. One read Vivian “Scream Queen” Beck, and the other read Danica Grey. Under her stone was added “Failure,” and under Vivian’s was “Failed.”

Danica growled, “Someone thinks they’re clever.”

Vivian’s voice was almost ghostly. “Danica...how?”

Danica talked the other woman through her shock. “They must’ve done it after we got in. We’ve been here a while, and magic would’ve made it easy. I wonder if they were planning for two all along, maybe? Had the holes dug?”

“Winters? Someone framing her?”

“Maybe. But if she had something to do with the other attacks and this was also for her, it means something else is going on that we don’t know about yet.”

Vivian used the cane to lever herself up. “I think I’m ready for the wrap call on this year.”

Danica looked at her. She was paler than she should be, which meant they needed to get a move on. “You and me both. I’ll take the lead. You stay close behind me.”

Danica topped off the magic shields and her enhanced senses, strength, and speed. The things above had been nasty. This meant whatever was down here would be horrific, assuming they were nearing the end of the maze as the graves suggested. She walked for several moments before she realized she had no memory of where she’d come from and no sense of how big the space was. “Jilly, does something seem weird here to you?”

The dragon replied, “No.”

“How long have we been walking?”

“Fifteen seconds or so.”

Danica shook her head. It felt like longer to her. She explained what was going on to Jilly. “I’m going to try to strengthen the connection with us. Maybe you can help keep me grounded.”

“I’ll push too.”

Her head cleared as the connection to Jilly strengthened. Ahead of her, the fog dissipated, and she saw three figures standing beside one another. They stepped forward into a beam of light as if they knew they’d been noticed and had to make the move for dramatic effect.

On the left was Jason Voorhees, wearing his hockey mask and holding a machete. In the middle was Freddy with his striped shirt, stupid hat, and the wicked claws that made him look like a messed-up Wolverine wannabe. Michael Myers was on the right, wearing the lifeless William Shatner mask and holding a chef’s knife. She could almost hear the echoes of their theme songs playing in the background.

Vivian commented, “Quite the appropriate death for the Scream Queen. Bravo to whoever planned this one.”

Danica growled, “None of that.” She didn’t hesitate. Her hand whipped around to the small of her back, drew her pistol, and aimed it at Jason. She pulled the trigger an instant before magic ripped the gun from her grasp.

The bullet went low, and her intended headshot was deflected at chest level by a swipe of the machete. She sent to Jilly, Guard Vivian. They’re probably robots again.

She grabbed a grenade with the hand that wasn’t holding her knife, threw it, and sent its twin along as well. Smoke filled the space. She muttered the command to switch her display to heat sensing and got an unpleasant shock. Her enemies weren’t radiating any heat, neither human nor mechanical. She would’ve called them illusions had the bullet not been deflected.

Danica shifted back to normal vision and sent a wide blast of lightning toward them, figuring if they were robots, that would do some solid damage. Her magic sputtered and vanished yet again. Somewhere nearby, one or more magicals were countering her spells from a hidden location. She hadn’t seen them on thermal either, which meant they couldn’t be in the room. Nothing here made any sense.

She shook her head to clear it. The only things that mattered were the three enemies to defeat and her two allies to protect. She charged forward at the gap between Freddy and Michael.

[image: ]


Jilly didn’t know who the figure in the mask holding the long knife was supposed to be and didn’t care. He had a weapon, Vivian and Danica were in danger, and she’d had enough of this horrible house.

The man moved slowly toward them. Menace radiated from him with every step. She blasted him with lightning, but the magical attack evaporated before it reached him. It didn’t seem like a shield, more like something negating her magic, but the how of it didn’t matter.

Jilly darted at his face, but the machete came up in a wicked defensive slash. She backwinged and barely avoided getting cut. The next slash came fast on the first one’s heels, and she tumbled to the side to evade it. Her frost breath weapon failed to connect, although she was less than a foot away from the man.

She flew around his head, and he twisted to track her, then suddenly ignored her and took another step toward Vivian. That couldn’t be allowed.

Jilly buzzed his face again from behind and clamped her claws onto his ear, tearing it off as she flew by. No blood flowed, which was decidedly weird. Her attention was primarily on the hand holding the machete, so it was a surprise when the other hand came up and slammed into her. Danica’s shield held, but the blow knocked her backward several feet until she could arrest her momentum. The strike hurt, and now she was angry.

