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CHAPTER ONE


Danica Grey paced a small rectangle in one corner of the warehouse—five steps, turn, three steps, turn, five, three. The numbers echoed in her head as she moved, and her long blonde hair flopped around in its ponytail with each turn. Most of her team was gathered around her, already armed, armored, and ready for the fight ahead but forced to wait, just as she was.

Their base of operations seemed excessively cavernous today as her inner attitude played out in her perceptions of things around her. She needed to be in motion because waiting made her feel powerless. Unfortunately, there was nothing for her to do. They had made all the plans and taken all the actions they could take.

She sent a message across the mental connection that bound her to her fae dragon partner, Jilly. Everything okay?

The dragon’s mental voice held an edge of amusement. Yes. Just as it was thirty seconds ago when you last asked. Randall is activating the last of the sensors now.

Good.

Jilly had insisted on accompanying Randall on his solo mission, logically arguing that an extra set of magical senses wouldn’t hurt. Despite her desire to keep her partner close, Danica hadn’t been able to argue the point since the danger would remain minimal until they made their move.

Voltaic, the team’s infomancer, had reviewed the video footage from the last attack by the group Danica called the Anti-Magician Magicals and identified one of the attackers. She had tracked him through connections in the magical dark web and traced his movements to a property hidden in the middle of nowhere, inside a massive forest.

No road accessed the dwelling, nor was the clearing it occupied big enough for a helicopter, which made it a perfect base for magicals. Completely hidden and all but inaccessible to those lacking a portal to reach it.

Randall was the most accomplished outdoorsman on the team, so he had made the trek up the mountain and through the woods over the last eight hours to approach the house from the north. A camera mounted on a headband had sent an encrypted signal back to the team’s comms while he’d traveled.

At the moment the image was dark as Voltaic claimed the entire bandwidth for the heavy-duty sensor pack he wore. Finally, after Danica had paced several more rectangles, the infomancer announced, “Confirmed. They’re there.”

It seemed like everyone exhaled at once. Alex, her second-in-command, replied, “Great job finding them.”

“I’m awesome. I know.”

Randall was back on the comm. He reminded them, “I’m the one who did the hard work.”

Derek snorted. The FBI agent and the team’s primary investigator quipped, “A literal walk in the woods.”

“All right, folks. Shut it.” As she had already done a dozen times, Danica reviewed the team’s preparations. Most wore body armor and carried pistols with anti-magic ammunition, Tasers, and a baton with a stun tip. Several carried specialist gear, like Danica’s and Alex’s grenades and Zack's electronic tools. Lilac had agreed to body armor but carried no weapon other than her wand.

They all wore Zack’s stun watches now, and the magicals carried proactive healing potions they would take before heading into action. Those potions lingered in the bloodstream to be present when the magicals took damage and instantly began to counteract it without any further action. It was a superlative invention that would eventually make Lilac a rich witch.

Danica inwardly chuckled. Arthur Blackwood would probably try to argue that Lilac should share the revenue from the invention because she created it while she was in his employ. Lilac would doubtless ask the owner of Spellbound Security if he wanted her to turn him into a frog, at which time he would relent after planning to all along.

She let the amusing thought slip away and shifted into the proper frame of mind for the combat ahead. “All right. Open the portal.”

A shimmering oval in space appeared as Randall complied, and Danica stepped through followed by the rest of the team. The surrounding forest was quiet, with fallen snow covering the ground and the tree branches. More descending flakes obscured the stars. It would be a glorious place to stand and let the night spill into oneself. Maybe after tonight’s action, she would come back and do just that.

Danica spoke the commands to adjust the light level in her contact lenses and to add heat and sound detection modes. Then she put a veil around herself and her team members to hide them from eyes and ears.

Randall whispered, “About forty feet this way. Follow me and be quiet.”

In Danica’s mind, Jilly said, There were several magical alarms and traps, but I guided him around them. Voltaic did the same for some technical ones.

Excellent teamwork.

I am excellent. Thank you for noticing.

Danica grinned at the dragon, who flew lazy loops above her advancing team. Jilly was always wonderful and almost always happy, a beam of light in any darkness. Danica loved the little creature deeply and could no longer imagine a life without her. Her brain refocused on the moment as they reached the tree line and got their first sight of the building.

Its exterior looked like a log cabin, but it stood two stories high and had abundant windows, all with light streaming out. A large glass expanse on one end fronted a living room, and Randall had already spotted the front and back doors. Voltaic had opined that the place probably didn’t have a basement because of some measurements Danica didn’t understand.

She trusted the infomancer. If she said there wasn’t a basement, there probably wasn’t. The rogue magician-haters were already out here in the middle of nowhere. There was no need to hide anything underground.

A sound from below caught her ear. Danica looked down to see Jilly lying on her back in the snow and spreading her wings to make a snow angel. She grinned at the dragon. “You’re a goofball.”

“Every time is the right time to have fun. Besides, you all are slow.”

Danica ordered, “Magicals, see if you can detect anything. Voltaic, push the sensors.”

The infomancer complained, “This would have been a lot easier with a drone.”

Zack replied, “That’s your solution for everything.”

“Are you saying I’m wrong?”

“No. Just overly dependent on drones.”

“Oh look, your entire credit history just disappeared.”

Everyone laughed. Danica heard their readiness in the sound. Her team was in the zone, as was she. As Voltaic did her thing, heat signals all around the house appeared in her lens. Several gathered together and others were in singles or pairs. As anticipated, enemies awaited them on both floors of the house.

Danica asked, “Is that all of them?”

Voltaic replied, “The scans will get more detailed as you all move closer. The far end of the house is right at the maximum range for the heavy-duty sensor pack. I have fair confidence we’ve spotted all of them.”

Danica replied, “Okay, everybody. I’ll lead the attack on the first floor. Randall and Jilly will hit the upstairs simultaneously. Handle this non-lethally if possible, but keep yourself safe. These bastards have proven themselves willing to kill us, so they’ve earned whatever they get.”

Voltaic added, “Oh, I almost forgot to mention. I found out the group’s real name.”

Alex retorted, “Way to hide the cool stuff, V. What is it?”

“True Practitioners.”

Alex snorted. “Still stupid.” No one disagreed.

Danica ordered, “All right, people, let’s move.”

They advanced toward the house. Jilly and Randall angled toward the rear of the building, Danica, Zack, and Derek moved straight ahead toward the side with the giant windows, and Alex headed around toward the front door. The largest cluster of heat signs seemed to be in the living room. Danica planned to go in through the window while Alex used an existing entrance.

Voltaic reported, “Alarm system defeated. Cameras are looped.”

Danica whispered, “Any good data to plunder?” Ever since Rowena’s reading had suggested that multiple enemies were in play, Danica was voracious for any clue about what the prediction might mean.

“No. Only local network stuff.”

Randall advised, “In position.” Alex said the same a moment later.

Danica reached the spot she’d been aiming for. “All right. We go in five. Count it down, V.”


CHAPTER TWO


Jilly listened to the countdown echoed into her mind. She leapt off Randall’s shoulder and furiously flapped her wings with two seconds left. She arrowed toward the upstairs window and blasted it with lightning breath as soon as she was in range, perfectly in time with the countdown hitting zero.

The glass shattered. Some shards flew into the room, and some dropped. Jilly curled up into a protective ball as she hurtled through the glass shower, then spread her wings as she passed into the room.

Randall had told her he’d spotted only one heat signature, but as it turned out, two people were inside. One was rolling out of the bed onto the floor in response to the sound of breaking glass, and another stood at its foot.

Jilly’s second lightning blast missed the first but struck the second solidly. The man staggered backward as a wand fell from his fingers. She curved in midair to keep the blast focused on him, and it dropped him to his knees with a full-body shudder, then down onto his face. She climbed and banked to curve around and attack the second.

Her effort was unnecessary. Randall landed in the room and threw himself at the remaining enemy. Her teammate preferred mixing it up hand-to-hand to any other kind of fight, and the small room offered him the opportunity.

The one who hit the floor was on his feet and gripped a wand. Randall’s force-covered fist slammed into the man’s shield and passed through to strike his flesh. His opponent shouted in pain and threw up a wall of force magic to block Randall.

Unfortunately, the new barrier only protected him from one direction. Jilly flew by at his back and dragged her nails across his calf. He was shielded there, but magical protections meant little to her claws and teeth.

He screeched again, and the distraction opened an opportunity for Randall. A moment later, the man was on his back on the floor. A trio of punches had knocked him senseless and sent his wand flying.

Randall knelt beside him, pulled a small spray injector from his belt, pressed it against the man’s neck, and hit the button. With a quiet hiss, the sedative entered his body and did its work. Randall repeated it on the other one, then stood. “Good start. Let’s go see what other trouble we can cause.”

Jilly grinned. “I bet I can cause more than you.”
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Danica’s approach was similar to her dragon’s. She ran forward and blasted force magic into the ground. It sent her flying and unintentionally sprayed everyone around her with snow. She used another force burst to shatter the large living room windows. She followed the glass as it flew inside and landed cleanly on the hardwood floor.

They had identified six individuals by their heat signatures, and she was comforted to see no others were present. It was a good first sign.

A bad one followed it as her enemies reacted more quickly than anticipated. Blasts of magic hit her from several wands as she shifted to the right to get distance from the windows. She had hoped they would move forward to attack, putting them in Zack’s and Derek’s line of sight from outside, but they were smart enough to stay back. “Damn annoying, having competent enemies.”

She sent out a wave of force magic as she moved. Furniture flew in all directions as the power struck it, but shields protected her enemies, who whipped wands or waved hands to deflect the objects she’d thrown at them. She paused in place for a moment, again hoping they would advance into range of the shooters outside, but they didn’t take the bait.

Instead, those gestures and wands focused on her. She dove to the side and rolled, fetching up behind a broken couch as magical attacks followed her. The sofa caught fire as a cone of flame intersected it. She barked a command and waggled her fingers to spray frost over it. Setting the cabin on fire would not be prudent at the moment, although she didn’t rule it out for later.

Danica grabbed a smoke grenade from her belt, primed it, and threw it. It rolled in front of the window and emitted a vapor cloud that would block normal and thermal sight. She heard the noises as her team landed in the room protected by the magical veil and the smoke. Lilac remained positioned outside. She had given them shields and a force ramp to reach the windows.

Guns barked, and a cry of pain told Danica that her allies had taken out one of the enemies in the room. That left five.

Twin curses rang out, followed by Zack snarling, “Give that back.”

It told her the enemies had stolen at least one of her allies’ guns. She popped up from behind the couch, pointed her pistol at the nearest enemy, and pulled the trigger three times.

She had a grudging respect for these people’s capabilities—the True Practitioners, her mind filled in with a derisive laugh—and they proved worthy of it again. Her anti-magic bullets hadn’t crossed more than half the distance before a thick coffee table flew in between to deflect one and rob the others of enough energy that they failed to hit their target. At that instant, the room fell into complete darkness.

Danica snapped, “What the hell?”

Voltaic said, “Switching to enhanced visual sound detection.”

The room took on a strange black and whiteness that was hard on the eyes, but it showed vibrations in the air as people changed positions or moved their limbs. It was nowhere near as good as sight, so they didn’t use it regularly, but it allowed them to continue fighting.

Danica snapped, “Lilac.”

The witch replied, “Working on it. Not sure how they did it.”

Danica snarled, “Derek, Zack, get out now.” Derek tried to argue, but Danica barked, “Now, damn it.” She threw another force blast through the room. When it struck objects or her opponents’ shields, the vibrations gave her targets.

She couldn’t risk shooting since she wasn’t sure Zack and Derek had listened, and Alex’s position was still unknown. She dashed toward the nearest while drawing her Taser with one hand and her baton with the other.

[image: ]


Zack had learned soon after joining the team that when Danica gave an order in her command voice, it was in his best interest to obey it post-haste. He turned and leapt out the window, grateful he hadn’t advanced more than a step or two inside after landing since the darkness offered no clues about his positioning. The darkness vanished as he hit the outside air, and he could see again.

A man in jeans and a sweatshirt ran toward the woods ahead of him. His adversary gripped a wand. Zack always thought it strange to see wizards in street clothes, like they should all hold large staffs and loudly demand people refer to them as Ralph the Chartreuse or something.

Zack pawed for his gun as he dashed after the fleeing wizard, only to discover it wasn’t there. He belatedly remembered someone had ripped it from his hand. He ground his teeth and pulled his Taser as he gained on the other figure, who struggled to make his way through the snow.

Zack couldn’t hold a candle to Randall in terms of physical fitness, but he exercised regularly and was proud of his speed and endurance as he ate up the space separating him from his target. He raised the Taser and pulled the trigger, but the wizard cut to the side and the darts missed. Zack cursed, put his head down, and focused on running.

A blast of magic slammed into him and knocked him off stride. It must have been a strong one to penetrate the shield Lilac maintained around him, but it did no further damage. About ten feet from the safety of the tree line, Zack was finally close enough to dive at the man’s ankles. The wizard tripped and fell as Zack plowed face-first into the snow. The tech crawled forward to straddle him and throw a punch at the wizard’s head. The blow didn’t connect, but it allowed him to slap the wand out of the man’s hand when he interposed it in a block.

Lilac’s scream cut through the chill air. “Roll!”

Zack instantly obeyed. He pinned the wizard with his arms and legs and threw himself to the side, bringing the other man on top of him as he rolled onto his back. The wizard shouted in pain, and his eyes widened in confusion as Zack processed the sound of gunshots. The bullets meant for him must have hit the wizard.

The other man’s weight dropped onto him as the wizard’s eyes rolled back in his head. Only gasping breaths of pain told him the other man was still alive. Unfortunately, he was heavy, and Zack was in a bad position. He growled, “A little help, Lilac.”

She snapped, “Busy. Be a big boy and handle it yourself.”

Zack muttered imprecations as he pushed at the heavy body on top of him in an attempt to get out from under it before more trouble found him.


CHAPTER THREE


At the sound of the gunshots, Jilly reversed course, flew over Randall’s head and out the window they’d entered by, and scanned the area for danger. She saw a bleeding man on top of Zack first, then spotted Lilac and followed the woman’s pointing finger. A man knelt on the roof with a rifle aimed at Zack. The distance was long, but she exhaled a cone of frost magic at him as she reoriented to fly in his direction. It missed, and his lack of reaction suggested he had someone shielding him or was a magical himself.

The good news, if it could be called that, was that the gun came up to point at her instead of Zack. She dodged and wove as bullets flew in her direction. Shingles from the roof suddenly peeled up and interposed themselves between her and the gunman to deflect many of the rounds.

Jilly felt Lilac’s satisfaction over the mental connection they shared with Danica at making herself useful in a new way. When Jilly reached the man, he was ready for her with his feet planted on the uneven surface, a wand held in one hand, and the rifle gripped by the barrel with the other.

He swung the gun at her hard, twisting his body to put torque behind the movement. As it came around toward her, she mentally reviewed the many options available for dealing with it and chose the one that would be the most fun. Before it was halfway through its course, her fire breath covered it, and she held it there until it glowed with heat. The man dropped it with a yelp just before it reached her. The weapon fell to the roof, slid off, and landed smoking in the snow below.

Jilly curved around behind him as he turned to bring the wand to bear on her, then abruptly reversed course and dashed down between his legs. She slashed with her claws at the leg on her right, the one closer to the roof's edge. Blood spurted, and the limb gave out beneath him. That might not have been a problem on level ground. Here, it was.

He pitched to the side and yelped in surprise and fear as he slid down the roof and over the edge. His grasping hand almost locked onto the gutter, but his fingers couldn’t hold the weight.

Jilly redirected to see what had become of him and saw him floating just above the snow. A moment later, he fell the foot to the ground and groaned at the impact. Lilac walked toward him with the tranquilizer injector in her hand and sent, Good work, partner.

Jilly flew to Zack, who was still stuck under the heavyset wizard. “I thought you were supposed to be strong.”

The tech’s arms were flat out at his sides like he was exhausted and never planned to move again. “So did I. Apparently we were both wrong.”

Jilly laughed and launched back toward the house, confident he was okay.
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Alex had intended to join the others in the living room, but someone had been waiting for her when she broke through the front door. It must have been someone who had left the main room because they hadn’t spotted any heat signatures in this area as they set up. She’d entered with her pistol gripped in both hands and fired several rounds that had missed.

Her opponent’s blistering speed had to be magically enhanced. The man ducked and dodged to the side to evade the projectiles and whipped out a leg to try to sweep her feet. She avoided that, but the distraction allowed someone unseen to yank the gun from her hand magically. The man in front of her turned and ran, and she pelted after him because she couldn’t let him change the odds of the fight in the living room.

He turned to the left down the hallway that led to the other half of the house. As she ran, Voltaic expanded the sensor view in Alex’s display, and she saw the ambush waiting ahead. A blurry heat source hid on her left beyond an open door, but she had no choice except to keep going. As was frequently the case, the only way out was through. She drew her Taser and baton at a run but didn’t extend the latter.

As she reached the ambush site, Alex launched herself in a forward shoulder roll and felt the passage of bullets as gunshots sounded at her back. She rolled up to her feet and blindly fired the Taser backward. A yelp and curse told her she had hit him, but it didn’t sound like he’d been taken out of the fight.

The first had turned to engage her, expecting support from the second as he raised a gun. Alex whipped the collapsed baton around to knock it out of his hand, then quickly reversed the swing to flick the tip up into his cheekbone.

Her opponent staggered backward, and she leapt into a flying sidekick that propelled him the rest of the way down the hall and into the wall at the far end. She sensed a new danger as she landed and slammed the closed door to her right with her shoulder as she fumbled with the handle, dropping the Taser in the process. The man behind it careened away as she leapt into the room, jumped toward the bed, and shoulder-rolled to its opposite side. The man who tried to ambush her entered, and the one she’d kicked staggered in behind him.

Three-on-one in close quarters seemed like bad odds. Alex grabbed a grenade from her belt, dropped it on the floor, and threw herself backward through the window. Wood and glass splintered behind her as she sailed out into the backyard, landed hard on her back, and forced herself into a somersault that painfully brought her back to her feet.

The flash-bang she’d left behind detonated, and a moment later, three figures sailed out the window she’d used. Randall was in the middle with an arm around an enemy on each side. Randall flipped up to his feet with ease after they hit the ground, while the other two got to their feet less steadily.

Alex ran at the one who’d tried to ambush her and knocked the wand from his hand with a spin kick. He gaped as she continued the spin and turned it into a leg sweep. He hit the ground hard, and she stabbed him in the neck with the spray injector and knocked him out. Randall’s opponent hit the ground a moment later, and she zapped him with the drug as well.

She rose. “What happened with the other one?”

Her teammate gave her a look that was half grin, half grimace. “Hit him too hard. He’s out cold.”

She raised an eyebrow. “On purpose?”

“Not this time. Just screwed up.”

“Well, at least you screwed up in the right direction. Like Danica said, these bastards deserve what they get. But I guess we should go check on him.” She called to Lilac, “Might need some first aid work.”

Lilac had the team’s heavy medkit. She jogged toward them.

Alex instructed, “Let’s go take care of your sparring dummy.”
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Danica sent to Jilly, Come out front. There’s a magical hiding out here, and I can’t find them.

On my way.

Several enemies from the living room had darted away in the darkness. Danica moved slowly, scanning from left to right and back again in search of the enemy, who she was sure had come in this direction.

Her shields were fully buffed, as were her magical senses, but the opponent she sought was skilled. Their veil held out against sight, sound, heat, and every other detection mode her magic or technology could employ. Knowing that her foes might get the first punch left her uncommonly vulnerable.

As she considered whether she should retreat into the house and wait for Jilly, the car she was using for cover suddenly flipped toward her. Shock and alarm caused her to yelp in an exceedingly undignified fashion as she threw herself to the ground and blasted force magic out in all directions while rolling toward the car. The force blast bumped the vehicle high enough for her to roll underneath. It smashed down onto its roof where she’d been a few moments before.

Danica surged to her feet with a snarl and searched the area for her attacker, but the veil stymied her again. Jilly flashed by her head at full speed and sent, I’ve got him.

The dragon zig-zagged to the middle of the yard in an irregular path to dodge several fireballs that flew at her. Danica intercepted the fireballs with ice before they could reach the house and set it ablaze.

A sudden flash of color appeared as the wizard’s blood hit the snow, then the wizard himself was visible. One of his legs was bleeding, but that didn’t stop him from throwing a sizzling burst of lightning magic at the retreating dragon. Jilly evaded it with ease.

Danica charged in at the man. If she threw magic, his shields would doubtless protect him. If she chose Randall’s favorite tactic and reinforced her body’s natural strength and agility with magic, she could negate the advantage of his shielding.

Jilly kept him occupied as Danica advanced, and when she reached the wizard, she delivered three fast punches to his torso that visibly stunned him. He snapped his wand down at her. A force blast struck her, but her general shields and a raised shielded arm deflected it enough that it was nothing more than a solid punch.

She rocked back from the impact, then threw herself forward to deliver a hammer fist strike to the side of his head that had magic and torque behind it. Her shielded fist met his shielded head, and she won. He staggered to the side as his shields dropped. Jilly flashed through, and he screamed as the dragon bit his hand vigorously enough that he dropped his wand.

With a smile for how well she and Jilly worked as a team, Danica spun into a back kick that sent him flying to crash hard several feet away. She stalked over and pressed the injector against his neck to take him out of the fight. “Everyone okay?” Her team responded in the affirmative. “Voltaic?”

The infomancer replied, “No more heat signals unaccounted for. I think you got ’em all.”

Danica nodded. She thought so too, but it wouldn’t hurt to ensure it. “All right, everybody, take this place apart from top to bottom. Make sure no one’s hiding out. I don’t want to have to deal with these idiots again. Anything you find that might be used to hurt another person gets destroyed. While you’re doing that, Lilac and I will gather these morons and make sure they’re all properly sedated.”

Lilac advised, “We’ll need a hospital for a couple of them.”

“Make it happen.”

Jilly added, “It’ll be good to be rid of these guys. Do you think Lukas will appreciate it?”