That didn’t matter in the face of the fact that he had almost reached Vivian. Jilly flew forward, planning to slam into the back of his head and see if she could topple him over.

Vivian suddenly moved. Jilly could only sort of see the woman because the man was between them, but she laid straight on the floor, shoved the cane forward between his legs, and wrenched herself to the side. Her scream suggested that her leg had stopped being numb, but the move tripped him.

He twisted as he started to go down, which gave Jilly access to his face. She swiped a claw across his eyes, then flew back and bit his neck. Again, less blood flowed than she’d expected.

Despite her diminutive size, she knew a lot about hunting and fighting. She flew down to his feet and severed the tendons attached to the back of his heels. Then she found the ones that made his wrists work and cut through those.

His feet failed him when he tried to stand, and he fell. He started to crawl toward Vivian, but she took her cane and beat his head with it until he stopped moving.

Jilly landed on her shoulder. “Good job.” Then she launched herself toward Danica.
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Danica was doing her best to keep both enemies in front of her. Michael was slower but made wickedly powerful slashes with his knife. They seemed easy to dodge, but if she missed one, that would be it for her.

On the other hand, Freddy was a dervish, shockingly even faster than she was, which meant he was being aided by magic. She dove out of the way of his attack, then spun and rolled as Michael slammed a knife into a gap between stones right beside her head.

Her hand found the other grenade and threw it. Surely, the electricity would take them out if they were robots. If they weren’t, it should at least stun them. It detonated as she rose to her feet. They ignored it completely, and a string of curses ran through her mind, but only one thing came out of her mouth. “Huh?”

Freddy didn’t offer an answer as he ran at her. She was out of ideas and out of tricks. All that remained were her fists and feet. She stepped in as he slashed her and blocked his arm to the side.

His other claws landed a glancing blow on her side as she spun to put her back to his front and whipped her head backward. It slammed into his face, but he didn’t cry out in pain, only let out a muffled sound. She raised her knee to her chest and kicked her foot backward. His knee shattered when the blow struck it. He didn’t cry out in pain. He just collapsed.

His claws slashed her cheek as he went down, but she ignored it.

Jilly shouted, “I’ll finish him off.”

Danica refocused on Michael, who was plodding toward her. She stomped down on Freddy’s hand, then kicked his elbow to break it. Again, he didn’t react with a shout, and she wondered if the fire he’d been in had seared his nerves away.

She stomped toward Michael. He raised the knife, ready to bring it down and impale her. She’d only get one chance at this move, but she’d practiced it many times during her martial arts training. She shifted slightly to her left to ensure it would work properly and waited for him to make his move.

As he slashed down with his right arm, she stepped to the side, brought her right arm up in a circular block, and grabbed his wrist. Her left arm pressed against his elbow to guide it in the correct direction. Her moves redirected the momentum of his stab back toward his body, and he did nothing to stop it as the blade plunged into his stomach. Danica stepped back and kicked the blade to drive it to the hilt.

Michael stared down at it, then began pulling it out. Danica skipped forward, chambered her leg, and delivered a side kick to his knee. The joint didn’t break, but he still fell.

She danced around him once he was on the floor, cutting his feet out from under him whenever he tried to get up and aiming stomps at vital spots. Before long, she’d smashed one of his ankles and broken an elbow.

Suddenly, he stopped moving. Danica panted in relief as a door appeared, and she went to help Vivian up. Vivian asked, “Is that it?”

Danica traded her knife for Jason’s machete. “I sure hope so.” She got her shoulder under Vivian’s to support her, and together, with Jilly on her shoulder, they walked out the door.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Danica pulled the door open with her magic, and moonlight streamed in. She almost sobbed at the sight of trees in the near distance and the grass-covered yard a few feet away. The comm in her ear went active with a prerecorded voice repeating, “Danica, check in. Danica, check in. Danica, check in,” as soon as she crossed the threshold.

She declared, “I’m here.”

Voltaic replied, “Thank heaven. Stand by, I’m informing everyone of your location.”

Jones stepped out of the shadows. “Vivian, thank goodness you’re all right. I’ve been trying to get in, but I couldn’t.”

Vivian asked, “How did you find me?”