Danica laughed. The dragon’s crush on illusionist Lukas Reign had begun the moment they first met him. If she was honest, she liked him a little too. “I don’t know. But I think we owe him the opportunity to express his gratitude. Don’t you?”

The dragon grinned wide. “Definitely.”


CHAPTER FOUR


After they informed Lukas Reign that the True Practitioners were no longer a going concern, he invited Danica and the team out to a special performance of his show the next night. It had taken Danica about half a second to accept on everyone’s behalf. She spent the day organizing transport and dealing with the after-action details that were a necessary part of every mission.

For the first time in what felt like an eternity, she was getting ready for a fancy night out. She’d selected one of the dresses she rarely wore, form-fitting at the top and waist but descending into a swishy skirt she loved. The fabric was a deep blue with a line of shining black sequins that created something like an undulating snake when she moved. It was the single most expensive piece of clothing she owned, and she treated it with the respect due such an outfit, breaking it out only for the most special occasions.

Jilly had oohed and aahed at the sight of it, then insisted she needed a few sequins as well for her pleasure and to better partner Danica’s look. A search of the bottom of her closet revealed a few that had fallen away from other outfits, and she’d dutifully secured them to the dragon’s wings. As Danica sat in front of her mirror putting on her makeup, Jilly stood beside her, looking at her wings in the mirror and trying out different poses.

The dragon enthused, “I’m beautiful, you’re beautiful, we’re all beautiful.”

“You think Zack is beautiful?”

The dragon’s face crinkled. “Okay. Maybe we’re not all beautiful.”

Danica chuckled. “I’ll be sure to tell him you said so.”

The dragon hopped up on her shoulder to get a better angle on herself. “I’ll tell him myself.” Zack and Jilly had been trading playful insults lately, so this wasn’t an unexpected development.

Danica cautioned, “Don’t mess up my hair. It took way too long to get it this way, and I’m not sure about its stability.” Her long blonde hair was piled on top of her head in an elaborate beehive look that required several combs, abundant hairspray, and a great deal of prayer to get into place.

“You know, one breath of fire and that would go up like a torch. Poof, bald.”

“Point taken. What is it you want for not setting my hair on fire?”

“We get the closest seats to Lukas.”

Danica laughed. “Done deal.”

An hour later, she and the team arrived at the small theater hosting Lukas’ show. He’d explained that it was a private event paid for by a long-time patron who’d been happy to include Danica and her team in the arrangements. This served to make her feel all the more elegant and special.

The venue was gorgeous. Wood and gold elements in the lobby competed for which could shine the brightest but were outdone by the marble floor tiles. Her team made appropriately impressed noises as they walked in, and a man in a tuxedo greeted them before they’d taken more than a half-dozen steps inside. “Are you Danica?”

Alex had been in the lead. She pointed at Danica.

Danica stepped forward. Jilly was riding on her shoulder. “That’s me. These are my people.”

He grinned. “And your beautiful dragon.” His gaze moved up to Jilly. “Mr. Reign mentioned how beautiful you are, but he didn’t do you justice.”

Jilly fluttered her wings and preened. Danica raised an eyebrow at him, and he grinned unapologetically. “Allow me to escort you to your table.”

They left the lobby and entered the theater’s main area, which exuded an Old World elegance. The balcony levels above were empty, and the seats on the floor had all been removed to make space for luxurious tables and booths. Danica asked, “What is this space normally used for?”

The maître d’ replied, “Usually cabaret-style musical events. Occasionally, plays, speakers, or other cultural events. A charitable trust owns the building, so there’s no pressure to turn a profit. That allows the management to be quite selective and often indulgent in what it chooses to host here. Of course, Mr. Reign’s appearance is the most impressive show it’s seen for some time, perhaps ever.”

Jilly remarked, “We should start a place like this.”

The others had remained mostly silent during their introduction to the place but agreed as they took their seats. The staff had pushed together several tables to create a communal space for them. Luxurious red velvet curtains bordered the stage on both sides, pinned back as if they were window treatments to emphasize their graceful fall. Box seats were present along the side walls but were also empty tonight.

Lukas Reign’s screens hung on the sides of the stage as they had while Danica and her team had guarded his shows, and the scrim he used to hide preshow setup was in place. Tonight, animations played out upon it, a jaguar hunting, birds flying, planets twirling, and several other beautiful images in succession.

Jilly observed, “I can sense the magicals in the same spots as before.” Danica opened her senses through the connection with the dragon and felt their presence as well.

Lilac replied, “They’re working harder today with these pretty pictures. I wonder if this is a regular part of the show now.”

Alex commented, “Something tells me this is probably special for tonight. Our boy Lukas does love putting on a show.”

Danica laughed. That statement reflected the very heart of illusionist Lukas Reign.

A moment later, a female server in a stylish tuxedo with sequins arrived to take their drink orders. She promised, “Snacks will be out soon,” as she departed.

A variety of dishes arrived with the drinks, from the basic—pretzels with a warm beer cheese dip—to the outlandish—tiny crab cakes with olives on toothpicks for eyes. They ate, joked, and laughed as the tables around them filled up with well-dressed and happy people and the clock ticked down to the show's start.

It began with a stripped-down version of the taped intro he’d used before, which reflected the show as a whole. It was more intimate than the one Danica and her team had seen rehearsed and performed. Smaller acts that involved him walking into the crowd and doing magic right in front of people replaced several of the big tricks. He made his way through the entire room throughout the show, and even when he was on stage, Danica felt like he met everyone’s eyes again and again.

She was impressed yet again at what a consummate performer he was and amazed that he was both skilled at working the crowd and capable of all the unbelievable illusions he could do. She felt a warm glow at the fact that the people who’d threatened him would spend significant amounts of time in jails specifically crafted to deal with magicals. Part of that glow was because she and her team had put them there.

The first part of the show went by in a flash, and the last several tricks were an obvious buildup to a big finish. When he reached it, he stood at the front center of the stage and announced, “For my final trick, I’m going to make some people disappear. I’ll take a few volunteers from the audience, but first, I’m exercising the performer’s right to choose.”

He pointed at their table, and spotlights swiveled to highlight them. “These people protected me when my life was in danger. Even better, they saw the secrets to some of my tricks and kept them to themselves.” He frowned and asked darkly, “You did keep them to yourselves, didn’t you?”

Jilly replied at the top of her lungs, “Of course we did.”

The crowd laughed, and Lukas flashed his grin at them. “Of course you did. So, please, come up to the stage.”

As they made their way through the crowd, he selected several others from the audience to join them. Stagehands came forward, exchanged quiet greetings with the volunteers, and guided them into chairs set in a large metal frame. It held enough seats for Danica and her team to fill the back row and the other new arrivals to fill the front row. A stagehand whispered to Jilly, and she jumped onto Danica’s lap.

Lukas turned to them. “I will now make you vanish right in front of the audience’s eyes.” He winked, then gestured broadly. Large white sheets flew up on four sides to hide them from the audience.

Danica had seen other magicians do this trick and knew the audience would now see silhouettes. It didn’t come as a shock when a flash of brilliant light visible even through the white curtains coordinated with panels shaped like people shooting up out of the floor in front of each of their chairs. The chairs rotated soundlessly, the back sheet opened, and a stagehand instructed them with gestures to leave out the back.

As Lukas continued his patter for the audience, they walked along a specifically marked path into the backstage area. When everyone was out of sight of the audience, a stagehand whispered to Danica, “It’s a combination of mirrors and lights that keeps the audience from seeing you leave. Now he’ll do his thing, the panels will retract, and you will all have vanished.” Thunderous applause came a moment later as Lukas revealed that his subjects had vanished.

A swirl of activity happened as the show ended. A stagehand escorted the volunteers away, and Danica and her team were taken backstage, where a room was set aside for an after-party. A long table held an array of snacks, and servers circulated, offering a variety of fancy drinks. About two dozen audience members joined them in the room.

After twenty minutes or so, Lukas appeared and made the rounds, shaking hands with people, telling jokes, and generally being the gregarious performer he always was.

Finally, he arrived in the corner where Danica and her team had gathered. He held a hand out to Jilly, who jumped on it and climbed his arm to stand on his shoulder and lean against his ear. He scratched her under the chin. “So, what did you all think of the show?”

Derek replied, “It was much more fun to watch while not working.”

Everyone laughed, and Lukas offered a serious nod. “I owe you my thanks. Both for protecting me before and for ending that threat permanently. Knowing people who hated me were out there preyed on my mind, I can’t lie.”

Alex quipped, “Ours too, since they decided to attack us several times afterward. Apparently, we ticked them off with the whole ‘foiling their plan’ thing.”

Zack teased, “You have that effect on everyone, Alex.”

Lukas waved, and an arc of glittering sequins flew through the air to separate Alex and Zack. After momentarily being startled, everyone laughed and applauded. He offered a small nod. “It’s a classic case of all’s well that ends well.”

He left them and circled the room some more, but when it came time for them to leave, he returned to shake each of their hands. He lingered over Danica’s. “Really, thank you.”

She grinned. “No, thank you. It’s always nice to get a chance to dress up and go out.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re stunning. You should do it more often.”

Danica refrained from giggling, but barely. She gave a slight bow. “Why, thank you, Mr. Reign. Anytime you want to invite me, I’m happy to attend.”

Jilly was on his shoulder again. She piped up, “Me too.”

Lukas laughed, and the moment was broken.

Danica tapped her shoulder. “Let’s go, fangface. We have work in the morning.”

Jilly hopped over. “We should do this again. Tomorrow.”

As they left, Lukas mentioned, “I’m not performing tomorrow, but I will be sure to invite you again.”

“You better. My fangs are sharp.” The dragon displayed them.

Lukas laughed again. “I am now properly threatened. Count on an invitation.”


CHAPTER FIVE


The next day, Danica dressed in her normal work clothes with only a hint of regret at returning to normal life after last night’s celebratory enjoyment. She wore a dark suit, red blouse, and practical boots that blended form and function perfectly for a workday. They looked good but would still hurt people if she kicked them. Her pistol was in a holster at the back of her waistband, potions rested in the inner pocket of her jacket, and she had the Taser watch that they all wore regularly now.

She patted her shoulder, and Jilly hopped up to lean against the side of her head. Danica laughed and headed for the door, tapping the comm in her ear to ensure it was active. After a quick trip down the block to the local coffee shop for a cup of Peruvian dark roast to get her brain working, she portaled to Spellbound’s Miami office.

The lobby of Arthur’s building was the same as always with a bustle of people moving around even at this relatively early hour. Her boss was chatting with the receptionist. Arthur looked extra smart today with perfectly coiffed hair and a dark pinstripe suit that was more slimming than usual.

Danica grinned at him as she approached. “Morning. Too bad you couldn’t come to the Lukas Reign thing last night. It was fantastic.”

From her spot on Danica’s shoulder, Jilly added, “Lukas loves me.” The dragon still wore her sequins.

Arthur waved with a laugh. “I had my regular bridge game at the club. Been going on forever. Can’t miss it. The other players would likely shoot me if I did so for anything other than my death or kidnapping.”

Jilly asked, “Where are we off to today?”

“New York City.” A man Danica hadn’t seen before walked up to them. His right hand twirled a wand with impressive dexterity, and she correctly figured he was their magical transport for the day. He opened a portal, and they crossed to New York City. Arthur turned in a circle to get his bearings, then pointed. “A block and a half that way.”

Danica was surprised. Their previous visits to the city had always delivered them to the high-revenue areas where the types of clients who could afford Spellbound were usually located. The buildings in this neighborhood were lower than those uptown and seemed as if they were crammed closer together. It was obviously an illusion since the buildings in Manhattan seemed to fill every available centimeter.

The structure they stopped at was three stories tall, made of old yellow brick that showed wear, tear, and the dirt of time. The few windows in the front façade looked dingy. Danica asked, “You’re sure this is the right place?”

Arthur headed up concrete stairs with enough cracks to make Danica worry about their safety. “Yeah. This is the place. Follow me.”

They entered, ascended a flight of stairs, and knocked on a wooden door with a frosted glass upper half.

A woman called, “Come in.”

Arthur led them across the threshold.

A small reception area in the front was unattended. Beyond it was a fairly spacious office filled with bookshelves, books, a desk, and a small table. The place was clean and smelled fresh, but manila folders filled with papers appeared to cover every available surface.

A woman Danica judged to be in her mid-fifties stood from behind the desk. She was thin with graying brown hair and fashionable glasses and moved smoothly as she stepped forward and hugged Arthur. When they broke the embrace, she moved items off the table and gestured for everyone to sit. Then she asked Arthur, “Have you explained?”

“No, I thought it would be better if you did.”

The woman’s gaze moved to Danica and Jilly. “I’m Judy. Is that a dragon?”

Danica laughed. “A fae dragon. Her name is Jilly. I’m pleased to meet you.”

The dragon added, “Likewise.”

Judy took a deep breath. “I’m out of my depth here, so I called an old friend for a favor.” She nodded at Arthur.

Danica asked him, “You have friends? You do favors?”

Arthur shook his head. “Constant insubordination. See what I have to deal with?”

Judy flashed a smile, but Danica suddenly saw the worry beneath it. The other woman informed them, “Someone has come forward with secrets that could be quite damaging to multiple corporations. Big corporations. The kinds owned by billionaires.”

Danica nodded. “Okay.”

Arthur continued. “The concern is the government agency that would normally be in charge of protecting him might not be up to the task.”

Judy frowned. “More accurate to say that it might be riddled with traitors.”

That made everything clear to Danica. “We’re protecting the whistleblower?”

Arthur replied, “That’s the plan.”

“For how long?”

Judy answered, “A week or so, I’m guessing. The date is still pending but shouldn’t be too far away. We’ll have to be ready to move within an hour when the call comes.”

In Danica’s mind, Jilly said, This sounds hard.

Danica replied in kind, Agree. Out loud, she added, “That will make them highly motivated to stop him from talking. What else can you tell us?”

“That he’s in a secure location at the moment. Hang on a sec.” Judy fiddled with her phone before setting it on the table. A light beamed out of it onto the wall and showed the head and shoulders of a person in silhouette.

Danica surreptitiously tapped the comm in her ear with one finger.

Voltaic spoke immediately. “Analyzing.” Now that she was with them full-time, the infomancer always listened in on client meetings so she could begin working on the essential background information they would need as early as possible.

A man’s voice, obviously computer-modulated, greeted, “Hello there.”

Danica replied, “Hi.” Jilly echoed her.

Arthur observed, “Seems like you’re in a spot of bother.”

The silhouette shook as the man laughed. “Yeah. That’ll teach me to do the right thing. Big mistake.”

Danica asked, “Are you somewhere safe right now?”

His shoulders moved in a shrug. “Probably.”

Danica looked at Judy, who shook her head. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

Danica replied, “Okay, we’ll need to move you. How about your office for the day, Arthur? Keep a magical nearby ready to portal out?”

He thought about it for a moment. “No. If word gets out that we’re watching him, they’ll know where to look, and my office isn’t the most defensible spot. We’ll have to arrange a safe house to keep him in.”

“Okay. Then we move him to the warehouse in the meantime. If there’s trouble, we’ll portal him out of there and call the police. If portaling is blocked, we can use the tunnel to the office.”

Arthur nodded. “Good plan for the near term.”

The man asked, “When?”

Danica replied, “Are you ready to go?”

“I’ve got my bags packed.”

“Then there’s no time like the present.”
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Judy led them down the street, turned at the corner, and took them on a forced march of several blocks. Danica was impressed at the woman’s speed, especially in heels.

Jilly sent, Where do you think we’re going?

Danica looked around, but no answer presented itself. I couldn’t begin to guess.

As it turned out, they were going to Judy’s apartment, a walk-up on the fourth floor of an eight-story building. Inside, they found the man they’d seen in silhouette sitting on a couch in the living room with a computer bag over one shoulder and a duffel beside him. He stood as they arrived, suddenly alarmed.

Judy reassured him, “They’re friends. We can trust them.”

Danica looked out a window. “I can see why you didn’t think this was the safest location. Hard to escape trouble if it comes for you here.”

Arthur asked, “Judy, are you in danger?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Then you’re moving too. You can stay at my place. I have plenty of extra rooms.”

“Do you really think that’s necessary?”

The whistleblower, Danica, and Arthur all chorused, “Yes.”

Judy looked from one of them to the next as if she thought they were crazy, then gave a practical shrug. “I’ll go pack, then.”

Danica extended her hand to the man. “Danica Grey. This is Jilly.”

“I’m Trey Casman. Nice to meet you. Thank you for doing this.”

“Don’t mention it.” She looked at Arthur. “I’ll portal you two to Miami, then take him to the warehouse.”

Her boss tapped a few buttons on his phone, then nodded. “Works for me. Security will be waiting.”

Jilly told Trey, “You can relax a little. Your enemies might be big, but we’re better than they are. Spellbound Security is on the case.”


CHAPTER SIX


Moriarty leaned back in the limousine with the tip of his cane resting on the floor between his polished shoes and his hands folded on its metal head. He’d chosen the one with the owl face today for no reason other than it had been the first to catch his eye when he opened his wardrobes. His canes were all equipped with identical hidden weapons, all carefully maintained by his staff. He wore one of his better suits with a striped blue tie and bespoke footwear that gleamed in the light passing through the tinted windows.

Solene rode beside him in silence. She had chosen a business suit that did nothing to detract from the feminine curves she used as a distraction when it served her purposes. Their relationship had never involved such games, and knowing her lethality, he thought it was probably for the best.

The car rolled to a gentle stop, and the driver opened his door. Moriarty ignored the hand offered to assist and smoothly rose to his feet. The man hustled around to the other side to open Solene’s door, and she took Moriarty’s offered arm as they headed toward their destination.

The Royal Compass Club was a nondescript spot in the middle of a swanky New York City neighborhood. The building was of symmetrical red brick with perfectly white mortar and fit in flawlessly with the others around it. The only indication that the club lay beyond the red-painted door was a small brass plaque with a logo.

Moriarty opened the door and entered without knocking, confident his approach had been watched. Since he’d been invited, someone would be detailed to watch for him. It was the way these things were done.

The small vestibule had a coat room to the left. A suited man behind a half-door smiled at them, and his grin broadened as he took in Solene. “Anything you’d like me to hold for you?”

Solene replied, “We’re good, thanks.”

A tall, thin man in a bespoke tuxedo walked up and addressed them formally. “Please come in, sir, madam. We’ve been expecting you.” He gestured for them to precede him, and they walked into the main lobby.

The place looked, sounded, and smelled like old money. Polished wood was everywhere, and artfully arranged and obviously expensive canvases covered the dark-painted walls. The many openings around them indicated the operators had chosen to create a number of small, intimate spaces rather than a large communal room to most effectively service their clientele’s needs.

A glance to the left showed a room fronted by a heavy glass door. Beyond the thick pane were wooden lockers with small brass plaques that doubtless contained cigars, bottles of wine and spirits, and other things the members of this exclusive club might want to have on hand for their personal use.

The man who ushered them in asked, “Can I get you anything? Our wine list is exquisite.”

Moriarty tapped his cane once on the floor.

Solene replied, “Please take us to our destination.”

The man nodded and led them on. If the fact that Moriarty had not spoken surprised him, he didn’t indicate it.

They reached a small side room where a quartet of leather chairs had been arranged at the corners of an imaginary square, pointing inward. Each had a small end table with a heavy brass ashtray mounted in the center beside it. Spirals of smoke indicated that the two seats with their backs to the doorway were occupied, and a pair of bodyguards stood nearby.

They moved deeper into the room. Moriarty took the chair on the far right. Solene took position immediately behind him. They both expected the encounter would be routine, but they were ready to defend themselves at need. His cane hid more than one weapon, and Solene was a weapon.

The two men across from him were very similar to one another. He judged them to be in their sixties based on their graying hair and wrinkles, but they were visibly healthy and exceedingly well-dressed. The pair gestured at their bodyguards, who moved toward the door. The men’s gazes came to bear on Moriarty.

His expression remained impassive. “Solene is as much a partner as a bodyguard, so she’ll stay. Whatever you can say to me, she can hear.”

The one on the left replied, “You know the risks if word gets out.” Moriarty’s fingers traced the owl’s feathers on the head of his cane. “Yes, you’ll try to kill us both, and so on. Consider us appropriately threatened. Please, get to the point.”

Silence reigned as a waiter carrying a silver tray entered and set a tumbler of amber liquid on the table next to each person. No one touched them. When the server had departed, the man on the left, who Moriarty recognized as Chad Zint, the CEO of Ambrodyn Corporation, remarked, “A number of important individuals are at risk because of someone who has knowledge they shouldn’t have.”

Moriarty answered the comment first with a slow nod. It was what he’d anticipated upon receiving the invitation. It had been simple enough to hack the club’s members’ list and extrapolate the possibilities. “I can see where that might be a problem for you. I presume you’ve considered the usual routes.”

“Of course we have. Nothing suggests we can pay him for his silence, especially now that he’s made it official.”

The way the man spoke told Moriarty as much as his words. They didn’t see a way to solve this on their own, which meant he held the highest cards in their negotiation. “Do you wish to solve this problem with words or action?”

The one who hadn’t spoken yet growled, “Action.”

Moriarty raised an eyebrow. This was an emotional issue for the man, and perhaps for both of them, which was a weakness Moriarty might be able to use to his advantage in the future. “Direct or indirect?”

If they chose the latter, it would be more complicated. He would have to find leverage on the whistleblower, which would be challenging but more entertaining. The same man replied, “Direct.”

Chad explained, “No amount of pressure would be enough to guarantee his silence. He knows too much.”

One of Solene’s fingernails tapped his neck, indicating her desire to take the contract. Not that he’d needed her to say so. It involved killing, so she would be all for it. “The complications?”

“Protection by a government agency.”

He held in his contemptuous laugh. “Surely you can handle that yourself.”

Chad offered him a thin smile. “An impressively impenetrable government agency.”

“Ah, I see. What are you offering?”

The man’s chin lifted as if he was confident in the response his reply would bring. “Material support and expenses, plus five million dollars.”

Moriarty tapped a fingernail against the glass on the table beside him. “So, there are five of you involved. It would be illogical for two to offer two and a half each. This person must know something quite damaging.”

The one who had been emotional throughout snarled, “If you think to extort us for more, think again.”

Moriarty lifted a hand. “Nothing of the sort. But if I undertake this project for you, I expect our relationship to continue beyond this event. If I should wish something from any of your companies in the future, I expect you would be amenable to making a deal for appropriate compensation.”

The two men exchanged glances. He could tell they hadn’t considered that angle ahead of time. The surly one nodded, and Chad replied, “Very well.”

Moriarty inclined his head in a slight bow. “Excellent. Then we have a deal.”

Solene asked, “The details?”

One of the men extended a memory chip. She walked over to take it. Moriarty suppressed a smile as he noted how close her poisonous fingernail came to the man’s skin.

The men were as eager to see him leave as he was to depart, so they were back in the limo a short time later. Moriarty gave the driver directions to a nearby hotel where he and Solene could rest before the show they had tickets for that night.

Solene asked, “Where does this sit on our priority list?”

“Middle burner. Put our infomancers on it and make them think it’s front burner. We need data to begin our planning.”

“Do you have a thought on how to approach it yet?”

“It’s simple enough. Find him and kill him. They’re offering material support so we can afford to amuse ourselves and do it right rather than simply blowing up a building he happens to be in. I do hate such unsubtle moves.”

Solene’s face surrendered its professional demeanor to a wide grin. “Which means you’ll let me get involved with this one personally?”

He patted her bare knee. “Yes. That’s exactly what it means.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Getting Casman to the warehouse was a longer and more involved process than Danica had figured it would be. She sent Randall out to gather supplies while she took the whistleblower to Arthur’s office to get a set of locators concealed in his clothes and shoes. He left the rest of his outfits there to be similarly modified.

When that was done, Danica and Jilly portaled him to the warehouse. She had called ahead to ensure everyone would be present and was pleased to see that Randall had already made it back. Her people were all gathered and waiting, which made her laugh. “I didn’t mean you had to drop everything and stand around in breathless anticipation of my arrival.”

Derek retorted, “Rest assured, Danica, it’s not you we’re waiting for.”

Danica laughed again.

Jilly asked, “Is it me?”

Alex replied, “Absolutely, beautiful.”

Danica glanced at Casman. He seemed more at ease now than earlier, which made sense. Seeing this group of people arrayed ready to protect him had to be a confidence-builder. “Get some chairs, let’s talk.” A moment later, they were all seated in a circle. Danica turned her attention to their new client. “So, who do you have dirt on that wants you dead?”

Casman listed five corporations and the industries they worked in. All were instantly recognizable to everyone in the room except maybe Jilly.

Randall whistled. “No wonder you’re worried.”

Casman nodded with a grimace. “Yeah. I really stirred up the hornet’s nest with this one.”

Danica thought her team had shown marvelous restraint by not asking the obvious question yet.

Alex asked, “How did you come by this information?”

“I work in financial information technology for K-Patra. I made a copy of our data so I could work with it without risking ongoing operations and sent an AI to work with it in a sandbox server. The goal was to train the AI in a series of loops, starting fresh with the same data each time. After a certain number of iterations, it would combine the knowledge gained in each to see if we’d made any breakthroughs. Some people in my department said the learning would be identical each time, but I didn’t believe it.”

Voltaic observed, “Clever.”

Casman gave a sharp laugh. “I thought so. For a while there, I was really impressed with myself, but it turns out I was even more clever than I’d thought. The AI identified patterns that shouldn’t have been there.”

Derek’s reply was a statement rather than a question. “So you looked further into them.”

“I had to. It’s my job.”

Lilac’s voice sounded in Danica’s head. More bravery than brains.

Danica responded in kind. We would have done the same.

Jilly countered, No one said you were smart.

Zack asked, “What did you find?”

Casman ran a hand through his hair, suddenly looking like he wanted to tear it out by the fistful. He wasn’t built for the stress he was under. “First, I discovered the companies were colluding, which wasn’t a huge surprise. They all operate in the same or complementary industries, and some of that is always going on.”

Derek commented, “The FBI sees a lot of that in our cases. You’re right.”

“What stuck out was that their research and development departments appeared to be spending a lot of money on things that suddenly vanished. You can see it in the old financial data I used for the test because we gathered it in real-time. I imagine if you went back to the records now, you’d find them scrubbed clean. The company wouldn’t have known I was keeping this data pristine to work on.”

Zack asked, “What kind of things vanished?”

Casman lifted his gaze to look at the people surrounding him. “Weapons, mainly.”

Alex snarled, “Oh, hell.”

His head bobbed. “Yeah. I had to do something. I followed the official rules. Contacted the government. Registered as a whistleblower. Felt good about myself for about five minutes.”

His demeanor fell. “Then I got scared and ran before they came to pick me up. I wasn’t sure I could trust the government.” He laughed darkly. “I’m not sure I can trust anyone.”

Jilly remarked, “You can trust us. I promise.”

Danica replied, “Hopefully you’re worried for nothing. But Jilly’s right. You’re in good hands now. This team is the best you’ll find.”

She looked at her people and saw they were done with questions for the moment. “All right. Let’s start doing some work. We’ll put together a small room for you here. Randall, hit up your friends for some walls and such. Let’s get a bed. A table, chairs.”

He nodded. “Will do, boss.”

“Alex. You’re in charge of overall security. We’ll always have someone magical here for portaling, though. And there’s always the tunnel to the office.”

Alex replied, “Let’s build that room right next to the tunnel’s access point.”

“Good plan. Voltaic, if you need to hire freelancers to help with security, do it.”

The infomancer shook her head. “I’ll handle it with AI assistants. But I will want to deploy more sensors.”

Danica pointed at her tech expert. “Work with Zack. Whatever you need.”

Zack replied, “Why am I always the manual labor?”

Lilac answered, “Because that’s what you do best. Your brain is kind of unpredictable.”

He shot her a dirty look but couldn’t hide the smile that twitched his lips. “Unkind.”

“But accurate.”

Danica added, “Alex, you can figure out the rotation, but I’ll volunteer to take the night shifts.”

Jilly interjected, “Me too.”

Everyone spread out to get to work. Lilac took Casman in hand and guided him back to her area, where she would surely have some calming tea for him.

Danica wandered over to Voltaic. “What do you think?”

“I think this is going to be a tough one.”

Danica nodded. “I was thinking the same. How can we make it better?”

“Keeping him here is smart. Having the option to portal or use the tunnel is smart. If you want to operate with an abundance of caution, you should have someone in the office at all times, too. They can protect our escape route and make sure no one breaks in that way without us noticing.”

“I’ll do that. But you’d notice if they tried, right?”

Voltaic gestured at her equipment. “With all the sensors and cameras, plus the systems I’ve built, yeah, I probably would. But there’s no way to guarantee that. So it’s better to act as if I won’t.”

Danica saw the logic. “Makes sense to me. What about researching the companies?”

The infomancer let out a long sigh. “I knew you were going to ask that. I’ve been trying to come up with an answer since this guy appeared on the screen during your meeting. I don’t have one yet. These are big companies. It’s not that I can’t do it. It’s that doing it secretly will be a serious challenge. I might need some help.”

“Do whatever you need to do. I trust your instincts. But we need information, like, yesterday. This ball has been rolling for a while, and we’re only now trying to catch up.”

Voltaic frowned. “Time travel isn’t a thing, you know.”

Danica patted her on the shoulder. “If anyone can figure it out, you can.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Later that night, once everything had quieted down and the whistleblower was nestled in his newly constructed room nearby, Voltaic sat behind her machines. She stretched in her chair and dropped her hands onto her keyboards.

A moment later, her vision of the real world faded away and was replaced by the virtual world of her computer systems as her magic interfaced with the technology. She sped above and occasionally through the glowing landscape of the magical dark web in the skin of a generic avatar that would prevent anyone from identifying her.

Some infomancers always used anonymized avatars, preferring to remain unknown, but the most skilled tended toward customized versions so they would be recognized for their elite skills. She was guilty of that behavior.

Voltaic had five stops to make, the corporations that Casman had dirt on. She stopped at the first and laughed. The server interface for K-Patra was a giant pyramid that appeared to be made of sandstone blocks. A sandstorm wreathed it, undulating up and down as it wrapped around the structure repeatedly. At the top, a beam of light shot into the sky, doubtless brighter than the Luxor casino that was its clear inspiration.

She crossed that one off her list. The ego behind the simulation might be overconfident about defenses, but she had no desire to find out what type of thematic defenses might be inside. She imagined snakes, scarabs, and scorpions and had no interest in any of those.

The second corporation, Ambrodyn, was represented by a massive castle that she was pretty sure she’d seen in a movie. She muttered, “Heavens no, no more ambulatory suits of armor for me, thanks.”

The third one was from a movie. The Two-Thirty-Seven company’s iconic giant hotel on the side was a façade with no depth, but the large hedge maze that served as the server access looked fully developed and true to the film.

Voltaic frowned. “That’s new and stupid.” She considered the challenge with a professional eye. Going in over the top would be the logical means to defeat the designers' intent, so doubtless they had blocked that option. If she’d been the designer, it would have changed pattern randomly upon entering, which would make the whole thing an annoying time suck at best. She put it on her list as a backup plan if nothing more reasonable showed up.

The next one, which belonged to Cywyne Systems, made her groan against the headache that blossomed in her brain. It was an exact replica of the Pentagon, possibly the most unoriginal system design ever. Defense contractors for the United States government loved it. The inside was probably as labyrinthian as the hedge maze had been, which didn’t appeal. She slapped her hands together. “All right, lucky number five. Give me some sugar.”

When Voltaic arrived at the server owned by Giltaine Corporation, it turned out to be a graveyard dominated by a huge stone mausoleum in the middle. The iron gate in the fence surrounding the cemetery opened at her touch. She laughed at the aged and weathered headstones bearing the names of companies that had gone bankrupt. This was the type of system she could enjoy trying to defeat, one that showed an edge of humor.

She nodded at the imposing mausoleum. “All right. To quote the musical, ‘You’re the one that I want.’ I’ll be back for you soon.”

She blew it a kiss, then threw herself into the sky. The magical dark web blurred beneath her as she searched for an address. Then she descended to land gently on the street in front of it, clad in her usual cyberpunk avatar.

The place was on a claustrophobic street of narrow shops, and this storefront had a door centered between two large windows. Rows of people with prototypically Asian features playing pachinko machines extended from the front of the building to the back.

Voltaic opened the door. The sound of the bells and metallic balls surrounded her like a wet towel wrapped around her head. She chose the aisle to her right and moved down it, walking sideways through the narrow lane between chairs. The figures playing the games were entirely intent on the action and paid her no mind. She started a hack on the outermost system, and by the time she reached the back of the room, she had worked out the codes to access the hidden door.

It materialized in front of her, a thin line demarcating the rectangular entrance from the otherwise seamless surface. A slot appeared in it. She attempted to break that code but discovered it was deadlocked to accept only one kind of input. She turned back and walked down the other lines of pachinko players until she found what she was looking for, a machine being played by a hologram.

The hologram was a computer program like all the other computer programs that made up the figures in the room, but sometimes one had to accept the simulation's reality. She sat at the machine, put in money, and started trying to drop the little metal balls into the proper slot. It took a while, but she eventually managed it, and the game produced a metal coin.

Voltaic carried it back to the door, slid it in the slot, and the barrier obligingly shimmered out of existence. A flight of stairs that switched back upon itself led her to a large room filled with video games along the walls and tall tables in the middle. Clusters of avatars gathered around the tables talking while others played the machines.

Unlike the room above, infomancers populated this one. Voltaic had many recreational spaces on the magical dark web where she liked to spend her downtime. This one was particularly appealing tonight since it was known as a gathering space for freelancers.

Any one of the infomancers in the place might be someone with a full-time job who worked on the side. Or they could be someone with a full-time job whose duties included keeping an eye on freelance infomancers. One could never tell.

The only way to establish trust here was through interactions or reputation, just like in the real world, although the lack of physical cues present made things more challenging in the virtual world. She saw robot avatars, animal avatars, several other cyberpunk ones that were not nearly as good as hers, several generic skins like the one she’d worn earlier, and so on.

She made a slow circuit of the room looking for people she knew and spotted the one she’d most hoped to find in the corner, playing an old video game called Shinobi. Voltaic watched over the avatar’s shoulder as the character on the screen whipped throwing stars at distant enemies and slashed ones that got close with a samurai sword. Voltaic had played the game before and enjoyed it, but she wasn’t nearly as good as the woman in front of her. Without looking back, the other woman greeted, “Hello, Voltaic.”

“Hello yourself, Alloy.”

The other infomancer kept her eyes and hands focused on the game. “Haven’t seen you around in a while.”

“I’ve been working more or less constantly for a new outfit.”

“Legal?”

“Mostly.”

Alloy laughed. “Legal is a binary. Clearly you have at least one foot on the non-legal side. As usual.”

“I’m not a lawyer.”

Alloy released the game controls and spun on her stool to face Voltaic. Her avatar’s most noteworthy feature was the amalgam of skin and metal that made up her face. “What do you need?”

“Backup.”

“Will it be dangerous?”

There was no reason to lie. “Definitely.”

The metal and flesh sides of the other woman’s face spread into a grin. “Perfect. I’m in.”

They set a time to meet later that evening because they both worked better in the late and early hours. Voltaic sent a message to Danica informing her she had found help and they were going after Giltaine Corporation. When she woke up from her nap, Danica had confirmed receipt and wished her good luck.

As she settled in front of her computer again, Voltaic muttered, “Yeah, I think I’m gonna need it.” This was by far the biggest organization she’d ever hacked into. She’d done some government agencies but only the smaller ones. The multi-billion-dollar company worked in the defense space, so she expected to find some solid countermeasures on the other side of the mausoleum’s walls.

Her magic brought the arming room into existence around her avatar. Her robotic shopkeeper greeted, “Welcome back, Ms. Voltaic.”

She distractedly replied, “Hey, Oswald,” as she headed for the rows of gear she could select from. She selected her usual knives and pistols as well as several grenade options. Toolkits representing physical and electronic tools snapped onto her belt.

She stepped into a new chamber that had recently been added to the store. A snaking metallic arm penetrated her back, replenished her potion supplies, and healed the puncture as it retracted.

As she stepped out of the chamber, she checked her blades at arms and shins, then extended her talons. Her integrated weapons were in good shape. When she reached the front desk, Oswald observed, “I notice you are not your normal talkative self. Is there a problem?”

“No problem, Rust Bucket. Just a challenging mission ahead. Trying to stay focused.”

“Ah. That must be difficult with your limited brainpower.”

She laughed. “Jerk. Give me the triple ammo shotgun, the dart thrower, the throwing stars, and the energy shield.”

He handed them over. “Is there a reason you’re not wearing your battle armor?”

She’d considered it. “I don’t know what I’m going to face, and I might need more mobility than it would provide. If there’s sneaking to do that armor is not the right choice.”

“That is quite true.”

Once fully armed, she headed to the door and jumped out. She forgot to insult Oswald as she exited, a sign of her hyper-focus on the coming intrusion. A short time later, she landed outside the graveyard and sent the signal she and Alloy had agreed on.

A moment later, her ally for the evening appeared, dropped from the sky to smoothly land beside her in a crouch, then stood. Alloy was clad in a combination of leather and metal armor that brought a samurai to mind, if that samurai was from some distant future. Sword hilts stuck up over her shoulders. Her belt held other objects. Her long dark hair was in a long braid that hung down over her shoulder.

Voltaic asked, “You ready?”

“No time like the present.”

Voltaic opened the gate and headed inside. “Then let’s go cause some trouble.”


CHAPTER NINE


Voltaic resisted the urge to reach for Alloy’s hand as they walked toward the mausoleum together. It was an instinctive response to the spookiness around them and the fact that Alloy was a kind of friend.

Friendship was an uncertain thing in the strange world of freelance infomancy, where you never knew if the person who worked with you on a given run might be working against you on the next. Since there was rarely any real-world damage beyond the success or failure of a given mission, strong relationships could survive the odd duality.

Except for when someone outs your real-world location and gets your apartment blown up. Voltaic wasn’t sure she was capable of trusting Jack Shade again after he’d done that, much less trying to be his friend, although he’d made a belated effort to moderate the damage of his information sharing.

She shoved those thoughts out of her head as they reached the mausoleum’s door. It was locked with a chain of thick metal links. A laser cutter from the pack at her belt easily sliced through the chain.

As she prepared to stab it into the lock set in the mausoleum door, Alloy requested, “Please, allow me.” She pressed the fingers of her gloved right hand around the lock, and it clicked open a moment later.

“Is your hand metal too?”

Alloy smiled. “Are you asking what’s underneath my outfit?”

Voltaic laughed. “Forget I said anything.”

Alloy’s grin widened. “How boring.”

Voltaic pushed the door open and stepped across the threshold. The outside of the building was rectangular, but the inside had been crafted into an irregular octagon. The wall they’d entered on and the opposite one across the room were wider than the other sections. Three sections made up each of the sides, two angled and the one in the middle perpendicular to the entrance. The walls extended eight feet in from the outside and bore plaques with engraved names.

Voltaic observed, “That’s efficient body storage.”

“It might be if not for that thing taking up so much space in the middle.” Alloy referred to a large marble support with an ornate stone coffin resting on it. Thankfully, it was closed by a heavy lid with an embedded stylized tree carving.

“What do you think’s inside?”

“Given this vibe? Probably a lich. Or a mummy. Although the whole scenario isn’t quite Egyptian enough for that.”

The mention of Egypt made Voltaic think about beetles and scorpions again. “I’m going to bet it holds a skeleton dressed in plate mail. With guns.”

The other woman laughed. “That’s an interesting amalgam of genres.”

“That pretty much describes me, too, when you come right down to it.”

Alloy extended her arm. A small object on her left glove detached and flew into the air. It hovered over the coffin, and a faint red laser light appeared to show the movement of its scanning beam. When it had scanned the coffin from top to bottom, then bottom to top again, it returned to Alloy’s hand and seamlessly nestled back into her glove. “Looks like we go through the coffin.”

“So it’s empty?”

“Oh, no idea. I can’t scan inside it, just below it.”

“So, probably not empty.”

Alloy grinned. “Probably not. Shall we find out?”

They lifted the lid off the coffin. It was indeed empty but also offered no way down.

They exchanged a look. Voltaic suggested, “Let’s push it and see what happens.” Pressure from the side caused it to slide smoothly aside and reveal a hole that went down quite a way beyond the floor of the mausoleum.

Both infomancers laughed. Alloy added, “Kind of anticlimactic, really.”

Voltaic was about to warn the other woman about saying things that would tempt fate when four plaques exploded from the walls. Figures shot out of them to land nimbly at the room's corners. She propelled herself toward the nearest and was peripherally aware of Alloy doing the same to the next closest one.

She drew her pistols since they could be brought into action more quickly than the shotgun on her back and fired as she brought them up, landing rounds in the figure’s legs and torso before delivering one to its head.

Unfortunately, the bullets deflected from the archaic suit of armor that covered her foe. She snarled, “Dammit, I was kidding about the plate mail.”

The sound of metal striking metal came from her left as Alloy chopped at her foe with a pair of swords, one longer than the other. Her ally quipped, “Then maybe you shouldn’t have invoked it with your inopportune words.”

“Says the one who threw out ‘anticlimactic.’ Switch.”

Voltaic leapt toward Alloy. The other woman smoothly fell into a shoulder roll to pass under her, and a moment later they each came up against new enemies. Voltaic jammed her pistols under the helmet of the one Alloy had been fighting and pulled the triggers. The head exploded inside with a disconcerting squelch, and the armored figure fell. As she turned to find her next opponent, she saw Alloy had also taken hers down. “Nice.”

The other woman flicked her blades as if to clean blood from them, although none showed. “I have my moments.”

Voltaic shoved her empty pistols back in their holsters and grabbed the shotgun from her back. She ran at the next opponent on her side, who had unlimbered a giant sword from somewhere and swung it down in a diagonal chop to intercept her.

A swift shift of the shotgun butt intercepted it at the perfect moment to allow a slight tap to redirect the blade enough that it missed her. Then Voltaic shoved the shotgun’s barrel into the seam between the figure’s helmet and breastplate. One pull of the trigger sent an incendiary round up underneath the metal, and the helmet exploded into fragments a moment later. Fortunately, most of them headed away from her. She turned to assist Alloy but saw the remaining enemy’s head fly loose from its shoulders as both blades swiped across its neck.

In the same motion she’d used to decapitate her foe, Alloy sheathed the weapons at her back and made a show of dusting off her hands.

“Well, you certainly made that look easy.”

Alloy grinned. “Low-level bots. Everyone looks impressive against low-level bots.”

“How did you coordinate so seamlessly with what I was doing?”

Alloy’s lips twitched. “Predictive code. My own creation. Works against enemies and with allies. It improves every time I use it, too.”

Voltaic narrowed her eyes. “So, I’m now part of your data set.”

“You know it.”

“You should share.”

Alloy laughed and moved toward the coffin. “Never.”

Voltaic followed. “Eventually, you’ll come around.”

“Unlikely. Let’s see what’s waiting for us downstairs, shall we?” Alloy put one hand on the edge of the plinth and vaulted into the hole.

Voltaic waited for sounds of danger or injury, heard none, and copied the move. Alloy had moved out of the way to give Voltaic space. After she landed, she took a moment to assess their new surroundings.

They were in a tunnel that appeared to be hewn from the surrounding rock. Shelves had been carved into it and were filled with bones and skulls, not arranged in single skeletons but rather collected by type. All the thigh bones here, all the hands there. It was decidedly creepy. She poked a random tibia, and it fell with a clatter to the stone floor. “Paris Catacombs?”

Alloy nodded. “That’s what my database says. Inspired by them at least.”

“Fun. Watch out for rats.”

The scenery changed after only a minute or so of walking. Almost without transition, they went from dim, hewn rock tunnels filled with skeletal remains to steel walls and floors, bright high-tech lighting above, and the ominous sense that they’d entered an evil villain’s secret lair.

Voltaic observed, “Definitely from a Bond film.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Haven’t seen any in a while.”