“I put a tracker in your shoe. That way I would know where you were at all times.”

Other voices were in Danica’s ear now, distracting her. Voltaic informed her, “You’re in Cleveland. Team’s on the way. Drones on the way.”

She replied, “Jones is here.”

Alex growled, “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

Danica was getting the same vibe. He was on the other side of Vivian, trying to pull her away. Danica countered, “I’ve got her.”

Jones snarled, “You got her into this. This is your fault. Vivian, come with me.”

Vivian replied, “No, I⁠—”

That was all she got out before he yanked her away from Danica. Her leg buckled, and she went to the ground. Jones and Danica were face-to-face. She saw the truth in his eyes. He had a gun in his hand, and it started to move.

In no world could he be fast enough. Danica slammed him with a force blast at the same moment Jilly coated him with electricity. He flew backward to land hard on the ground. Jilly flew with him and continued the barrage. Danica announced with no small amount of satisfaction, “Jones is down.”

Voltaic replied, “Police and ambulance are a minute away.”

Danica sat in the grass beside Vivian, who looked exhausted, and put her arm around the other woman. “We’re good. Help is one minute away.”

Vivian asked, “Do you think Jones was behind this?”

Another sizzle sounded behind them as Jilly blasted him again. Danica laughed. “No. I don’t. He’s not smart enough.”

Vivian managed a laugh. “Good. Good.” She raised her voice. “Hit him once more for me.” A sizzle of lightning answered her.
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Danica spent the rest of the night and half of the next day asleep. Then she visited Vivian in the hospital. The actress had lost a lot of blood and had some damage to the muscles in her leg, but it was nothing permanent. She’d be back on the set in a week, she promised.

Danica had pretended to be enthusiastic about that. Frankly, she wanted to wrap the woman in bubble wrap and keep her in a hotel for a month until she had fully healed. She liked the scream queen and thought maybe she was too bold for her own good.

Happy hour came, and Danica and her team gathered at Revels, along with Voltaic by comm. After their drinks arrived, Derek started the business talk. “Turns out Jones was working freelance, looking for a payday. He’s talking openly, but he doesn’t have much to offer. Contracted via the dark web, doesn’t know who.”

Danica asked, “Do we think it’s Paris Winters?”

Alex replied, “Don’t know. Maybe we should arrange to talk to her.”

Voltaic advised, “That’ll be difficult. She’s out of jail, and all charges have been dropped.”

Randall leaned back, threw up his hands, and demanded, “How the hell did that happen?”

Voltaic replied, “No idea. Money and influence, probably. Also, the weird encryption in the studio data? That was Jones, too.”

Danica drummed her fingers on the table. “Blaming Winters for the whole thing seems hasty. I could see her trying to embarrass Vivian. I can even see her maybe trying to kill Vivian. But I can’t see her having the brainpower to put together that deadly haunted house.”

Everyone was silent as they pondered that. Finally, Alex asked, “So, someone else out there with a vendetta against the scream queen?”

Jilly was sitting in the middle of the table where everyone could admire her. She suggested, “Or us.”

The table was silent for a moment, then Danica’s phone rang. She answered it. “Hello, Arthur.”

“I just heard from Vivian. She said to tell you that you all are the best, she just found out she’ll be shooting again in four days, and she wants you there with her as soon as she’s out of the hospital. She’d like you to handle personal security in addition to the set security. Good work, Danica.”

She laughed tiredly. “You and I are going to have a talk about workload soon.”

He laughed and hung up. To the inquisitive gazes around the table, she added, “Vivian loves us. We’ll be handling all her security while she’s in Cleveland. So, you know, sleep is optional.”

Alex laughed and raised her bottle. “To sleep being optional.” They all clinked glasses.
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Moriarty smiled at Paris Winters, who fidgeted as she sat across the desk from him. He was in the same disguise as during their last meeting.

She stated, “It’s unfortunate you weren’t able to destroy her.”

He lifted his shoulder in a shrug. “It is, I agree. But now there are repercussions.”

She lifted her chin. “Like you’re going to refund my money?”

The first laugh escaped him. The others, he enjoyed. When he finished laughing, he wiped his eyes, which had teared up. “Goodness no. Now, you will do exactly what I say, or I’ll reveal to your family what you tried to do.”

Her mouth formed an O of shock.

“Lest you think you can fix that by speaking out about me… One word about me or my organization outside of the tiny circle of people who know it, and you and your family will all die excruciating deaths. Them first while you watch, so they know whose fault it is. So, you go back to your family, tell them what a hero and helper your new benefactor is, and prepare them for requests made on my behalf.”

She stammered, but he waved her to silence. “No words. Go.”

Solene opened the door and escorted her out, then returned moments later to sit on the edge of the desk. She commented, “You look very satisfied with yourself.”

He laughed. “I am. She didn’t realize we owned her from the moment she asked for our help and through her, her family. That will give me influence where I need it. No, despite the many small failures along the way, this operation was a success.”

Solene nodded. “What’s next?”

“I’ll consider which of our potential clients offers the greatest return. In the meantime, let’s have a little fun with Danica and her friends. Get one of our infomancers involved. I want to know who they’re guarding as soon as they do.”

“On it, boss.”

She left the room, and Moriarty closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair with a smile. A worthy opponent made the game much more fun.


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues is book three, Codename: Deathwish, coming soon to Amazon
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A new client fell out of the sky. Action Movie Star, Hayley Wish’s plane decided to take a nosedive with her inside. Quick thinking and a jarring ejection saved that pretty face.

Danica is there to ponder who, why and just how did they do that? Is it magic? It will take all of the team’s skills and abilities to figure it out.

Moriarity has turned his attention to Danica Grey and Jilly the Fae Dragon. Can they survive the probe?

In the meantime, the show must go on, and they’ll need to protect Hayley. There’s no stopping the actress with the nickname, Deathwish.

Defending against infomancy incursions, breaking and entering into a movie studio, and riding along for movie stunts. Danica didn’t sign up for any of it when she agreed to run Spellbound Security’s Cleveland office. Doesn’t matter. Protecting their client comes first, no matter the cost. Danica’s team is on the case.

But will it be enough, with the darkness Moriarity and his assistant Solene bring behind the scenes? There’s only one way to find out.

For action, magic, snarky banter, martial arts, mystical creatures, and a dash of mystery, join Danica and Jilly for the next adventure of Spellbound Security!
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Thank you for reading Codename: Scream Queen! I hope you enjoyed it. I had fun writing it and am really enjoying working on this series so far. The interplay between the team is really great to write, and of course Jilly is as cute as a button, except when she’s tearing bad guys’ faces apart with her adorable talons.

A reminder that you can find the short story prequel here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/p3ilgsu5d9. It’s yours in exchange for your email signup to my newsletter, and I won’t be at all offended if you sign up for the story and then unsubscribe.

I’m sure you saw the parallels to Elvira in Vivian. It’s who I was picturing the whole time I was writing. I’m kind of fascinated with the character of Elvira as compared to the actress Cassandra Peterson. She slides in and out of character with such ease but is equally engaging when not performing Elvira. I’m very slowly working my way through her autobiography in audio. I don’t really do nonfiction media most of the time, but the story of how Cassandra created Elvira is definitely worth it.

The Author Nation show was good, but my head wasn’t in the right place to really appreciate it. I’ve had an amazing year so far, but also a very tiring one, and that caught up with me a bit while in Vegas.

I did, however, see four magic shows, though one of them I saw twice. Frederick da Silva at Horseshoe does mentalist magic, and I was flat out amazed. After the show, there was a meet and greet. He told me to pick a number. I did. He wrote a number down. IT WAS LITERALLY MY NUMBER. It was a little squiggly, so maybe it could have been two other numbers as well, but it was there. Clearly demonic. I went again to watch the show with a more careful eye and only figured out two moments where answers were clearly forced, and I only know how he probably did one of them. I’m dumbfounded.

I saw Farrell Dillon. His show was all comedy and sleight of hand. It was a lot of laughs, especially as he repeatedly produced a cascade of cards falling out of his mouth. I probably wouldn’t see it again, but I’m glad to have seen it.

Finally, I saw Mat Franco. His show reminded me of the early days of David Copperfield, with a perfect blend of small tricks and big tricks. I will definitely see that one again. And the kid wants to see Penn & Teller again, so we’ll probably do that next October.