Doors in the side walls slid up or aside as they reached them. The rooms beyond were as movie-stereotyped as could be. The first contained a large swimming pool filled with sharks, and the next featured an operating table and a 1960s version of a laser weapon suspended above it. One danger after the next presented themselves as Voltaic and Alloy advanced through the place. The sameness had almost lulled her into relaxation when it changed again.

An instant after they entered a large room, the four doors inside it slammed shut simultaneously with echoing clangs. Voltaic and Alloy each turned in a circle to examine the space.

“Looks like a perfect house for a cat with all these little shelves and levels mounted on the walls.”

Alloy’s hovering robot was out again, its red laser scanning the room. “No sign of feline residue or anything living.”

Irises in the walls twisted to reveal openings filled with glowing red eyes. Voltaic sighed. “Spiders. Why did it have to be spiders?”


CHAPTER TEN


Alloy’s predictive model instantly reacted to the appearance of the spider-filled holes. An overlay showing paths for each mechanical spider was drawn on her vision in wireframe. Thicker lines represented more likely routes and thinner ones showed other possibilities the system deemed likely. Voltaic’s movement in the corner of her eye also triggered predictions about her actions. The system’s output was a constantly updating array of lines and images that transformed her view of the world into an absolute mess of potentials and possibilities.

Alloy had been using the system for a long time and had internalized the odd display to an extent that no longer required conscious attention. The spider with the most solid path was already in flight toward her, and her system assumed this limited its ability to adjust its trajectory and made it a primary target.

Others were coming out of their hidey-holes and jumping from level to level as they spread out to create more angles of attack. Her system updated in real-time as it processed how far the first spider had jumped and made estimations on the others’ movement abilities and speeds based on that data.

Her hands found the pommels of the swords at her back, and she drew the daishō with a flourish, the longer katana in her right hand and the moderately shorter wakizashi in her left. She had grown up watching countless movies of samurai who wielded dual swords and could wield any pair without hindrance but learned that having one slightly longer than the other worked best for her style. She also trained with them in the physical world and held advanced belts in aikido and kenjutsu. Naturally, her work in the simulation was far faster than she could ever be outside the virtual world.

An upward slice of her larger blade bisected the spider, and a spinning slash with the other cut the two pieces into halves again, all from the draw of the weapons. Alloy was already repositioning to deflect the next spider that jumped at her when the attackers changed tactics.

Webs shot out from four that had positioned themselves around her like the main points of a compass. She spun with blades extended to try to chop through them and was shocked as they resisted the finely honed edges of her swords. She scowled, threw the swords in the air, grabbed the webs, and yanked them as she threw herself into a fast spin. The spiders’ feet gripped the shelves in opposition, then flew free, still attached to the lines.

Alloy whirled them above her head, gathering the webs into one thick line before slamming everything on the floor. The robotic spiders shattered, and she slapped the remaining sticky webs against her armor in places where it wouldn’t hinder her movements. She dropped to one knee and caught the blades before they hit the floor.

Her stillness lasted only a moment before she threw herself into a forward shoulder roll to get out of Voltaic’s way as the other woman spun past her. Her systems calculated the move would evade ninety-five percent of her ally’s potential actions at that moment.

Additional spiders and paths appeared in her visual field as she rose, too many to deal with using only her swords. Alloy gave the mental command to extend the spikes on the heels and toes of her boots and attacked, becoming a blur of motion as she slashed, kicked, and punched.

One of them leapt at her from behind and would have struck her if not for Voltaic’s shouted warning. Alloy spun and raised a fist. The projection covering the knuckle of her right-hand glove sped away from her and transformed into a dart that intercepted the spider and took it to the floor. She went back to fighting off the others, then yelled, “Watch out,” as her sensors detected the roof opening above and something dropping through.

Alloy dove to the side, but a plunging metal limb that smacked her in the legs and sent her spinning compromised her usual grace. She slammed hard into the wall but jumped right back up, ignoring the pain that resonated through her senses. She raced at the enormous spider with the scarily requisite number of legs, big eyes, and giant mandibles that looked too large for the rest of its body. Its body shone in chrome and black metal like something out of a nightmare.

Voltaic shouted, “Incoming!”

A moment later, an incendiary round from her shotgun slammed into the spider’s back and exploded. Fire coated the creature as Alloy focused on deflecting the sharpened slivers of metal the thing was spitting at her, waiting to see if the flaming goo would have any effect.

It didn’t impair their foe. Worse, the spider shuddered and sent it all over the place, forcing Alloy to activate a consumable shield to protect herself. She had more of them in reserve, but like any infomancer on a mission, her prepared programs were limited.

Alloy reached for her belt and pulled off the throwing star that served as a belt buckle. She held it horizontally on her index finger and spun it with her other hand. The object became a small circular saw blade. She used a broad arm motion to whip it at the spider.

The blade steadily increased in size as it crossed the distance and hit exactly where she’d aimed it, the joint of one leg on the right-hand side. It severed the limb, which fell away as the spider staggered in that direction.

Voltaic shouted. “Great work, only seven to go!”

“That’s my only spinner.”

The other woman laughed. “What? Did you think this would be an easy run? Leave your best gear at home?” Voltaic came around the back of the spider, placed the shotgun against the joint of another limb, and pulled the trigger. The portion connected to the body shattered, and the spider staggered to the other side.

When it turned to get at Voltaic, Alloy launched herself onto the thing’s back, fell to her stomach, and used her momentum to slash her katana across the side of its body. It separated two legs on that side. The spider tumbled, throwing her off.

She slid across the room to slam into the wall again, and when she bounced back up, Voltaic was blasting shotgun rounds into the spider with the barrel held against the thing’s back. It finally shuddered and went limp.

When it was down, Alloy approached Voltaic. “Love the throwing star dispenser. I need to copy that.”

“And I need to copy that spinning thing. We both have darts too.”

Alloy laughed. “It’s like we’re twins.”

With a shiver, the room floor descended like an elevator.

“Uh-oh,” both women chorused, then laughed again.

Voltaic added, “Definitely twins. Got any guesses for what’s below?”

Alloy grinned. “No idea, but it should be fun to find out.”
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Voltaic examined the barrel of her shotgun as the room moved lower. As she’d feared, placing it against the creature’s back had damaged the barrel. It was no longer safe to use.

She rolled her eyes at the knowledge that Oswald would have things to say about her returning damaged equipment. She shoved it back into its carrying position on her back and readied her pistols. When the room stopped, the only way off the platform was a wide hallway that seemed entirely innocuous to the eye.

Alloy snarked, “Right. No threat there. I’m filled with confidence.”

Voltaic laughed. “For sure.” She activated all of her detection modes. The laser grid covering the hallway appeared immediately.

Her systems analyzed the spacing between the red lines that crossed and recrossed the hallway. It would be difficult, but she could navigate it with her avatar’s acrobatic ability. “My system says I can dance my way through.”

“Mine agrees. Think it’s accurate?”

“Only one way to find out. Together?”

Alloy nodded. “Together.”

The other woman sheathed her swords as Voltaic slid her pistols back into their holsters. They each dropped into ready position as Alloy counted down from five. At zero, Voltaic ran forward at full speed to make her first jump. Naturally, that was when the lines started to move. Analysis whipped across her visual field as her systems tried to figure out what was happening.

Voltaic’s reaction was automatic. First, she activated her avatar’s version of an energy potion, a short-term overclocking of her processors that would allow her systems to work faster. Her focus narrowed to getting through the maze as she killed all other processes, eliminating shields, scanners, and almost everything else.

She dove across the first line, landed with her hands on the floor, and performed a round-off to get by the next one, which curved underneath her as she passed over it. From there, she rolled on the floor to evade two more before leaping to her feet and cartwheeling to her left. She saw one she absolutely couldn’t avoid and triggered the single-use shield she’d brought along. It sparkled into existence and handled the impact of the laser that would otherwise have chopped off her avatar’s legs and kicked her out of the system.

Small sounds from the side caught her attention. She risked a look to see that Alloy was still keeping up and pieces of her suit were flying off to intercept various lasers before they could damage her.

Then Voltaic had no more time for attention to anything other than the lasers trying to carve her up. She flipped, twisted, and finally landed beyond the trap. As her programs came fully back online, she noted that the server was responding as if they’d set off an alarm and snarled a curse. “They know we’re here now.”

Alloy shrugged as a few of the devices she’d deployed returned to nestle in her armor. “They probably already knew after the spiders. I’ve got to say, this challenge was certainly more impressive than what we saw above.”

Voltaic laughed. “Definitely. Chickening out?”

“Hell no. But we need to move faster or the system will catch up to us.”

“Agreed. Let’s do it.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Voltaic and Alloy walked down the hallway together, pistols filling the hands of the former and swords in the fists of the latter. Voltaic announced, “Got something.”

Alloy had dispatched one of her little machines to scout ahead of them. “Multiple somethings?”

“Yeah. I guess we’re seeing the same thing.” Voltaic stopped walking, checked again to ensure both pistols were fully loaded, and verified she still had throwing stars, grenades, and darts remaining for the fight ahead. The energy burst she’d used to get through the laser maze was gone, but she felt good about still having a healing solution inside ready to deploy with a command. “Any particular strategy you’d prefer?”

Alloy pointed ahead. “You go first.”

Voltaic allowed a harsh laugh. “Helpful. Just like always.”

“I try to be consistent. Helps the partnership when you know what to expect.”

Voltaic resumed walking. Alloy fell in beside her.

The hallway opened into an octagonal room that called the mausoleum to mind. This one was larger in every direction, two stories high, and a balcony with a railing ringed the upper level. The curved staircase leading up to it was against the far wall. Men in black uniforms that included balaclavas covering everything except their eyes stood above with assault rifles pointing down.

The room was empty apart from a pair of figures that stood in the exact center about two paces away from the other. The one on Voltaic’s left was dressed like a cowboy in jeans, a shirt with ivory buttons and white piping, and a Stetson. He had a whip on his belt, revolvers at his hips, and a shotgun butt sticking up over his shoulder.

The other looked like he might have been part of her avatar’s family in a cyberpunk outfit. Pistols rested against his thighs. A sword hilt stuck up over his back, and a bright green stripe of high hair that defied gravity ran down the center of his skull.

Alloy asked, “Do you know that dude? Please tell me you didn’t date him.”

The cyberpunk avatar replied, “I guarantee you we’ve never met. If we had, you would be logging out of my system right now.”

Voltaic gave him a flat look. “Wow. Insults. So threatening.” She deliberately turned to face Alloy. “We should probably leave, huh? Totally outclassed.”

“Entirely.” Alloy turned as if to go but continued the turn to make it a full circle. “But you know, maybe these guys are just pretentious idiots who think way too highly of themselves.”

The one on the left gave a dark laugh and replied in a country accent, “Or maybe you are.”

“Oh, you can speak. I thought you were the tall, ugly, and quiet type. Now I see you’re only two of the three, not quiet at all.”

He brushed his blond mustache. “This is the part where you tell us who you are and get the hell out of our server.”

“And this is where we tell you to bite us. Glad we got that out of the way.” On the last word, Alloy charged.

Voltaic stepped forward, cursed herself for heading for the same opponent as Alloy, and angled to the right. The other cyberpunk avatar drew a sword that gleamed and left a trail in the air as he swished it through a basic defensive pattern. The sight caused her to slide to a stop and backpedal from the extra power the visual effects portended.

He grinned and taunted, “Bit off a little more than you could chew, huh?”

She snarled, “Doubtful.” Voltaic reached for her left wrist to grab and hurl a throwing star at his face right-handed, then shot a dart down at his knee in a continuation of the same motion. He whipped the sword around in an arc to intercept both, which was what she’d hoped he’d do. Her left-hand gun was leveled at his face before he finished the move, and she pulled the trigger spasmodically.

Her foe threw himself to the side, seemingly challenging the laws of physics with how his head snapped out of the way and carried his body along to evade the bullets. She snarled a curse and kept shooting as she drew her second gun to add to the barrage. He landed in perfect balance, and his sword flashed back and forth, up and down, in a complex pattern that intercepted and deflected each bullet. On the last, he spun to the side, swiped down with the sword, and cleaved the bullet in half. The sound of the two pieces hitting the floor was like his mocking laughter.

Voltaic shoved her pistols back into their holsters, grabbed her knives, and growled, “All right, buddy. Up close and personal it is.”
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Alloy’s decision to charge the cowboy resulted from her system’s analysis that he was the weaker target and could thus be taken out to better the odds more quickly. Unfortunately, her system had misjudged his abilities. His whip had lashed out before she’d taken three steps, swirling through the air to wrap her up like a lariat might catch an ornery cow. She’d lifted her wakizashi to intercept, confident the blade would slice through the oncoming line, and had been shocked when it failed to do so and wrapped around her steel instead.

Her shock intensified as he ripped the sword out of her hand with the whip and threw her weapon across the room, then had the lash coming back at her almost before she could react. His speed was ridiculous.

She ducked the cracking popper and tried to scurry inside his guard in a crouch. Alloy extended her sword as she rose to reach his heart, but he was no longer there, already twirling away like a matador. When his spin finished, a revolver was in his other hand. She punched her empty left hand like a jab, and all four darts leapt from the knuckles to fly at him.

One embedded itself in his wrist, and another struck the gun and knocked it out of his hand. As she moved in to press her advantage, he drew his shotgun and aimed it at her faster than she would have believed possible, even given what she’d already seen of his skills. The first blast caught her in the chest, but her armor handled the buckshot with only minor denting. She bent backward to avoid the second spray, and it turned out to be a slug that passed above her bared throat.

Alternating ammunition wasn’t something she’d ever seen in a shotgun of that model, and the violation of simulation norms came as a surprise. Usually, things behaved like the real-world instances they represented, but that wasn’t the case here.

She threw herself to the floor, rolled toward him as his next shot sprayed pellets that bounced around her, then spun and stabbed with the spike in the toe of her boot extracted. He gave a quick skip to avoid being stabbed, stomped down on her foot, and made a strange twisting motion that brought the spur on his heel across her leg. The sharpened metal burned as it sliced through fabric and flesh, and she screamed an angry oath at him.

At a mental command, pieces of her costume detached and went on the offensive, speeding across the distance that separated her from her foe to buzz around him like mosquitoes. When they found exposed flesh, they darted in to make tiny cuts or deep punctures, depending on the model and the location. The oppressiveness of the corporation’s system meant she couldn’t use the tiny robots for the fine work she might have elsewhere. Still, their general programming was sufficient to provide a distraction as they tried to slice and dice him.

She rose and gripped her sword in both hands, watching for an opening. She spun to her left at the unexpected sound of a heavy gun discharging. Someone new had entered the fray, fortunately on their side. She recognized him from his avatar, although they had only met once. She snarled, “Shade? What the hell?”

Jack Shade replied, “Finish the bad guys first, then we’ll talk.”
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Voltaic threw a grenade at the other cyberpunk avatar, and he predictably waved his pretty sword around and chopped it in half. The electrical energy contained within buzzed up his sword and covered his body. It only slowed him for a moment, but she used the interval to jump forward with a shout and swivel her knives to point down in her fists.

He threw up his arms to defend himself, and she took a long slice on her left forearm from his sword as a result. When she came down, both of her knives stabbed down into his chest, just below his collarbone.

The pain would be excruciating in the real world. Here, it interfered with his systems enough that she could extend her talons on both hands and drive them into his neck with rigid fingers. He shuddered, then pixelated away.

She turned in time to see Alloy knock the cowboy’s legs out from underneath him with a spinning kick and someone else shoot the fallen man in the chest with the barrel of a revolver pressed against his clothes. Voltaic recognized the newcomer as the cowboy transformed into a shower of light and color. She growled, “What are you doing here, jerk face?”

Jack Shade scowled as he holstered his gun. “Same as you, Voltaic, I imagine.”

She activated the programs to pull the data she needed from the local system and could tell Alloy was doing the same. Doubtless Jack was, as well. “How did you get through the grid?”

“That would be telling.”

Voltaic lifted an eyebrow. “I could tell our friend Alloy here some things about you that she might not know yet.”

Alloy grinned wide. “I love secrets. Do it.”

Jack Shade scowled. “I apologized for that, and I tried to help after. But if you must know…” He tapped a small stud at the collar of his outfit and shrank so small that he was virtually out of sight. A moment later he came back to full size.

“That was an illusion of what happens. The size change only works once each way in a system and only lasts for a short time before it’s counteracted since it’s such an obvious rule break, but it got me through the grid.”

Alloy asked, “And then what, you hid?”

Jack Shade replied, “I was planning.”

Voltaic scoffed, “Sure you were. Did you know we were coming?”

“No.”

“Then why are you here?”

He looked exasperated, as if his plan for the day hadn’t included being badgered by two other infomancers. “Probably for the same reason you are. Because someone paid me to be.”

Alloy chuckled. “Well, you’ve got me there. Care to share who?”

“No.”

Voltaic retorted, “Fine. Be a jerk face, jerk face.” A small chime indicated she had the data she needed. She gave Alloy a questioning look. The other woman nodded in confirmation that she had as well. She grinned at Jack Shade. “See you later, loser.”

As she logged out, she sent out a program that would activate every alarm it could find in the place. His shocked look as sirens went off in the instant before she departed the system was priceless.

Back in the real world, she opened her eyes, leaned back in her chair, and laughed. “So petty and stupid, but oh, so rewarding.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


The next day, after spending the night in the warehouse as she said she would, Danica called her team together to chat. Once everyone was present, she announced, “Voltaic has information to share with us.”

The infomancer didn’t stifle a harsh laugh. “Way to warn me in advance that I was the speaker, boss. Cool leadership skills.”

Danica lifted her coffee cup in a salute. “I knew you didn’t need to prepare. You’re just that good.”

Voltaic tried to shoot laser beams out of her eyes, but as always, her hope that she would manifest superpowers failed to materialize. “All right. I took a look at the dark web presence of all five companies implicated in the evidence Casman has gathered. I chose the most promising one and broke in last night.”

Zack asked, “Difficult hack?”

Voltaic’s expression was serious as she nodded. “Yeah. Definitely a big-league match. I needed some help to get it done, but fortunately I’ve done enough favors for others that people are generally willing to help me out when I need it.”

Danica asked, “What did you find?” Voltaic had already shared the information with her, but she needed to hear it again with caffeine in her system.

Voltaic ran fingers through her hair. “Unfortunately, not that much. The infomancer I had with me discovered a record in an executive’s calendar that suggests the CEOs had a private meeting. It was a clever place to look. I’m more of a ‘steal the data from the R&D server’ kind of thief. From now on, I’ll be checking calendars too.”

Zack asked, “Any indication in their records of how they plan to respond?”

Derek interjected, “Whatever they do will be buried in some small division that spends a lot of money. Probably an R&D budget line. We won’t be able to track it that way.”

“How about identifying money moving from one company to another?”

“They’ll be especially good at hiding that kind of thing. No offense to Voltaic, but it would take a team of forensic accountants to even make a start at it.”

The infomancer replied, “No offense taken, and I agree.”

Lilac observed, “So, we’ll have to assume the worst-case scenario. The resources of all five organizations brought to bear on stopping Trey from testifying.”

Alex asked, “What about taking him to Oriceran? There’s a whole world to hide him in and no guarantee that the companies have magical assets to send in pursuit.”

Danica replied, “Yeah, but on the other hand, there are all sorts of skilled magic practitioners on Oriceran who might be interested in the kind of money the company could throw around in a search for help finding him.” She shook her head. “It’s a good thought, but I think we’re better here where technology can help us now.”

Danica’s phone rang, and she looked down to see that it was the call she expected. “Hello, Arthur. I’m putting you on speaker.”

“Hi, everyone. The safe house is ready.”

Alex replied, “Excellent. How safe is it?”

“It’s anonymous and has some basic defenses. Our systems keep an eye on it all the time, but not much more than that. Upgrade as you feel necessary.”

Zack clapped. “Now we’re talking.”

Danica suppressed a grin at his enthusiasm. “All right, will do. Time frame?”

Arthur replied, “We’ll have a portal ready within the hour.”

“We’ll be ready.” The call dropped. “Okay, people. Assume this place has nothing going for it other than its location. Pack whatever we have on hand and plan to buy whatever you need to get it up to snuff. We need to start bolstering the defenses as soon as we arrive.”

As everyone split up to do those tasks, Voltaic stepped up to Danica. “Got a minute for a private chat?”

Danica followed her to her workspace.

“You should know something about last night that I didn’t mention yet. We found Jack Shade there.”

Danica frowned. “The infomancer who was around during our time with Lukas?”

“Exactly, although that wasn’t my first encounter with him.” Voltaic leaned against her desk with her arms crossed.

“But they’re taken care of.”

“Yes. They are. And still, there he was.”

The information didn’t make sense to her. “What was he doing?”

Voltaic held her hands out to her sides in a gesture of futility. “As near as I could tell, the same thing we were. Gathering information on the corporation. But why, and what, and for who, I have no idea.”

“Did he follow you there?”

“I am mostly positive he was there before we were.”

From Danica’s shoulder, Jilly asked, “How worried should we be?”

Voltaic thought about that for a second. “Eight, on a ten-point scale.”

“Thanks for the info. Keep doing whatever you can to hunt down new information.”

“Of course.”

When they were out of earshot, Jilly asked, “The hidden enemy in the background Rowena warned us about?”

Danica replied, “Maybe. Not Jack Shade himself, I’m guessing, but whoever he’s working for.”

“Do you think we missed some of the True Practitioners?”

“No.”

Jilly lowered her head in a nod. “Me neither.”

When Arthur called again to say the portal was ready, Danica opened one to the Miami office. Her people moved through it, stepping from there immediately into the next portal that took them to the safe house. She went last and closed her portal behind her. The dwelling was a comfortable two-story structure with a basement, nestled in a cul-de-sac in the heart of what felt like suburbia.

Zack and Randall immediately unpacked a drone and opened the sliding door in the dining room, and Voltaic took control of it from the warehouse. Over the com, the infomancer advised, “You’ll either need to put this in an upstairs room with the window open or on the roof.”

Zack replied, “Way ahead of you. There’s an office on the second floor that faces the back. We’ll be able to keep the door closed so no light gets out. The drone can live in there.”