Why am I going to Vegas next October, you ask? After the When We Were Young festival this year, we figured we wouldn’t go unless there was a too-good-to-miss band or several really good bands. Then they put out the lineup, and it has both. When I sent the kid the image of the lineup, their response was “funny,” because they didn’t believe it.

Panic at the Disco has done nothing for YEARS, but they’re showing up to do the kid’s favorite album in full plus other stuff, so that’s the too-good-to-miss. Add in Blink 182 (who we like but don’t really know), Avril Lavigne (who we like and know fairly well) and Weezer, (who we love and know very well), and it was a no-brainer. Fortunately I had already booked the closest hotel because I’m old and getting dramatically older by the second. I was lucky enough to snag the tickets we wanted, too. If there’s a second day, we’ll probably go to that, too. And then the kid will forfeit all other gifts for the whole darn year.

We’re going to our first Penguins game of the season tomorrow. It might be our last, based on the way they’re playing. Going to the game is fun and all, but they at least need to be competitive. We can handle a loss if there’s some excitement along the way.

After that, we’ve got Pentatonix Christmas here in Pittsburgh, Dan and Phil (I don’t know who they are. Youtube or Tiktok or something. And I’m too tired to figure it out before the show) in Reading, PA, where I’ve never been, and then Justin Timberlake again, this time in Pittsburgh. We didn’t expect to like him that much the first time, were kind of like “this is fun” while we were doing it, then agreed that it would be fun to do it again. The DJ set beforehand, which is like 90s and 2000s dance hits karaoke might be worth it all on its own.

And next year, well, we’ve got the Linda Lindas at a TINY venue, Weird Al at Blossom and (drumroll) an absolutely unexpected tour from emo legends My Chemical Romance (who we saw at WWWY this year). We’re seeing them in NJ (because we believe in hometown shows being special) at Metlife stadium with 85k of our emo friends, then in Toronto at Rodgers Field, the indoor baseball stadium. We have average seats for NJ, but awesome ones for Toronto, because I am bad at self-restraint and didn’t check how much less the average seats were than the awesome ones before I pulled the trigger.

The kid has decided we’re watching Doctor Who in order again. Okay. I’m down. I’m thinking I might do a short, stupid, hopefully review of each on social media. Not sure though. We watch near my bedtime when I’m low on brain. I turned out to really like Agatha All Along. The twist ticked me off, but that’s what twists do, and I really should have seen it coming. I was watching Penguin, but it’s sometimes so painful I have to stop, so I started season two of Marvel’s What If. I forgot how great that show is. The writing is just flawless. Once those are done, I’ve got a list a page long of things I want to watch.

Theatre movies just aren’t doing it for me right now. The kid feels the same, and is kind of bummed about it. So if anything even marginal comes out, we’ll probably go. Which means I’ll probably have to see Moana 2. I loved Moana. But I’m not feeling the sequel at all. In at-home movies, I’m trying to get the kid through the Marvel films they haven’t seen, starting with Black Widow before Thunderbolts comes out. I want to see the newest Alien film. I’m interested in catching up on some I never got around to but should have, like the remake of Oldboy (the original is a HARD watch), Arrival, Monkey Man, and RRR.

In audio I’m listening to Wanderers again but skipping the chapters with characters I don’t love. I don’t know why I put myself through this kind of pain. I think I’ll do Sandman book 2 after that. I listened through both Daemon and FreedomTM, which are books I love, but wasn’t all that enthralled in audio.

I still don’t have a book-book at the moment. Too much other stuff going on. I do have a bunch of writing craft books on there that I really should read, though. I’ve made no progress on Baldur’s Gate 3, which I’ll have to restart, and Indiana Jones is coming out in a couple weeks. Hopefully my Xbox still works.

So, that’s about enough rambling from me for this month! I hope all is well with you. It’ll be December when you’re reading this if you get it near release time, so I hope the year ends amazingly well for you, and the new one starts happily!

That seems like sufficient babble for now. Here’s the short story link again: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/p3ilgsu5d9. I hope you’ll join me for the next Spellbound Security book next month!

Until then, joys upon joys to you.   

Standard monthly reminders - If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. The group is very welcoming and enthusiastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

Before I go, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll like Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

Your monthly reminder that you can find the free prequel short story for The Nomad Witch series, “Vacation Day,” here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/rxccsvm5jn

PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often, I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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