“Perfect. Make it so.”

While Zack worked on relocating the drone’s base station, Randall handled installing cameras all around the interior. The units were simple, self-powered, and wireless. Her team had brought a base station all the devices connected to. Voltaic could link to directly somehow. It was infomancy, and Danica didn’t understand that magic much.

What she did understand was her next task. She found Lilac. “You ready to take a walk?”

The witch nodded. “I have what I need.” She held a jar of what looked like colored sand in one hand and her wand in the other.

“You’ll have to teach me some stuff at some point.”

Lilac grinned. “Always happy to. Maybe we can trade approaches.”

They veiled and walked outside together. Danica made sure anyone who might be watching wouldn’t see the door open or close. She stopped about fifteen feet away from the house. Lilac went to the far edge of the property, near the fence that surrounded it on three sides.

At the witch’s nod, they began walking the perimeter and the middle ground together. Because she controlled the veil over both of them, Danica could see the thin trickle of sand that left the witch’s wand hand, doubtless ensorcelled as it fell.

Danica used a different technique. She’d been taught several ways to accomplish the result she was after, including using blood, ward stones, and other physical elements. Today she was doing without a physical component and willing her energy into the ground as she trod upon it in her bare feet. The winter cold didn’t bother her since she was in a trance state that allowed no negative perceptions to enter. The sensation of cold was present, but it didn’t register as pain or discomfort, only as information her mind processed and released.

As they moved into the front yard, she noted that the neighborhood had some life. Kids rode bikes down the street, a couple of neighbors talked on the sidewalk, and a car door slammed in the distance. It was good that Voltaic could keep a drone up over the place with AI agents watching for any incoming trouble. She trusted Arthur’s belief that the place’s anonymity would help, but there were too many variables in play to rely only on that. If some hidden enemy was involved, they might be capable of anything.

Danica frowned inwardly at letting her mind drift and refocused on her task. She walked backward along her path until she found the resonance of the last place where she properly deposited her magic, then continued forward again, concentrating on the task.

When the walk was done and they were back in the house, Lilac asked, “Why’d you have to go back?”

Danica pinched the bridge of her nose. “Focus problems. Intrusive thoughts. That kind of thing. Messed up my magic.”

“Oh, I see. That happens sometimes.”

Jilly sent, Are you okay?

Danica replied, Fine. Just feeling a little stress.

You could punch Randall. It would help.

Danica laughed out loud, and Lilac stared at her. She shook her head. “Never mind.”

The witch lifted an eyebrow. “Jilly, you better not have insulted me.”

The dragon assured her, “It wasn’t you.”

A couple of hours later, the place was as ready as it was going to get. Danica said, “All right, I’m going to portal home and grab some stuff. I’ll stay here overnight in one of the bedrooms. Alex, you have the other. Casman gets the third.”

Randall volunteered, “I’ll stay over too. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

Jilly replied, “Good. We’ll watch movies.”

“Perfect, but I get to pick.”

“Only if you pick good ones.”

Danica shook her head, unable to find her usual joy in the banter. Despite the fact that everything seemed under control, she couldn’t shake the unease that it was equally likely nothing was.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Solene reclined in the back of the sedan carrying her toward the club. The closest portal she’d been able to secure was a couple of miles away, and she wasn’t sure why Jack Shade had chosen this particular place for their meeting. It wasn’t a spot they’d ever met. Hell, it wasn’t a town they had ever met in.

She had learned not to argue with the infomancer. He was quirky but highly skilled and entirely reliable, which made dealing with his occasional foible worthwhile.

The car pulled to the curb, and she stepped out, then smoothed her dress. It was a little red number with sequins that extended to just above her knee and fit her like a second skin. She had no weapons hidden underneath it, although the heels she wore were reinforced enough to be used as stabbing weapons, and the poison fingernails on each hand were always ready for action.

The club was called Dirigible, and the outside was painted to look like the nighttime sky. She whispered in the bouncer’s ear, surreptitiously passed him a fifty-dollar bill, and got permission to go in. One of those waiting protested, and the bouncer snapped an insult that caused those around the man to laugh at him.

Solene had already put them out of her mind as she stepped into the darkened room with its throbbing music, flashing lights, and thick haze of smoke. An unwise inhalation made her cough as she realized the smoke was an intoxicant. Some clubs used that as a selling point, but she rarely set foot in them. A little alcohol was one thing, but she wanted to be in charge of her intoxication level.

She stared at the dance floor for a minute, looking for her quarry, then resigned herself to having to plunge in to find Jack Shade. She walked around the edges to find the best entry point and was surprised to find him sitting in a booth alone except for the empty martini glass in front of him. Solene slid into the space across from him, and a moment later a server appeared with two purplish drinks in martini glasses. The man set them down, took the empty, and departed.

Talon, Jack Shade’s real-world name, pushed one across to her. She watched lights sparkle through it.

“You knew I was coming?”

“I saw the car arrive through the venue’s exterior cameras. Easy hack. This place should hire better talent.” He sounded unlike his normal happy-go-lucky self.

Solene sipped the drink and winced. “What the hell is this? Grain alcohol?”

He snorted and took a larger drink of his. “It’s an Aunt Roberta. Vodka, gin, brandy, absinthe, rum, and blackberry liqueur, just for a little flavor.”

She tasted it again and shivered at the combination of spirits. “Damn, man, what’s got you rattled?”

He gulped his, then blew out a breath. He spun the base of the martini glass and didn’t meet her eyes, “I ran into Voltaic in the Giltaine servers last night.”

Excitement spread through Solene, but she did her best not to display it. “Oh? Really? So, Spellbound has an interest?”

He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Could have been a freelance gig. There was another infomancer with her. Maybe it was the other one’s run.” His voice told the tale.

“You don’t think it was.”

“Coincidences like that don’t happen too often in my world. Do they in yours?”

“Definitely not. Did they know you were there?”

He took another slug from his glass. He looked momentarily frozen as the alcohol smashed into his senses. “Yes.”

Her lips pursed in displeasure. “Unfortunate.”

“Unavoidable.”

Solene took another sip of hers. It burned, but she had to admit the blackberry liqueur made it taste pleasant in the instant before all the different alcohols hammered into you. “Okay. This has possibilities. Do you have any leverage on Voltaic?”

He laughed. “None. She’s squeaky clean.”

“No one is that free of sin.” Solene tossed down the rest of her drink, stood, then wobbled and grabbed the table for support. “You, my friend, are not good for me.”

Talon swayed as he looked up at her. “Right back at you, boss woman. Stay for another round?”

“If I have another round, I’ll probably kill someone before I leave.”

He laughed, not hearing the truth of her words. “Will it be me? If not, then let’s do it anyway.”

“No. I can’t delay acting on what you’ve told me. Another time, though.” She headed outside, then summoned another car to take her to where she’d agreed to meet the magical who would portal her home.

When she arrived at the mansion, she headed to her private quarters and entered her secure room. A locked box in the desk held a supply of medicines. She took out a stimulant tablet and popped it under her tongue.

Ice descended through her body from that spot as the drug worked to counteract the alcohol she’d imbibed. It was a tool she’d used in her former career as an assassin when she needed to take something damaging to get close to a subject. It hadn’t failed her yet.

She showered and donned her normal wear for the mansion, a business suit with a comfortable blouse, and headed toward Moriarty’s office. On the way, two of her subordinates fell into step with her and took turns giving her reports on the building’s security. All was well, as usual. Solene ordered, “Recheck everything from the ground up. You have three days.”

Neither argued. They replied, “Yes,” and bustled off.

She appreciated their decision not to ask for an explanation, especially since she didn’t have one. The vague sense that Spellbound might evolve into a threat to Moriarty was enough to propel her into action. Most of her thought the intersection of their paths on the whistleblower job was good for her and her boss, but she couldn’t afford to become complacent because things seemed to be working out properly.

When she didn’t receive an answer to her knock, she opened his office door. Moriarty sat behind his desk with his feet up on its surface, talking into a handset. He waved for her to sit, and she took a chair across from him.

The details of his conversation made no sense to her, but his tone did. He was setting up another deal, one he probably wasn’t ready to share with her yet. That was how things usually worked with him.

The call seemed to end satisfactorily, and he set the handset on its base. “What has you on edge? You’re wound up like a particularly vicious children’s toy.”

“I just met with Jack Shade.”

Moriarty frowned, probably in response to her tone, which had been a touch darker than intended. “Did the research runs not go well?”

“They went fine, but he ran into Voltaic, who works with Danica Grey.”

An eyebrow rose as he considered that. “Interesting. Does he think the meeting was a random chance?”

Solene shook her head. “I asked the same thing. He does not, and my opinion matches his. It seems too coincidental to be coincidence.”

Moriarty slowly drummed the fingers of one hand on the surface of his desk. A finger tapped, he hesitated, then another came down. He did this for almost thirty seconds.

“Spellbound is most likely protecting the whistleblower. That’s quite an interesting development. I wonder what connection made that happen. But that’s irrelevant at the moment. Do we know his location?”

“No. We’ll have to work it from the ground up to find him.”

“Expected, but still unwelcome news. Who do you think we should start with?”

“His lawyer is a logical person. We could go for his family, but everything we’ve seen suggests he hasn’t contacted them. Plus, since we don’t know how to contact him to make good on a threat against them, that’s probably not a useful option right now.”

“That makes sense.” Moriarty closed his eyes, then opened them again. She saw the resolve in them. “Let’s move this to the foremost front burner, given Danica Grey’s involvement.”

Solene smiled. “May I kill her now? Please?”

He laughed. “Not yet. But you have the green light to kill any of her people if the opportunity arises in the course of our efforts.”

“Finally.”

“Yes, finally. Are you happy now?”

She gave him a broad, obviously fake smile. “Ecstatic. But I won’t be satisfied until you let me kill Danica.”

He leaned forward, and the predator she rarely saw looked out from his eyes. “I might not be able to do that, I’m afraid. I might need to claim the pleasure of killing the lovely and talented Ms. Grey myself.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sleeping in the new place was difficult. The sounds around Danica were weird. The house seemed to creak and move like something alive, and Randall’s snoring from the living room was a constant dull buzz at the edge of her senses. She adjusted her position for what felt like the hundredth time.

Jilly was lying on her chest. She opened one eye. “Do you plan on sleeping?”

“I don’t think I’m able to.”

“Is it because you’re thinking about our hidden enemy and want to visit Rowena to see if we can learn more about them?”

Danica blinked. “Yeah, that’s exactly it. How’d you get so smart?”

Jilly stood, arched her back in a stretch, and fluttered her wings. “Dragons are smarter than humans. It’s a fact. Everyone knows this.”

Danica laughed. “You might be smarter than me, but I don’t think we can make that a universal rule.”

“Facts are facts. Dragons are smarter.”

Danica dressed quickly, then she and Jilly went out to the living room, where she poked Randall. His eyes instantly opened, and he sat up. “I knew you were there.”

“Uh-huh. That’s why your snoring didn’t change. Listen, I need you to keep an eye on things. Jilly and I have to run an errand.”

“Sure. What’s up?”

“Personal stuff. Nothing to do with our client.”

He shrugged, and she couldn’t tell whether he believed her or figured she was lying for a good reason. “Okie-doke.”

After she opened the portal and they crossed into the backyard of her Cleveland house, Jilly chided, “You shouldn’t lie to Randall.”

“I wasn’t lying. We don’t know that it’s connected.”

“I know it’s connected.”

Danica pulled her jacket closer against a sudden chill that had little to do with the cold weather. “Probably it is. I’ll give you that, but it’s still not a lie.”

They walked through the woods, found Rowena’s portal, and stepped across. The trees on the other side seemed menacing again, but that was probably a product of Danica’s mindset rather than any ill intention. When they reached the witch’s cottage, the door was ajar.

Inside, Rowena sat in her living area calmly drinking tea. Two more cups were set out on the small table behind her, steaming and recently poured. Danica sat and took hers, knowing the other woman wouldn’t let any conversation progress unless she drank the tea. Jilly sat primly on the table next to Rowena and sipped from her cup.

Danica asked, “Do you ever sleep?”

The other woman replied, “Rarely. I can teach you that skill, as well.”

“It would be a useful one to have.”

“Unfortunately, using it has a cost. Nothing ever comes for free. A truth worth remembering. Why have you come to visit me today?”

“Because of the reading you did. We’ve had a hint of that spider.”

The older woman nodded. “And you want to see if anything has changed?”

“Yes.”

Rowena stared at her, then drank the rest of her tea. “Very well, come along.”

Danica gulped the remainder of her drink and followed the other woman out the door with Jilly flapping behind her. They took the oppressive path to the rock wall with the etched wooden door. Rowena used her blood to open it and led them inside. A wave of her hand lit the candles and activated the incense censers.

Danica took the same seat she’d used before at the tree stump table, and Rowena retrieved the engraved box that held the cards. She lifted the cloth-wrapped deck and spread cards in the same order and pattern as before. Danica's mouth fell open as Rowena turned them over one by one. The cards were identical to the last reading, as if the spider was still watching her.

Rowena noted, “I have never done two consecutive readings that resulted in the same spread before, even when they were done one immediately after the other. This is quite interesting.”

Danica thought she sounded rather eager about the result given the danger it portended for her and Jilly. “But we took care of the enemy nearest us. The True Practitioners have been defeated.”

“A new foe might have replaced them. Or perhaps the enemy in the background has come forward, and a new one now lurks in the shadows.”

Jilly observed, “But the card hasn’t changed.”

Rowena replied, “The spider is sometimes symbolic of a hidden danger rather than a reference to a particular one.”

The dragon tilted her head as if considering the old witch’s words. “Nope. Same enemy in the background. Different enemy up close.”

Danica managed a chuckle. “Well, there it is then. Beyond Jilly’s conviction, is there any way to determine exactly who we’re talking about here? For either of them?”

Rowena froze, then let out a long breath. She was visibly reluctant to divulge the answer. “It is possible to learn more. But it’s dangerous, and the information you gain will be murky at best.”

“We need to know.”

Jilly confirmed, “We do.”

Rowena slid the cards back into the deck, wrapped it in its cloth, returned it to its box, and restored the container to its resting place. When she returned, she held a small bowl that fit perfectly in her hands.

At first, Danica thought it was made of diamond. Then she saw the varying colors inside it as Rowena set it on the table. It was almost as if someone had melted various gemstones together to create it. When Rowena produced a small knife from her sleeve, Danica revised her opinion. Multiple gems, yes, but also stained over time by many uses.

Jilly asked, “Is that knife for what I think it’s for?”

Rowena lifted her wand and spoke a word. A flame blossomed from the tip, and she passed the blade through it several times. “This is a blood ritual.”

“I thought those were evil.”

“Magic is rarely evil or good by its nature, darling dragon. How it is used matters.”

Rowena set her wand on the table after extinguishing the flames, then gestured at Danica. Danica extended her arm over the bowl.

Rowena gripped it with her left hand, then slashed the blade across Danica’s palm with the right. Blood welled and dripped into the bowl. “There is memory in blood.” The way Rowena said it made it sound like part of an invocation.

Jilly hopped down from Danica’s shoulder and extended a leg to Rowena. “Add mine.” Danica said no an instant before Rowena did, but Jilly demanded, “If it will help, do it.”

“It will, but all we need is a drop.” Rowena touched the dragon’s leg with the blade, gently worked it between the scales, and brought it back out with a drop of blood on the tip. She flicked the liquid into the bowl, and it hissed as it combined with Danica’s. Rowena raised an eyebrow. “Unexpected.”

Jilly’s answer sounded smug as she hopped onto Danica’s shoulder. “Everything about dragons is powerful.”

“Speaking of power…” Rowena dragged the blade across her hand and allowed her blood to drip into the bowl. “There is power in blood.”

She picked up her wand with her other hand and cast a spell over the bowl, repeatedly muttering several phrases and tapping the rim a dozen times. Each impact sent a chime reverberating through the small room. “Now, put a drop on your tongue. If you feel pulled as if your spirit is trying to extend itself, do not allow it. Stay anchored in your body.”

Jilly asked, “Or what will happen?”

“You might lose yourself and be unable to perceive the difference between the current moment and the past.”

Danica took a drop, as did Jilly. When it touched her tongue, a whirl of color and light that settled into a vision of her memory of the fight at the fashion show replaced Danica’s current surroundings. The image tilted as if she was lifting her gaze from her position on the floor. A woman in the balcony stood and walked away with the person seated next to her. The woman glowed as if her vision wanted to be sure Danica noticed her.

Jilly asked, “Who is that woman?”

Danica replied, “I don’t know, but I see her too.”

When the woman had moved out of sight, Danica opened her eyes. She asked Rowena, “Near enemy or far enemy?”

The witch offered a small shrug. “If you couldn’t tell, I certainly can’t.” She extracted a vial from an inner pocket and poured its contents into the bowl. The silvery powder sizzled as it consumed the remaining blood and vanished.

Danica stood. “Thank you.”

Rowena rose and wrapped her in an unexpected hug. “Be careful, my student. I don’t know who you saw, and I don’t know what it portends, but I have as great a sense of danger as I did before. No, a greater sense.”

Jilly stated, “Don’t worry, I’ll protect her.”

Danica gave her mentor a half smile. “See? I’m safe.”

The look in Rowena’s eyes suggested Danica was anything but safe.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Danica finally slept after returning from the visit with Rowena and sending Voltaic the details of what she’d seen and where she thought the woman had been seated.

She’d woken up refreshed and eager to get to work. Voltaic called her over as soon as she stepped into the warehouse. Jilly leapt from her shoulder to fly across the intervening space. Danica arrived to find the dragon sitting on the back of the infomancer’s chair, playfully biting her hair.

Voltaic reported, “I got your woman. Her body language indicates she wasn’t a random audience member.”

Danica grabbed a chair for herself. “Show me.”

Voltaic’s setup had several screens showing images Danica recognized as camera recordings from the night of the theater attack. They came to life as Voltaic played the footage and showed the woman as she entered the building with her eventual seatmate walking beside her. They watched her actions on fast-forward throughout the show, but it was when the fight started that her uniqueness became clear.

Danica asked, “What is she looking at?”

“Smart question. I guess that’s why you’re the boss. Let me show you.” The screen spun and came to rest as if looking through the woman’s eyes.

Danica sucked in a breath. “Bloody hell. The knife attacker.”

“Not just one. Keep watching.”

She did. The woman’s gaze checked in with all of the knife-wielding men repeatedly. Naturally, the woman watched other things but was most interested in those four. “There were multiple groups involved that night, just like we thought.”

Jilly murmured, “The ones in front and the ones behind.”

Voltaic looked a question at Danica, and she waved it away. “Too complicated to explain. Let’s start an analysis of her. Everything you can get.”

Danica left the work area to get a cup of coffee, then deliberately avoided hanging over Voltaic’s shoulder while the infomancer worked. She paced through the warehouse, knowing she should probably be doing something, but with no idea what it might be. Randall and Alex were watching over Casman. They didn’t have any leads to investigate aside from what Voltaic was already doing. Basically, she was useless.

She headed for the arming area to ensure all her gear was properly taken care of. It only took a half-hour because she and her team kept everything in working order all the time, so all she could accomplish was minimal maintenance. A check-in with Voltaic showed the woman was still wrapped in her magic and detached from the outside world. Even Jilly had gotten bored and fallen asleep on the infomancer’s desk.

When Danica’s phone rang, she almost jumped out of her skin in surprise. She thumbed the Accept button. “Danica Grey.”

A familiar voice spoke. “This is Judy, Trey Casman’s lawyer. There are people in my building who shouldn’t be here.”

Adrenaline surged through Danica. “Stand by. We’ll have you out of there in a minute.” She shouted for Lilac, Zack, and Derek, who came running from other parts of the warehouse. “We have a civilian in trouble.”

She opened a portal to the lawyer’s office. “Lilac, get her and bring her over. You guys, with me. Let’s arm up.” She dashed to her locker and pulled out her bulletproof vest, Taser, ASP, and pistol. Thirty seconds later, she was geared up and striding into the office.

They quickly found places to hide. Danica crouched behind the lawyer’s desk. Derek knelt under the table with chairs in front of him to block any intruders’ view. Zack stood at the far corner of the wall that held the door with a pistol pointed across the entrance. Images showing camera feeds from the lower portion of the building appeared in their lenses as Voltaic joined the defense.

The infomancer reported, “The systems I have watching the cameras outside the building didn’t detect them entering, so they must have been portaled inside.”

“Gotcha. We’ll watch out for magicals.” Danica had already wrapped her allies in shields. She added extra layers to each of them underneath the veils that hid them from view.

They watched the intruders come up the stairs on the camera feed. They wore body armor, helmets, and full masks, which made them resemble riot police. They carried shotguns, which if filled with anti-magic rounds, could be a problem in the office’s close quarters. Worst of all, they moved like people who knew what they were doing.

Danica muttered, “Serious bunch.”

Derek replied, “Military training or police SWAT, I’d say.”

Zack suggested, “We could just leave, you know. The lawyer’s safe.”

Danica uttered a dark laugh. “And miss the chance to finally gain some information about the people after the whistleblower? I’d never live that one down with Arthur.”

“It’s possible your relationship with Arthur isn’t entirely healthy.”

That sparked a real laugh from her. “Are you saying I have daddy issues?”

“Never.”

Jilly sent from her perch on the top of a bookshelf, What do you want me to do?

Danica replied, Once we start mixing it up, you can blast them, but I don’t want you shot by them.

They can’t hurt me through my scales.

These corporations have serious science going on. We don’t know that. So you stay safe until you can attack from behind, or above, or whatever, without being targeted.

She sensed the dragon’s annoyance but had no time to worry about it. The floor creaked as the men stopped outside the door. From her limited view between the floor and the bottom of the desk, Danica saw a small fiber optic cable slide in under the door, rotate to peer around the room, and pull back. She murmured, “Get ready.”

The door exploded into fragments under a barrage of simultaneous shotgun blasts. A man ran into the room and dodged to the left while another came straight toward the table.

Danica reached out with her magic, grabbed the table and the desk, and flung a piece of furniture at them. The second man to enter fired his shotgun at Derek, but the rounds deflected and slowed as they passed through the table, which struck him a moment later.

Danica jumped and landed on the sliding desk as it impacted the other attacker, adding a kick that shattered his mask, connected with his face, and sent him flying backward. Derek shot at the intruders with his pistol in a perfect two-handed grip and his body in optimal firing position as he sent bullets into the man Danica hit with the table.

His target backpedaled, and Danica jumped off the desk and followed in time to see him smash into the banister, break it, and fall backward down the stairwell. Derek cursed as she moved into his line of sight.

Danica threw herself to the floor as soon as she crossed the threshold into the hallway. Pellets flew through the air where she’d been. She had assumed and subconsciously counted on the other two charging in. Instead, one held position by the door and the other had moved across into the far corner at the head of the staircase.

Danica reached out with her magic and ripped the shotgun out of the closer one’s hand but bellowed in pain as the other one fired at her. The portions of banister that remained blocked most of the pellets, but a pair of them burned into the skin on the side of her neck. She snarled a curse and bounced up to go after him, but Jilly was already there.

The fact that he had shot her made the dragon angry. Instead of lightning, she breathed fire on him. He screamed as his clothes caught. The dragon flew down and slammed into the back of his neck, her small form wrapped in a tight ball so the impact was all with scales. He tumbled down the stairs after his friend.

As Danica raced at the disarmed assailant close to her, she noted that the fall down the stairs had put out the flames. She kicked her man in the chest. He backpedaled and bent forward, which put him in perfect position for the spinning hook kick that slammed his helmet into the wall. He collapsed.

She called, “Everybody okay?”

Derek answered, “Yeah.”

Zack replied, “Fine. You all were so fast I didn’t even get to participate.”

Derek remarked, “At least you weren’t dumb enough to step into my line of fire.”

Danica winced. “Yeah, my bad on that one. Let’s go see what the deal is.”

She grabbed the one she’d kicked and dragged him into the office. Derek pulled the one she’d kicked in the face next to him. Danica went downstairs to retrieve the others, but they had vanished. The magical must have stayed out of the fight but helped them escape.

As she climbed the stairs, Derek reported, “Something’s wrong with these guys.” That changed as she entered the room. “More than wrong. They’re dead.”

She stared at their lifeless forms. “What the hell?”

Derek shook his head. “If they’d been awake and we were in a spy film, I’d say it was a cyanide capsule or something.”

“But they were unconscious.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Voltaic interjected, “They were pretty serious about not leaving any useful evidence for us, I guess.”

Danica pushed her frustration away. “Yeah, looks like it. All right, follow these guys through the system as the coroner takes them in, see if you can figure what’s up, and scrub all the cameras to see what you can find of their movements. They wore masks and used magic, which will make it almost impossible, I know. Try anyway. We need to find something to go on.” She resisted the urge to kick the fallen men. “All right, gentlemen. Let’s get out of here before we get arrested.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Danica beelined for Voltaic when she arrived at the warehouse the next day after doing her best not to harass the other woman in the intervening time. She stepped into the infomancer’s workspace. “Anything?”

Jilly jumped down, sat on the desk beside Voltaic’s hand, and bumped her head against it. Voltaic obligingly scratched the dragon. “Nothing. I’m sure she was in disguise, and that’s part of why I’m not getting anything. But even though I can track her back a good distance on the cameras, I can’t figure out where she came from, by portal, car, or whatever. It’s like she was suddenly there.”

“Do you think that means someone compromised the cameras?”

“Maybe.”

Randall sauntered up. “Lilac is watching over our guest for now. What are the chances our involvement with Trey will stay secret, anyway?”

Danica replied, “Slim.”

Jilly offered, “None.”

Voltaic added, “Depends on who Jack Shade is working for.”

Randall nodded. “So maybe it’s time to put out some bait and see who takes it.”

Danica asked, “What are you suggesting?”

“Use a look-alike. Put them out in public for some reason and see who goes after them. You’ve done it before, after all.”

“It’s an idea. Let’s try some others first.”

“I could be the duplicate.”

Voltaic laughed. “Ah, now I see it. You’re itching for a fight.”

“Maybe, but it’s still a good idea.” As he walked away, he called, “Think about it.”

Danica shook her head at his back. “He’s right about one thing. We can’t just sit around and wait.”

Voltaic looked at her screens, then back at Danica. “I think there’s an opportunity, but it’s crazy.”

“Crazy is what we do best. What is it?”

“Two of the CEOs will be at a dinner in Washington, DC.”

Possibilities blossomed in Danica’s mind. “Tell me the Secret Service won’t be there.”

Voltaic shook her head. “They won’t. Just your usual level of security for a major philanthropic event.”

That was nothing to ignore. But the opportunity. “Two of them, you say?”

“Yep.”

“All right, tell me more.”
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Solene joined Moriarty for lunch, which was a rare treat. They ate in the small study and were served by staff, who brought in several courses, first a fruit plate, then salad, then soup, then the main dish. Dining with her boss was always an event, and she enjoyed it whenever the opportunity arose. As staff took the small plates that had held an array of berries away, he asked, “How do things progress?”

“Only two of the CEOs were in the country, unfortunately. It took some effort to convince them, but they plan to attend.”

He raised an eyebrow. “What kind of effort?”

“A reminder that we are less employee and more partner now.”

He smiled. “That’s exactly right. Good work. And is that information out in the world?”

“Absolutely. The companies issued press releases. The CEOs’ agencies did the same. Our infomancers spread the word as well. No infomancer worth their salt could miss it. And by all accounts, Voltaic is very good. I think we can be confident they will hear about the event.”

He took a bite of the salad the server had placed before him, chewed it, and swallowed. A nod at the server gave her permission to leave. “Excellent. I wonder if they’ll take the bait.”

“Seems like a coin flip to me. Depends on how desperate they are, I guess.”

“Fair point.”

“But if they do, we’ll be ready for them.”

He delayed his answer while he chewed, looking thoughtful. “Have the CEOs tagged so we can track them. Physical and magical.”

Solene had already planned to do so. “Of course.”

“Remember, those CEOs might know a significant amount about us. And you know what that means.”

Solene nodded. “I do. Rest assured, they won’t fall into enemy hands.”

His smile was enheartening. The cold look in his eyes was less so. “I trust you.”

The conversation turned to other matters as they finished their lunch. When it ended, Solene headed to the area of the mansion reserved for her quarters and the security staff’s workspace.

Solene walked into the space they used as a locker room. It lacked showers and other niceties but was large enough to hold the crates full of clothing, weapons, and gear that her teams required.

Inside were the eight people she’d chosen for the night’s event. They were all men because the company they were representing had historically only hired male guards. They wore polo shirts with the company’s logo under black sports coats. Trousers with lots of pockets and heavy boots made up the rest of the outfit.

She completed her assessment. “You all look good. You’re legitimate employees for this one because we took a controlling interest in the company that provides security for the venue. They’ll permit sidearms, so we’ll bring them. Anti-magic ammunition as well.

“Magicals, keep your abilities hidden until the moment things kick off. We don’t want to give any clues or warnings to our enemies if they’re so good as to show up.”

She paused to judge their reactions. Everyone looked calm and confident, just as she wanted them to be. “I’ll be on-site with you and will identify your targets. The primary objective is to take down anyone who shows up and causes trouble. Your secondary objective is to protect two principals, who I’ll point out to you.”

One asked, “And if those two come into conflict?”

“They’re called primary and secondary for a reason.” The answer generated grins all around. Solene nodded. “Good. This is a strong opportunity to prove yourselves and move up in the organization. We reassemble at two this afternoon to head to the venue. Be ready.”

Solene exited the room, and her second-in-command fell into step beside her. Tara asked, “Why are you going with the second string?”

Solene waited until they were in her office with the door closed to reply. “This should be an easy one. We’re not looking to kill every member of Spellbound. Just chip away at their strength. If we somehow manage to kill them all, I won’t complain. Our boss might, though.”

The other woman shook her head. “Sometimes, I don’t understand our approach to things.” That was about as close as anyone in his employ ever got to complaining about Moriarty.

Solene chuckled. “You don’t need to. I don’t need to either. We do what he says to the best of our abilities. Now, you get ready, too. You’re coming with me.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Later that afternoon, Danica finally finished wrapping up the plans for crashing the dinner that night. Part of her agreed it was crazy, but the other part strongly believed her team could handle anything. She and Alex had worked the options for hours. They had decided Lilac would remain in the safe house with Casman and should portal him to the warehouse at the first sign of danger.

Voltaic would attack the building’s security before the team arrived to avoid giving advance notice if anyone detected her. The rest of them would improvise, mostly.

Danica called her team together. “All right. This is going to be a weird one.”

Randall replied, “You say that about all our missions, boss.”

“That might be true, but this one is extra special. They’ll have sensors inside for the usual stuff and magic, Voltaic says. So we can’t go in disguise, and we can’t carry any weapons.”

Derek noted, “That might make this whole thing a little difficult, boss.”

Danica pointed at him. “You are correct. We’ll handle it like this.

“Everybody goes in. Once we’re inside, we’ll use our phones with commercial earpieces for communication. Voltaic will link them into the comms system. Lilac provided us with a fast-acting drug to use on one CEO that should make him talkative. We’ll smuggle it in as breath spray or lipstick or something.”

Zack asked, “And if the guards take it from you?”

“If that happens, we’ll deal with it then. Jilly, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait outside.”

The dragon was sitting on Zack’s shoulder for the moment. “Lame.”

The tech observed, “At least you can bring in the watches. They’ll evade detection.”

Lilac interjected, “It won’t help for this time, but I’ll work on making my little magic battery thing look like jewelry. With more options than the pendant we gave Acadia.”

“Good idea. We’ll knock out whoever we can with magic or the watches. Drag the CEO off somewhere. And interrogate him.”

Lilac warned, “The drug will only work for sixty seconds or so with full forgetfulness after. Try not to go longer than that, or he might remember what he said.”

Danica looked at her people. They were relaxed and ready. “Questions?”

Alex asked, “Is this a really stupid plan?”

“Probably. Do you have a better idea?”

Her second-in-command shrugged. “No.”

Danica looked around the room. “Anyone else? Okay then, we’ll try this and hope for the best. Worst case, we gather and portal away.”

Zack raised his hand. “One thing.”

“Yes?”

“If there’s an attack on a CEO, won’t they have records of our faces? Won’t we have the police after us over that?”

Voltaic replied, “I’ll take care of that end. Don’t worry.”

Danica lifted a hand in resignation. “There you go.”

Alex stepped up to her as the meeting broke up and murmured, “I hate this plan.”

“Me too. But we need to do something, and this is all I have.”
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Solene and her crew arrived at the venue two hours before the doors were set to open. Each set off the alarms as they marched through the entrance and passed through the detectors. She had insisted that no one have active magic going so those who possessed it would remain secret even from the staff at the venue. They would spread out once they were all fully checked in, including Solene and Tara, who posed as new management at the security company.

Solene and her second entered the central area. The venue for the event was a large conservatory with seven greenhouses arranged around a central space like spokes in a wheel. The entrance building was located where the bottommost spoke would be. Each building was rectangular and built to the same dimensions except for the entrance, which was two stories instead of one and twice as long as the others.

The central area was where the event would take place. Doubtless it had many possible configurations, but for tonight, tall tables, serving areas, and a full bar in the corner filled the grassy area. Magic protected this place from all weather, so it was always perfect inside. Several greenhouses also had plants that could only be cultivated by magic. Because of all that, the magical members of her team would have access to their powers when the moment of truth came.

She pointed at four of her people. “You four are here in the main area at all times. Spread out. Feel free to circle, but don’t leave this space.” She pointed at the others, “You all move around. You can go into the buildings as you feel the need to. Keep a surreptitious eye on the CEOs when they arrive.”

Solene had provided everyone with pictures of the corporate leaders and what they knew about Danica’s team. “Our enemies might be in disguise, or they might be here as themselves. When you see them, call it out. Any questions?”

One asked, “Where will you be?”

Solene nodded. “Smart. Tara and I will be among the guests, and we will do our best to stay close to one of the CEOs.” Both wore makeup that subtly changed their faces, but it wasn’t much of a disguise. Still, these were two CEOs Solene hadn’t met yet. They shouldn’t recognize her unless they had done their research quite well, which she doubted they would have the time or inclination for.

Her team spread out. She stood off to the side and watched as the catering crew set up the tables and put out the food. Her gaze traveled the space, noting things so she could tell if anything was different, getting a feel for the venue’s nuances. When the time came for the first guest to arrive, Solene and Tara moved into the entrance to watch people come in.

The early arrivals weren’t noteworthy, but the first CEO showed up earlier than she expected. Once he was through security and moving into the central space, Solene murmured to her companion, “And off I go.”

Tara surreptitiously tapped her ear. “Keep in touch.”
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Voltaic checked the car’s progress. “Looks like you’re five minutes out.”

Danica replied, “Agreed.”

“Time for me to do my thing, then.”

“Pay special attention to the cameras, please.”

“You know me. See you on the other side.”

Voltaic deactivated her microphone, took a deep breath, and threw herself into her computer system. Her magic called up her arming room, the dilapidated wooden workshop done up in cyberpunk style.

“Welcome back, Ms. Voltaic.” The robotic store tender’s tone suggested he was unhappy with what she’d done to the weapons she checked out before.

“Oswald. The weapons are just code. You can’t damage code. Knock it off.”

“It is never just code.”

“Did you fix everything?”

His grumpiness was evident. “Yes.”

She smiled sweetly. “Did you have to use your little arms to do it?”

“No.”

“Right. Because it’s just code. Now shut up.”

Voltaic headed down the aisle containing her most favored weapons and grabbed her pistols and knives. She glanced at her battle armor but decided it would be overkill and chose her normal armor instead. A mental command flicked out the blades at her shins and forearms and tested her talons, which all seemed to be in perfect working order. She headed for the front of the store. “Stars and darts, please.”

Oswald handed them over without complaint, and she strapped them on her wrists. She didn’t think she would face any particularly challenging opposition today, but she would never go out to crack a server unarmed, either.

Oswald asked dryly, “Will you want to take the shotgun so you can destroy it again, Ms. Voltaic?”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “No, Rust Bucket, I’m good, thanks.”

As she walked away, he muttered, “You are most certainly not good.”

She turned and laughed. “You’re right. I’m better than good. I’m the best.” She banged the door open as she backed into it and launched herself backward into the sky of the magical dark web.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


As Voltaic fell, she dialed in the address for the server she sought and transitioned into flight mode. The space around her blurred. Moments later, she landed in front of the venue’s entrance hall.

The designers used a fairly common approach for their server simulation by making it physically identical to the venue’s actual design. She thought the choice was uncreative and lazy, but it was always possible they had done it deliberately to make it seem lazy, and ugly surprises awaited within. You could never trust infomancers.

Her instincts told her that was an unlikely outcome, however. If the server had belonged to one of the corporations they were going after, it would be a different story. But what defenses would be present with this metaphor? Locking her in a hot house? Insects? It didn’t seem to lend itself to aggressive defense.

A clock in the corner of her visual field slowly counted down, tracking the team’s expected arrival at the venue. Because time moved faster in the simulation, each second seemed to take forever to tick off. That was good because she had a lot to accomplish in a relatively short time.

The decision not to breach the server earlier had been the right one from a team standpoint, but she’d never met an infomancer who didn’t want to do their work early to avoid potential surprises and issues. Part of that was because almost every infomancer she knew was sure they would never be discovered doing a break-in.

Voltaic had felt that way once. Then people blew up her apartment in the real world, and her opinion on the topic shifted. She shook her head to dislodge the irrelevant thoughts. The job she was here to do required her full attention.

She marched toward the entrance, looking for telltales of internal server security. Because the place was a nonprofit, its financial records were publicly accessible. Through them, she’d determined what security they had purchased in the real world and presumed she would find analogs inside.

She walked through the building’s double doors and smiled at the security guards inside. Two were in front of the scanning machines with another two behind. “Howdy, fellas.”

The nearest man goggled at her, surprised at having a cyberpunk-looking woman festooned with weapons standing in the lobby of his flower garden. He made a move for his gun but never got there as she slid forward, drew her knives, and stabbed them both into his chest. He wasn’t even wearing a vest, for goodness’ sake, and the opportunity had been too tempting.

As he pixelated away into nothingness, she spun and threw one of the knives at the other guard in front of the detectors. It tumbled end over end toward him as she dashed toward the sensor arch, then hit him in the chest as she leapt through.

Alarms went off and lights flashed as she drew one pistol in each hand, extended them toward the pair of guards on that side of the room, and pulled the triggers. Time, which had seemed to slow until that moment, snapped back to normal and both went flying as the bullets struck them. They didn’t land. They pixelated away. She shoved the pistols into her holsters and activated the recall function on her thrown knife. It flew to her hand, and she pushed it into its sheath.

Voltaic grabbed a throwing star from the holder on her left wrist and whipped it at the nearest camera, which exploded in a shower of sparks. She did the same for the one farther down the hall and stalked forward. She paused to lift a device from her belt and press several keys on it.

A holographic image appeared in midair, showing all the buildings in the virtual conservatory. A moment later, a light flashed. As she expected, the security system’s controls were on the main building’s upper floor. It was the only structure with two levels, which had been her first clue, and plants didn’t fill it, which was her second. She shook her head at the simplistic metaphor as she jogged up the nearest staircase.

She emerged on the top floor expecting to see security guards and a classic security station setup. The massive cactus and sunflower charging down the hall at her came as a complete surprise.
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Solene trailed the CEO of Two-thirty-seven as he moved around the room, shaking hands, offering smiles, and posing for pictures. One of the things she liked best about Moriarty was that he never lowered himself to do this sort of glad-handing. Still, she knew a master when she saw one, and the CEO was that.

While she could play a role for a time in service of a greater goal, pressing the flesh was a job she was far too direct to do well. The finger on her right hand that held the poison nail curled in a little at the thought, and she laughed. Definitely more direct. She would give a whole different definition to flesh-pressing.

She accepted a drink from a passing waiter and brought it to her lips. Appearing to sip, she did nothing more than allow the liquid to touch her skin. She needed to pace herself and stay sharp, hopefully without resorting to the stimulant tab in her pocket.

A whisper came through her earpiece. “An infomancer has broken into the venue’s server.”

Solene's second-in-command sounded amused. “Exactly as predicted.”

Solene replied, “Right on schedule. Our feeds from the cameras and sensors?”

The infomancer replied, “Still working.”

“Excellent.” She’d chosen the best of their in-house infomancers for this run. She regretted not being able to include Jack Shade, but she would do her best to keep him separate from anything that involved Voltaic or Danica Grey's team going forward. It was her impression that he had a connection with that particular infomancer, and she didn’t want to see it get in the way of their operations.

Thus, a different infomancer hacked the camera and sensor feeds, duplicated them, and arranged their external recording channel for everything seen or detected. They would go over it with a fine-tooth comb afterward to gain more information about Danica and her team. It was standard practice to nullify such recordings when you were the infiltrators, but that wouldn’t affect their recording unless Voltaic was very good.

“Proceed as planned.”
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It took Voltaic several seconds to understand what she saw. Then her internal processes screamed “Threat” at her simultaneously, and she surged into motion. The cactus seemed like the more dangerous challenge, so she went after it first. She drew her pistols and fired three rounds from each that impacted the thing’s skin but didn’t penetrate.

With a scowl, she activated her advanced targeting functions and shot at the spines sticking out from its body. They broke off one by one and a maw gaped open in the middle of its front to scream in anger. Unfortunately, her guns had limited ammo, and there wouldn’t be enough time to reload and shoot the rest of the spines off before it reached her.

A stream of incoming projectiles distracted her. The first sunflower struck her in the chest with the force of a heavy punch and made her backpedal several steps. She reflexively spun out of the way of the rest and pushed down the portion of her mind babbling about the simulation's ridiculousness. It might be ridiculous, but it was also clever and effective. She wished she’d brought Alloy along since the woman’s swords would be useful right now.

Fortunately, her planning always included options for dealing with the unexpected. She grabbed the grenades that were always on her belt, set them to sticky mode, dashed all-out at the cactus, and launched herself into the air before they collided. She let go of one grenade as she shifted into a somersault. As she finished the rotation, she tossed the other one backward and kept running from the enemies behind her.

An instant later, the incendiary grenade she’d thrown onto the cactus detonated. A squelching sound suggested success, and when she reached the expected control console at the far end of the room, she dispatched bots to start hacking into it as she spun.

Green pulp and slime from the cactus covered the hall behind her. Half of the creature was on the floor, unmoving, but its rage had transferred into the sunflower. In addition to seeds, it threw petals at her that transformed into a vegetarian version of a buzz saw in midair. Voltaic ran, dodged, jumped, and rolled to avoid getting sliced, finding no opportunity for counterattack within the barrage.

A small chime signaled that her pistols had reloaded themselves. She drew and fired them into the center of the sunflower’s face. Well, its head. Or flower. Whatever. By the time the guns were empty again, she had punched several holes into it, but it was still alive.

She grabbed two fallen spines from the cactus, which filled her hands like long knives, and charged at the sunflower. Its branches became arms that it waved at her as it tried to intercept, but she moved too fast. She stabbed both into the spot where the flower met the stem, and the sunflower shuddered, screamed, and fell lifeless. She skidded to a stop, spun, and kicked it to ensure it was dead.

Voltaic ran back to the station and looped the cameras so they wouldn’t record the team’s entrance or anything after that. After a quick check to confirm all was in order and a look back to ensure the damn plants were still on the floor, she sent the team a message. “You’re clear to come in.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Danica’s car pulled up to the curb. She got out and noted that the one containing the second half of her team had arrived behind her. She and Alex wore simple black dresses with long skirts that gave them freedom of movement. Even if they couldn’t carry weapons, they could still use their natural talents.

Randall was in the second car with Derek and Zack. He was in a business suit and tie. She thought he must have his clothes specially tailored because he didn’t look as bulky as she knew he was. She smiled at her second-in-command and muttered, “Feels downright naked going in here without weapons, doesn’t it?”

Alex grinned. “Sometimes that’s the best way to be, boss.”

Danica laughed. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

Alex didn’t reply. She headed through the door.

Danica trailed to let her other team members go first. She and Randall would enter last, so if there were surprises to encounter, the others would find them first. It would require magic to pull off this mission, so she and Randall were the key personnel.

She sensed Jilly landing on the building’s roof after flying above the cars. The dragon sent, Nothing unexpected up here.

Good. See, who needs a drone when you have a dragon?

Jilly laughed in her mind.

Danica watched the others go through the security without a problem and advanced to the scanner. She placed her purse on the belt. Her bag held only cosmetics plus a small spray capsule disguised as lipstick. It went through the X-ray scanner as she stepped through the arch. She reclaimed it on the other side and headed forward, careful to take a different trajectory than the rest of her team.

Once in the lobby proper, she accepted a flute of champagne from a passing server and lifted it to her lips. “What do you have?”

Alex replied, “I’m out of the main area. I see four obvious guards. Dark suits and collared shirts with a logo underneath. They look confident.”

Derek added, “Can confirm. Not your usual level of surveillance for an event like this. They look like they expect trouble rather than just watching for it.”

Zack asked, “Isn’t that how they ought to be?”

Alex replied, “Ought to and reality don’t often align quite so exactly.”

Danica entered the central area, spotted the guards, and had to agree they looked rather serious. She muttered, “Voltaic, what’s the deal with the security?”

“They’re a contracted company. The faces of the people I’ve seen on the cameras match the expected ID badges in the system. There are four more of them moving around that I’ve identified for sure.”

“Okay. Let’s not assume they’re all obvious. Everybody keep an eye out.”

Alex sniffed. “Not corporate security for the CEOs.”

Randall agreed. “I’m thinking ex-military.”

Derek noted, “That’s what we said about the ones at the lawyer’s office, isn’t it?”

Danica stared at one for an instant, then looked away before he could notice. “Yeah. It is. This might have changed from an offensive mission to a defensive one. They might be waiting for someone to make an attempt on the CEOs. It’s also possible they plan to move on the CEOs themselves.”

Alex replied, “That’s downright paranoid, boss.”

“Are you saying I’m wrong?”

“No.”

Danica sipped from her glass again. “All right. If we’re going to do this, we need to get it done. Everyone, keep an eye on the security and let us know if they move. Voltaic, give us a vector to whichever CEO is in a more vulnerable position right now.”
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Voltaic reviewed the cameras and judged the thickness of the security detail around each CEO. They were mostly identical, so she chose the one closest to Danica and tagged him. Another command created a virtual line connecting Danica and the CEO that she would see in her contact lens. She gave Randall the same, then looked for ways she could improve the tactical situation.

The scuff of a boot behind her was all the warning she had despite having deployed her usual array of cameras and sensors around her. She threw herself to the right in a cartwheel, the direction with a little more space to work in. Her instincts registered that for someone to get so close, it would need to be a skilled infomancer, which meant they already had a weapon leveled at her.

Her suspicion proved true as a bullet slammed into her shoulder, ruining her cartwheel and causing her to collapse on the floor. She scrambled up, heading away from the security console just in time to avoid the shot that would have caught her if she’d chosen the other direction.

Fifteen feet ahead of her stood a gunslinger from the Old West. He had a double-barreled shotgun with smoke coming out of one opening in one hand and a huge revolver, also smoking, in the other. She couldn’t begin to guess at the handgun’s caliber.

Voltaic lifted her right arm, which fortunately hadn’t been injured, and fired a dart at his throat. He contemptuously shifted the shotgun, moving it just enough to deflect the dart with its barrel, and smiled. “Get out of my system, wench.”

She laughed as her mind raced, searching for options. “This is not your system. You would never do such base work.”

He raised an eyebrow and brought the shotgun’s business end in line with her face. “Unfortunately, the client had very little to spend, and my time is valuable. Last chance, get out of my system.”

She shifted her perception mode and saw that he had additional programs running nearby while he distracted her with conversation. One was a small scorpion moving toward her boots. Another was an oily liquid coming in from the other side. She imagined one was an attack program and the other a trace program but wanted nothing to do with either. As she often did when she wasn’t sure what path to take, she attacked.

Her left arm wasn’t working, thanks to his shot, so she dove forward and rolled on that shoulder. The shotgun went off, but the pellets slashed through her hair as she tumbled underneath them. She came up from the roll with a kick aimed at his crotch.

He had anticipated the move and backpedaled, but it disrupted his aim enough that the next shot from the revolver only creased her side. She drew her pistol and fired from the hip, pulling the trigger spastically. The bullets struck him in the chest with the sounds of metal hitting metal, and he swept his poncho aside with a smirk to reveal a metal plate underneath.

She snarled, “Clint Eastwood you’re not, scumbag,” and reached for the grenades on her belt. She cursed and spun to the side as she remembered she had already used them. Her hand went lower to her knife, and she drew it mid-motion.

When she came out of the spin, she lunged forward and whipped it at his neck in a backhand slash. He intercepted her hand with the shotgun’s barrel and knocked the knife out of her numb fingers.

His first shot had messed up the odds of the fight dramatically. In an even battle, she had little doubt she could take him. Already wounded while he was not, the situation was notably different. Still, she wasn’t about to get kicked out of the server without a fight.

His gun barked again as she rushed him, and she took a bullet in her chest. Fortunately, it was on the same side as her wounded shoulder so when she extended the blade on her forearm and activated her talons, her strike was true. The talons pierced his throat as the blade savaged the arm he tried to bring in to block. She didn’t understand his smile until the shotgun went off. It must have had an auto-reload cycle like her pistols did. She had enough time to warn Danica that she was being kicked out of the system before her avatar dissolved into pixels and dematerialized.

Back in the real world, she jumped up from her desk with a scream of anger. Lilac immediately called, “Do we need to go?”

Voltaic kicked her chair. “No. We’re fine. I’m just a bad loser.” She took a couple of breaths to calm down, then sat in front of her computer. She doubted she could re-enter the servers in time to be useful, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Voltaic’s warning came as Randall crossed the central atrium’s halfway mark. He hadn’t realized at the start how disadvantageous this space was. The CEO could go anywhere from the middle, and most places would have people surrounding him. Guests wandered in and out of the hothouses while others filled in the spaces between them, and everyone cycled through the center now and again for refills.

No one moved beyond the magical shield that protected the space, where the clear boundary between the snow outside and the grass inside was visible. Probably because they couldn’t. If it had been his place to watch over, he would have put a force shield there to keep people from moving through it, not only a barrier that controlled the climate. However, he couldn’t rely on that to keep the CEO inside because he might have magical talent on hand to portal him.

As he moved along the opposite side of the room from the CEO, more or less matching his progress, Randall murmured, “I think the best plan is to get him in one of the hothouses.”

Danica replied, “I’ve been thinking the same thing. There’s one that’s home to much bigger plants than the others. That would be my pick.”

“So how do we get him in there?”

Danica was feeding the conversation to Jilly, who sent, You could go in, and I could attack and chase him in there.

Danica shared the plan, then replied mentally and over the comm, “Let’s keep that as our backup plan. I don’t want to cause a scene if I can help it.”

Alex countered, “No, you don’t want to cause a scene, but what if we did?”

Randall asked, “What do you mean?”

“What if my husband, Derek, found me here on the arm of my date, Zack? There could be shouting, even fisticuffs. I could hit Zack.”

Zack replied, “Hey, wait a minute now.”

Danica cut him off. “I like it. At least, I don’t have a better idea. How about you, Randall?”

He considered it but really didn’t. “No, I got nothing.”

Danica instructed, “Get ready for it, then.”

Randall continued examining the surrounding area. “I see two personal guards on the CEO. One has a pistol. I’m guessing the other is a magical but can’t guarantee it.”

He shifted his trajectory and moved toward the hothouse with the biggest plants. Randall muttered a curse and slowed as the CEO stopped. “They stop when he does, too.”

Danica reported, “I’ve spotted four more formal security guards. They’re wandering, but I bet at least one of them has an eye on each of the CEOs.”

“They’d be stupid not to.”

“I think we’re a little far out on the limb here.”

“Especially with Voltaic MIA. I think we should use magical disguises when we make our move.”

“Agreed. I’ll pop into the restroom to change. Then you can.”

“Gotcha.”

The CEO started to move again, and Randall sauntered toward him. He felt the eyes of the security guards on him but didn’t look at them. Security always noticed him. It was partly his size and partly how he moved. Like he recognized other fighters, other fighters recognized him. A familiar energy built inside him as the moment to employ those fighting skills approached all too slowly.

A whisper over the comm told him Danica was back on the floor. He headed into the closest restroom. A few moments later, he exited appearing to wear different clothes, a smaller stature, and a different face. It wouldn’t stand up against anyone physically touching him, but to the eye, no one should be able to put him together with the man who had walked in.

Danica advised, “I’m going to head inside. I’ll move to the back. If there’s a guard in there, I’ll take him out. When your path intersects with the CEO, maybe figure out a way to get him inside.”

Randall laughed. “Oh, just like that?”

Danica’s grin was evident over the comms. “You’re a smart guy. You’ll figure it out.”
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Danica increased her pace and passed the CEO and his attendants, careful not to look at him. She’d changed her looks and the color and style of her dress with illusion and was now barefoot rather than clad in heels that could betray her in a fight. Hopefully hand-to-hand combat wouldn’t be necessary, but one never knew.

As she passed people on her way toward the back of the hothouse, she cast small spells to create illusionary insects that buzzed around their heads. They swatted at the air, complained, and rapidly moved toward the revolving door at the front. She had spotted the security guard entering the building a while back and expected he would still be present.

He scowled as she approached the back of the building, but she faked alarm in her voice. “There’s something going on in here, like bugs or something. Some of the guests are freaking out.”

A flash of annoyance crossed his face, and he pushed past her to go toward the front. He only made it a couple of steps before she lifted her watch to his temple and activated its Taser function. He went down hard. She had initially planned to use magic to take him out but realized the hothouse might have magic detection and monitoring since they likely used magic to work with the exotic plants in here.

The relatively passive magic of her disguise probably wouldn’t be noticed, but the active use of magic would. She dragged his crumpled body off the path, hid it behind several large plants, then moved back toward the middle of the building and waited.
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Randall increased his speed as the CEO approached the entrance to the hothouse. The CEO’s guards stepped forward to intercept Randall but did so cautiously since he was dressed like one of the corporate security guards watching over the place. He raised his hand. “No threat from me. We received a warning. Let’s get your principal into that building so we can have him out of harm’s way.”

The two men looked at each other, then nodded, accepting Randall for the authority figure he wasn’t. One instructed, “You stay outside and guard the entrance.”

Randall gritted his teeth but nodded. “Will do. Just get him inside.”
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Solene watched the interaction from nearby. She knew each security person working the event since they were hers and knew this wasn’t one of them. Unfortunately, she was out of position because they’d picked the wrong CEO. “Tara, he’s not one of ours.”

“I know. What do you want me to do?”

If Solene had been close enough, she would have said it was time to kill the man impersonating one of her people. She had confidence in her second’s ability to go up against most opponents, but it would be stupid to risk her. “Stay back. Watch and see if the CEO comes out.”

“Affirmative.”

Solene would have to rely on the CEO’s guards. They would surely whisk him away at the first sight of trouble. She spotted unexpected movement from the corner of her eye and casually turned in that direction. Several others were moving with intention toward the hothouse. Her lips curved up as she realized they were the other members of Danica’s team.

She asked, “Do you see the inbound trio?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to intervene when they get close. If that pulls the guard away from the hothouse, go in and see what you can do. Do not get captured, and if you get killed, I’ll never forgive you.”

The other woman laughed. “Gee, boss, it’s nice to be valued.”

“Go.”

Solene shifted from predator in disguise to predator on the move as she headed toward the Spellbound Security threesome, who had stopped and were arguing for some reason.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Randall was distracted watching the CEO and the guards head into the hothouse, so he didn’t see the beginning of the action in the center area. When he turned back as instructed, he spotted Alex, Derek, and Zack closer than expected, arguing loudly. A small smile twisted the corner of his mouth until a sixth sense warned him of a threat, and he shifted to see a figure arrowing toward him.

At that same moment, the other guards in his field of view activated. All four stiffened and moved in his direction. He growled, “We have trouble.”
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Alex had seen the guards move at the same time Randall had. She snapped, “We’re out of here.”

Danica replied, “Everyone go. I’ll handle everything here and get out.”

Alex addressed the others. “Back the way we came, run for the exit.” The abrupt departure from the scene they’d been playing out visibly confused them, but she didn’t have time to explain. She gave them a push and snarled, “Move.”

They all broke into a run together. Three guards in the central area continued toward the hothouse the CEO had entered, but the one nearest the exit set himself as if he planned to intervene in their escape.

Her hope that he would let them get close enough for hand-to-hand evaporated as his hand slid under his jacket. Alex growled, “Gun, scatter.”

Her two companions shifted off to the left and right while she continued straight ahead. She grabbed a plate of hors d’oeuvres off a nearby table, dumped its contents on the ground, and hurled the plate at the man, who was still about twenty feet away. It wasn’t the best projectile, but it flew true enough that it forced him to focus on dodging rather than shooting. She grabbed another one and flung it, then a third as she shifted into an all-out run.

He pulled the trigger as she neared, and she twisted hard to the side to avoid the shot. The bullet still creased the flesh of her upper arm. She didn’t slow since she was full of adrenaline and had been hurt worse dozens of times before. He didn’t have time to shoot again before her left hand struck his wrist to send the gun hand out wide and her right punched him in the forearm. Her blow struck the nerve she’d aimed for, and his fingers spasmed, fortunately dropping the gun rather than firing it again.

Alex snapped a back fist into his face without letting go of his arm, then spun underneath it, grabbed the wrist with both hands, and yanked it backward. The joint and the bones connected to it splintered, and he bellowed in pain. She pulled on the arm to bring him into perfect position for the roundhouse kick that knocked him out.

Then she spotted the woman ahead of her. Zack and Derek had neared the exit while she dealt with the guard. They were so focused on what was ahead of them that they didn’t see the well-dressed threat at their backs. She screamed a warning, and they both spun in alarm. The woman moved with an almost sensual grace. She was clad in an expensive-looking black dress and breezed by Zack with barely any indication she noticed him, except for the way one of her hands floated toward him, almost as if to caress his cheek.

Once she passed him, she tried the same thing with Derek, who threw himself to the side to avoid it. Alex charged, yelling a challenge, and the woman turned in her direction. She set herself and looked like she was eager to go toe-to-toe with Alex.

Anger surged through her and made her want to plant her fist in the woman’s face, but a shout from Derek broke the moment. She ran in his direction as the woman ran in another.

Zack lay on the ground with Derek kneeling beside him, shouting for help. Alex looked over her shoulder and saw a glimpse of the woman’s back as she disappeared into the crowd, then dropped to her knees beside her teammates.
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Danica had dimly noticed the goings-on outside via the comm while she stealthily moved through the hothouse but hadn’t had the mental bandwidth to focus on them. The CEO hadn’t come far into the building, and the magical with him was already opening a portal to get him to safety. She dithered, wondering if she should let the man go and try to sneak away, but the disruption outside convinced her to act.

Danica rushed forward and blasted the magical and the man close to him with a barrage of lightning as she neared them. It coalesced around the magical shield and failed to penetrate, but the other man fell. Danica slapped a force shield in front of the portal as the magical tried to propel the CEO through it. He bounced off the barrier with a yelp of pain.

The magical’s face twisted as he flicked his fingers at her and sent fire bolts across the intervening space. She angled her shield to deflect them away, and they lit a nearby tree. She shouted, “You’re gonna get in trouble for that.”

He didn’t reply but cast a veil and caused himself and the CEO to disappear. Danica switched modes on her lens, but the veil obscured thermal images. She switched again to sound detection and got no better result. She growled, “Dammit.” A quick application of force magic pulled the dirt out of some nearby planters and threw it where she’d last seen the figures. It struck and stuck to the shield surrounding them, giving her a target to attack.

She charged in and punched a clump of dirt at about head height. Her force-shrouded fist hit a force shield but impacted hard enough to cause that shield and the veil to falter for an instant. She kicked the magical in the leg to drop him and blasted him with lightning with one hand, keeping it on him as he fought to maintain his shield.

With her other hand, she reached into the top of her dress, pulled out the canister she’d secreted there after she entered the hothouse, and sprayed the CEO with the drug. He blinked and sat hard on the ground. Her electrical barrage finally got through to knock out the magical. She knelt beside the CEO and demanded, “How are you going to get at Trey Casman?”

He shook his head as if trying to wake up from a dream and muttered refusals. She grabbed him by the lapels and shook him. “Tell me.”

[image: ]



Randall had gone on the offensive as soon as things went to hell. The nearest guard was only twenty feet away and still on his way in. Randall dashed at him. The man stopped in surprise and pawed at his gun, which he should have drawn sooner. The guard barely had it aimed by the time Randall arrived.

He slid on the grass, allowing the two bullets the man fired to pass over his head, then whipped his leg around in a kick that cut the guard’s legs out from under him. He fell onto his back, and the gun hit the ground. Randall leaned back on his shoulders and flipped to his feet in a single move, jumped over the prone man’s torso, and landed hard on the man’s forearm and hand, which were attempting to retrieve the weapon. Bone snapped, and the man screamed.

Randall picked up the gun, aimed it at the nearest guard, then cursed because people ran in between them and he didn’t have a clear line of sight. Derek’s shout came over the comms, and Randall’s priorities changed. He growled, “You’re on your own, boss.”

He opened a portal to cross the short distance between where he was and where his allies knelt on the grass. When he arrived, Zack was down. He snapped, “What’s wrong?”

Derek replied, “No obvious damage but he’s unconscious, and I can’t get him to rouse.”

Randall picked up the fallen man and threw him on his shoulder. He opened a portal to the warehouse and ran through with the others behind him. It fell closed as he yelled, “Lilac!” She came running, and he laid Zack on the floor.

Lilac cast spells in a chain, chanting so fast he couldn’t make out the individual words as she walked around Zack and waved her wand. Finally, she stopped and shook her head. “I don’t know what this is. My magic has stabilized him, I think, but we need to get him to a hospital.”

“All right. Cleveland Clinic is supposed to be great. I have a portal to the front door.” Randall opened it, and less than a minute later Zack was on a gurney in the emergency room.

Lilac was amazingly forthright and aggressive. Unlike her normal self, she refused to be separated from him and somehow convinced the doctors to let her stay. She called, “Watch over Casman.”

[image: ]


Danica’s watch beeped to tell her she was out of time. If she continued to question the CEO, he would remember what she asked, which would waste the effort of undertaking the mission in the first place. She had been too focused on her mission to understand what was going on outside, but it didn’t sound good. For a moment, she considered kidnapping the CEO but decided that would bring down too much heat on her and the team.

With a last growled curse, she ran through a portal to the street outside the conservatory, then opened another back to the warehouse. Jilly flew through almost as soon as it opened, and Danica followed. Her people were gathered around, looking concerned. “What?”

Derek said, “Zack's down. We don’t know what’s wrong with him. He’s at the hospital.”

Danica’s first inclination was to go to him, and so was her second and third. But Randall said, “Lilac’s with him. None of the rest of us can get in there. The docs won’t let us.”

Danica opened her connection to Jilly. We need to talk to Lilac. A moment later, she felt the witch join their mental connection. How is he?

The doctors can’t figure it out. They think poison but aren’t sure what kind. They’re open to my using magic to keep him stabilized and slow his metabolism, so I’m doing that. I’ll need you to bring me some potions so I can stay awake and keep working.

You got it. Is there anything we can do?

Find the wench who did this to him. Venom coated the normally easygoing witch’s words.

We’ll do our best. Let me know if there are any changes.

Will do. The feeling of the channel changed as Lilac turned her attention away from it.

Danica shared what she had learned. “Alex, Voltaic, we need to talk. Everyone else, get what you need from the safe house and bring it here. Tonight we’re staying in until we see if there’s a response to our efforts.”

Derek started to ask a question, but Danica made a sharp gesture. “I’ve got nothing yet, so don’t ask me. Just stick to our primary task of keeping Trey safe.”

Randall acknowledged, “You got it, boss.” He turned and gave everyone tasks to do.

Jilly jumped onto Danica’s shoulder and leaned against the side of her head. “Zack will be all right.”

Danica replied, “He better be. In the meantime, we need to find a lead. Let’s get to work.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Danica’s eyes felt glued shut as she tried to get her brain moving the next morning. She hadn’t slept well. Because everyone had stayed in the warehouse, she knew no one else had slept well either. She’d ordered Randall to take Trey back to the safe house earlier that morning because she didn’t want the whistleblower overhearing any of their conversations or plans about him. The less he knew about their challenges, the better.

She delivered potions to Lilac the night before to help the witch stay awake and watch over Zack. Her call to Lilac after waking up had revealed that Zack was in a stable coma, but the doctors weren’t sure they could bring him out of it. She’d growled, “So they know nothing more than they did last night.”

The witch had replied, “Pretty much.”

Danica had wanted to yell and demand information no one could provide but restrained herself.

Her phone buzzed as she finished her second cup of coffee and thought seriously about making a third. It was a message from Lilac, asking her to bring several items from her workspace to the hospital. Danica gathered them up and portaled to the street outside the emergency room with Jilly riding on her shoulder.

They passed through several layers of hospital administration and security to get to Zack's room. She could have portaled directly there since she had visited the night before, but she didn’t want to cause any trouble with the staff when one of her people needed their care.

Zack was lying in the bed with his eyes closed. Jilly jumped off her shoulder and flapped her wings a few times before gently landing on the pillow beside him. The dragon curled up so her head rested against his cheek.

Danica handed the satchels to Lilac, who looked more wired and tired than Danica had ever seen her. “Are you okay? Can you show me what to do so you can rest?”

Lilac accepted the bags. “These will help with that. Can you get me something to work on?”

Danica assessed the room and chose a dresser on the far wall. She floated it next to the deep windowsill so Lilac could sit on it while working on the dresser rather than having to stand. The witch gave her a grateful smile as she hopped onto it and spread out supplies from the bags. Danica looked at Zack again, unable to keep her eyes away.

Jilly looked like she was asleep, but every so often Danica heard the dragon whisper an insult to him as if she thought their game might bring him back to wakefulness. An oxygen tube ran into his nose while another covered his mouth and IVs tapped into his veins, but there were no signs of other external treatments, which she thought was a good sign.

Her spirit momentarily flagged as she realized she had no idea what was a good sign and what wasn’t in this situation. Nothing in her life had prepared her to deal with one of her people hanging between life and death like this. She moved beside Lilac and asked in a low tone, “Did they say anything else?”

Lilac didn’t stop setting out objects. “Just what I told you. They can’t identify the poison, so they don’t know what it might do to him or how long it might take.”

“Could it be magical?”

“I haven’t detected any magic other than mine at work on him. It’s possible.”

Danica stared hard at the other woman, who didn’t meet her gaze. “I hear something in your voice. You have an idea.”

After a moment of silence, Lilac let out a soft snort as she shook her head. “I think our occasional mental connection gives you insights you shouldn’t have. Basically, I have a thought. It’s not developed enough yet to be an idea. But in order to try it, I’ll need to have the support spells running while I work other magics.

“That’s what all this is for.” She gestured at the items on the dresser. “Plus, it will keep him stable while I get some rest, so it serves two purposes.”

Hope surged inside Danica. Aside from Rowena, Lilac was the cleverest magical she knew. “How confident are you?”

“That it won’t hurt him worse than he already is? Fairly confident. That it will save him? Not confident at all. But I can’t just wait here and do nothing.” The woman’s voice broke on the last sentence.

Danica stepped closer and put her arm around Lilac’s shoulders. “You’re not doing nothing. You’re doing everything you can.”

Lilac clarified, “I can’t wait and not do everything I can think of.”

Danica squeezed again and let go. “I’m with you. This is your only task for now. We’ll handle the rest. When you need something, no matter how big or small, ask.”

“Will do.”

The dragon stood and jumped onto Zack's chest, landing lightly with a buffet of her wings, then put her face right up to his. “You hang in there. We’ll save you as long as you do your part and keep going for a while. I promise.”

When they returned to the warehouse, Danica stepped into Voltaic’s workspace and sat beside her. The infomancer looked tired as she swiveled to face her.

“The CEO said they could find Trey when they wanted him. How?” The words came out almost angry, which Danica hadn’t intended, and she apologized.

Voltaic waved the apology away. “Are you sure the guy didn’t say anything else useful?”

“Just what I gave you in the recording last night.”

“The gibberish.”

Danica nodded. “Yeah. The drug might have hit him too hard. I don’t know. Maybe it’s like in that movie where they programmed his mind to be able to resist telling secrets or something.”

Voltaic massaged her eyebrows, probably against the same lack of sleep headache Danica had. “Then I don’t know how they can find Trey. His lawyer doesn’t know where he is. Trey’s family doesn’t know either, and they’re in hiding anyway. So, I can’t begin to guess why he seemed so confident about it.”

Her tone brightened a touch. “I’m glad he didn’t say anything about getting leverage to find him.”

That had been one of Danica’s first worries upon taking the case, that they would kidnap friends or family and pressure Trey to give himself up. “Yeah, me too.” She recalled her thoughts in the early morning hours when she was thinking about the question. “Could Trey have an implant he doesn’t know about it?”

Voltaic shook her head. “I’ve scanned him fully, multiple times, with different pieces of equipment. The only tracers active on him are the ones they put in his clothes in Miami.”

“How about magic?”

“Doubtful, but if you’re worried about it, we could put a small anti-magic emitter on him.”

Danica considered it, then gave the go-ahead. “That’s a great idea. Do it.”

Voltaic leaned over and opened her mouth, and Danica realized at the same moment Voltaic seemed to that she was about to yell for Zack. Instead, she stood with a wince and walked toward his workbench. Danica followed while Jilly stayed behind on the infomancer’s desk. Voltaic took a plastic box off a shelf, opened it, and extracted a small cube about the size of one side of her palm. “This will eliminate magic in a small room, maybe twelve by twelve.”

Another reach into the box produced a clip molded to fit the cube. “He can wear it on his belt but will need to plug it in when he’s not moving around.” She reached in again and pulled out a power cable and adapter.

Danica took the bundled items and hefted them. It was lightweight enough that it shouldn’t prove a burden to Trey. It was an improvement, but it got them no closer to defending against the attack that might be coming. “We need more information.”

“Yeah, we do. I can think of only one lead we haven’t tried.”

“What’s that?”

“Can’t say. It would be betraying a confidence.”

“Then try it.”

Voltaic rubbed her brows again. “I was afraid you’d say that. Will do.”

Danica left the infomancer behind and portaled to the safe house. Randall immediately rushed in from a nearby room, confirmed it was her, and set the shotgun he was holding on the floor. Danica nodded. “Good response time.”

“I remain in favor of installing turrets.”

“If you were in charge, we’d have turrets, robots, and soldiers in every room just to be sure.”

He spread his hands wide. “Exactly. And the problem with that is what, again?”

Jilly laughed. “Too much testosterone.”

Randall countered, “Big word for a little dragon.”

“I don’t know much about it. Just that men have a lot of it, and it makes their brains work badly.”

Danica burst into laughter, and Randall chuckled while shaking his head. “That is not a nice thing to say.”

Jilly prodded, “Is it accurate?”

“Not in all cases.”

Jilly laughed. “But what you’re not saying is that it is accurate in many cases. Which means I’m right. Go, Jilly.” She did a little dance.

Danica and Randall laughed at her antics. Danica added, “Not sure what got into her, but it’s better than moping around.”

He asked, “No change?”

“No. But here, give these to Trey. He should have it active all the time unless you tell him differently. When he’s not moving around, he should plug it in.”

He pressed the power button, winced, and turned it off. “Anti-magic emitter. How far does it reach?”

“Voltaic said only the size of a small room.”

“In all seriousness, boss, I don’t love this place defensively.”

“Me either. Think about options. I’ll do the same. For now, let’s check in on our guest and make sure he’s all right.”

Jilly taunted, “Slowpokes.” She hurtled down the hallway ahead of them.

Danica smiled and followed. There was nothing like a silly dragon to improve one’s mood, whether you wanted it improved or not.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Voltaic had kept this possible information-gathering approach in her back pocket after running into Jack Shade in the Giltaine server. She initially planned to get payback for his outing her and had paid several researchers to figure out where he lived. They narrowed it down to the correct city but no further, so she’d hired several private investigators to do surveillance on the ground.

It was a total moonshot, basically hoping for luck to deliver what she needed, but they found his trail and figured out some of his haunts. Better, they got pictures, so she knew what he looked like in real life. By the time she finished doing the work in trade she’d promised the private investigators for their efforts, she had decided payback wasn’t important to her anymore and had let the situation lie.

Events had presented an opportunity, and a good infomancer never missed the chance to put their information to good use. She knew his face and where he might be. That was enough for a start.

Voltaic sat in front of her vanity mirror and put dark makeup around her eyes and crimson lipstick on her lips. She had attached several false piercings, two to her nose, several in her ears, and one at her eyebrow. The makeup and accessories would go a long way toward making her seem a normal part of the club crowd.

The bright blue sequined dress she planned to wear, which came down no farther than mid-thigh, was appropriate for dancing and would help that image. The heavy boots she would wear were less so, but she wasn’t about to put on flimsy footwear just for the sake of fashion.

When she finished dressing, she checked herself in the mirror, decided it was adequate, and headed out to meet the freelancer who would portal her to the city. She would owe them a favor in return, but that was fine. Favors always ebbed and flowed among magicals, especially infomancers.

Once she made it to the right city, she called a car, checked the address of the first club on her list, and told it where to go.

She was a little rundown by the time she reached the third club. She had a drink in each of the first two and spent a half-hour dancing on the off chance he might come in. The whole plan was ridiculous when you came right down to it. Even if she had his favorite haunts, she had to be there at the same time he was, assuming he was going out tonight.

Voltaic couldn’t exactly ask, “Hey, have you seen Jack Shade?” He almost certainly didn’t use that name here, and if someone recognized it, they would be an informer, not someone inclined to help her. Still, she persisted and climbed out of the car to head for the thankfully short line of people waiting to get in.

Fifteen minutes later, she made it inside and headed to the bar. Her vodka tonic came in a plastic bubble with a straw to keep her from spilling it. It was smart, given that the clientele was spread thickly throughout the place and almost every shift of position involved bumping into someone. She pushed to the dance floor and moved in time with the music as she went from partner to partner, searching for Jack Shade.

She almost fainted with shock and relief when she saw him. His hair was instantly identifiable, and he turned several times while he danced, allowing her to see his face. She moved behind him, pressed herself against his back, put her hands on his hips, and stood on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear, “Hello, Jack.”

He turned slowly so he didn’t dislodge her hands, but his smile faltered when he saw her. “V?” He kept moving, and so did she.

“In the flesh.”

His gaze traveled over her head, then flicked to the left and the right. “Are you alone?”

Voltaic couldn’t resist the easy opportunity to poke at him. “As far as you know.” He lifted an eyebrow, and she let out a small sigh. “Yes, I’m alone, although people know where I am. I need to talk to you. Real talk, no games. I think you owe me that.”

He spun in front of her, making a point to brush against her as he turned. “I think I might have paid that back.”

“Tell that to my beautiful furniture. Or, more accurately, the splinters of my beautiful furniture.”

Jack Shade laughed. “Okay. Let’s go upstairs and have a drink.”

She followed as he made his way through the crowd on the dance floor, then ordered two drinks at the bar once they made it up the flight of stairs. The second floor was a balcony that overlooked the lower level and ran along the back wall and one side, creating a truncated L-shape. Their drinks came in martini glasses, and they took them to a standing table in the corner.

He lifted his drink and toasted her. “Good job finding me. I’m guessing it wasn’t just for this.”

Voltaic sipped her drink. “No, I originally had revenge on my mind, but that’s in the past. I don’t know if we’re even, but I don’t feel the need to settle the score any longer.”

“Best I could hope for, really. Thanks.”

“I know certain things are out of bounds, so I won’t ask who you’re working for or what you’ve done for them. Unless you’d like to tell me out of the goodness of your heart?” He shook his head, and she continued. “I need to know if the people you work for know who we’re guarding.”

He nodded. “I was sent to that server for a reason. They didn’t tell me why, but the pieces were fairly easy to put together. I think it’s safe to assume they know you’re involved.”

She took a drink while she considered her next question. She wasn’t sure how many she would get and needed to prioritize them accordingly. “The companies think they can put their hands on him at any time. Why would they think that?”

He tossed off the rest of his drink with a grimace. “Hold that thought. Be right back.”

She watched him as he walked away, unsure if he would return but unable to do anything about it. He reappeared with two glasses and offered her a choice to show they were the same. She took one, and he sipped from his to show it was safe.

He leaned forward until his lips were almost against her ear. “Look, the people I work for are beyond good. They’re the literal best of the best. I know you all are skilled, but these folks…” He searched for the words. “They’re in a different league altogether. From all of us. You should assume they know everything about everything and act accordingly.”

She blinked at his words. She expected him to praise them, but not so strenuously. “You’re serious.”

“Never more.” He emphasized it with a single, sharp nod.

“Hell.” Thoughts tumbled her head, and she latched onto one. “Okay, I have to ask. Are you working against us right now?” She watched his face, hoping she could read the truth of his reply.

It was immediate. “No.”

“Really?”

“Scout’s honor.” He raised his hand in the Cub Scout pledge symbol. “I only made it up to the Wolf badge, but still, I was a scout once, and I’m not lying.”

She believed him. “I was a Cadette. I think that puts me higher than you rank-wise. You can lower your hand.”

He laughed.

“All right. I believe you. No one would admit that voluntarily if they weren’t telling the truth.” Her tone turned serious again. “No one will find out your real-world vocation from me. But if you act against us in any way from here on out, all other options are on the table.”

“More than fair. Want to share another round? Maybe hit another club?”

Voltaic finished the rest of her drink and rose. “No can do. Got to run. Miles to go before I sleep and all that.”

He had the good grace to look disappointed. “Understandable.”

Before she was out of earshot, she turned back with a smile. “Rain check?”

He smiled too. “I’d like that.”

Voltaic headed out of the club and portaled back to the warehouse. It was late, but she figured Danica would be awake.

Her boss picked up on the second ring. “Any luck?”

“Yeah. I found who I was looking for. You’re not going to like what he had to say.”

“Well, that’s par for the course. Let’s have it.”

Voltaic told her.

“Hell.”

Voltaic laughed darkly. “I said the same thing.”

“Start brainstorming. No idea is too stupid. If they’re that good, we need to figure out how to be better.”

“You got it, boss. See you in the morning.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Moriarty knotted his tie in front of the mirror and scowled at the result. He had tried tying it four times already. For some reason, it wasn’t working the way he wanted. He abandoned his efforts to improve it, deciding it didn’t matter enough to worry about. He slid into the jacket that matched the trousers and headed downstairs.

When he reached his office, Solene was waiting outside. He asked her to stay there momentarily, then headed in alone and walked through the space. His gaze constantly returned to the hunk of magical metal they stole. He’d spent the previous day in meditation and seclusion, something he did every few weeks without fail, focused on how best to put his prize to use. He still didn’t have it figured out but had substantially narrowed the options.

Finally, he sat in the chair behind his desk, pressed a button to instruct a servant to bring sparkling water for them both, and called for Solene to come in. As she entered the room, he could tell from the set of her shoulders and the formality of her business suit that whatever had happened with the CEO was not a perfect success.

He suppressed a frown at the knowledge. Nothing else was going quite to plan, so it wasn’t surprising that this also had some issues.

He raised a finger before she could speak. Their refreshments arrived a moment later. The kitchen had included a tray of his favorite oatmeal raisin cookies. He said a heartfelt word of thanks to the cook who brought them. The woman headed out with a smile. He broke off a piece of cookie, set it on his tongue and savored it for a moment, then chewed and swallowed. “All right. Let’s have the details.”

“Spellbound made a move, as we expected. We had everything set up as well as we could. In hindsight, maybe two more in the center rather than roving patrols, but that could have gone either way.”

“Agreed. Not worth worrying about now. What did they do?”

“Before they made their move, they set up a diversion to draw the guards’ attention away.”

Moriarty raised an eyebrow. “A diversion, you say. What was it?”

Solene shook her head as if she still didn’t believe it. “They made it look like the woman had come with a man who wasn’t her husband and her husband had encountered them.”

He laughed. “A marital spat. Members of Spellbound?”

“Yes.”

“Just salacious enough to be impossible to resist. What happened next?”

She settled a bit. “The CEO was diverted into one of the hothouses. I’m not positive how. I was too far away to intervene immediately. As I moved, the Spellbound people also made a move in that direction. I took my opportunity to blood them.”

Her response had been more aggressive than his might have been in the same situation, but that wasn’t surprising. “And?”

Satisfaction filled her tone. “One of them is likely dead by now.”

He kept his tone mild. “Not Danica.”

Solene scowled. “No. I was good.”

And wise. “And the CEO?”

“We have a recording of the questions she asked and the answers he gave from the bug we slipped onto him. The only thing of value he revealed was his opinion that we knew where to find the whistleblower.”

That was vague enough to be pretty much useless. “Do we?”

“No. But we know how to find out when we’re ready to move.”

Moriarty nodded. “All right. Acceptable.” He lifted his glass, sipped some sparkling water, and took another cookie from the tray.

“How do you want to handle it now?”

Moriarty had more or less lost interest in pursuing the whistleblower, so the question felt oppressive. At first, the project had potential. That had quickly faded against the possibilities of the magical metal he’d stolen. Those potential futures hung around his thoughts all the time now, tempting him.

“I leave it in your hands. If an opportunity to take out more of Danica’s people occurs, great, but it’s not a priority.” He thought for a second. “Preferably capture the whistleblower alive, but dead is acceptable as well. Everything points to the judge calling him to court in the next day or two.”

Solene nodded. “Understood. Any other guidance?”

He shook his head, his mind already turning back to the metal. “No. Get it done.”
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Solene exited the office and softly closed the door behind her. That had been one of the strangest interactions she’d ever had with her employer, and she had no idea how to take his current attitude. He seemed more capricious overall and more irritated with her than she’d ever seen him. She considered what that might portend, then let it go with a shrug. He had a lot on his mind, and expecting that he or anyone would maintain an even temperament at all times was foolish.

She marched through the mansion toward the security wing and found her second-in-command. The other woman jumped to her feet at Solene’s arrival. “What’s up?”

The response sparked the inward thought, Guess I’m carrying some of the boss’ stress in my bearing, as well. “We’ll need the A and B teams, plus infomancy support. We’ll go tonight. I’ll spend the next several hours planning, then you and I will review it and make it better. Notify everyone of upcoming action.”

Tara nodded. “Is this the big one?”

Solene smiled. “Plenty big. We need to retrieve or kill the whistleblower at any cost. Nothing else matters. The boss is adamant about it.”

The other woman met the words with a sharp nod and a grin. “Perfect. I’ll get everything spun up. Let me know when you’re ready to chat.”
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Danica’s team gathered in the warehouse, except for Zack and Lilac, who were still at the hospital. Trey had been sent to his room, and Danica had cast a sound barrier between him and them, partly to keep him from worrying and partly because she didn’t want him interfering.

Voltaic finished describing her encounter with Jack Shade by saying, “He made me believe we need to worry.”

Derek snarled, “Damn it.”

Alex reminded everyone, “We could take our client to Oriceran.”

Danica chuckled. “That option looks more attractive than ever, I won’t lie. But I’m worried they’ll come after us individually to find him if we do that. And all of us going into hiding on Oriceran is probably counterproductive.”

Jilly added, “Plus it leaves Zack and Lilac in danger.”

“It does. We need a resolution to this whole situation.”

Randall asked, “What do you have in mind?”

“Let me answer that question with another one. What would you do in their place? Assuming you knew or could find out where Trey was.”

“Easy. Storm the spot where he was being held with overwhelming force.”

“What would you expect our response to be?”

“To move him.”

Danica nodded. His thoughts matched hers. “So you’d have to plan for that, too.”

Randall shook his head with a laugh. “Yes. If you’re making a point here, boss, I’m missing it.”

Alex teased, “Wow, that’s a change of pace.”

He made a rude gesture in her direction, and she laughed.

Danica grinned as the pieces came together cleanly in her mind. “All right then, we’ll give them what they expect. A lot of what they expect. Here’s the plan.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


When the time arrived, Solene entered the arming space to check out her troops. Two teams of eight awaited her, as she’d instructed. This left only a skeleton crew guarding the mansion, but she was confident that would be enough for now. After this attack, she might have to take defensive security more seriously than she regularly did.

Unless they wiped out Danica’s entire team, which Moriarty had told her wasn’t an option, this would put them solidly on Spellbound’s radar if they weren’t there already. She figured there was a good chance Danica and her team knew they were being hunted after the events at the conservatory. She thought refraining from wiping them all out was a mistake, but it was her boss’ call to make, and he’d made it.

Her first wave of attackers would be the B Team. They had done okay at the conservatory, but she ensured none of them felt overly pleased about their performance, so they would be hungry for another chance. They weren’t cannon fodder, as such, but they would form the obvious attack that Spellbound would respond to.

They all wore dark fatigues, heavy combat boots, and specially designed plates that would deflect or slow bullets at various critical points across their body. In addition, each had a helmet and face mask with a high-tech interface so the infomancers could keep them battle-ready.

Everyone carried a knife on their upper arm, two pistols on their belt, and several grenades. Individual choice was permitted for their heavy weapons. Some had assault rifles, some shotguns, and a couple carried experimental plasma channel weapons. Moriarty had gotten the latter from one of the companies he’d acquired leverage on. Solene hadn’t had a chance to test them personally, but she heard they were good.

Carl was in charge of that group and reported they were ready to go.

She nodded. “You look like it. Very good.”

Three of B Team’s personnel were magicals. The other five were standard-grade human. That didn’t mean they were any less lethal, only that they used different methods. After all, she wasn’t a magical, but she had killed plenty of people.

She turned to her A Team, which Tara would lead. They were outfitted almost identically, although a couple carried longer blades or other types of melee weapons. The team was evenly split four and four between magicals and humans.

Tara stated, “We’re ready and good to go.”

“You figured out who’s veiling who?”

“Naturally. We’ll deploy in pairs. The magical with me will take care of you as well.”

“Perfect.” Solene checked her watch. “Set the infomancers loose ten minutes from now, and be ready to move as soon as they give us the word.”

She headed to her quarters and accessed her private room. Solene opened her safe and pulled out an outfit. It was less well-used than her infiltration gear since she had spent more time in her career sneaking around for silent kills than planning to take on someone in a fair fight. The bodysuit that went underneath the combat armor was tight and immediately warmed her muscles. It also had a temperature control function, but it wasn’t as effective as the one on her infiltration suit.

The leather armor went on as the next layer. She moved and stretched in it to ensure it was still as pliable as it should be. She took obsessive care of her equipment, so naturally it was. It had slots in various places for light ceramic plates that would turn or inhibit bullets and blades. She slid them in at her upper arms, forearms, shins, thighs, and around her torso. Once everything was in place, she thought she looked rather like a futuristic football player, minus the helmet.

She had one of those and pulled it out of the case. She took a moment to bind up her hair and pin it in place, then slid the motorcycle-style helmet on. It had a smaller profile than a motorcycle helmet since hopefully it wouldn’t have to protect her from hitting anything at highway speeds.

Solene pulled down the faceplate, and data flowed into her visual field as expected. The sensing and communication functions were built into the suit and helmet, although she would wear an earpiece in case she decided to forego the helmet. She slipped pistols into holsters at her thighs. Each held eight shots of high-caliber anti-magic ammunition. She expected her opponents to be armored, and these weapons would penetrate most protection.

Solene didn’t envision fighting hand-to-hand on this mission, but she slipped knives into the sheaths on her upper arms anyway. They were positioned for a downward draw, and she tested them to ensure the blades easily slipped free. She clipped a couple of grenades and some other odds and ends to the belt, then closed the safe and headed back to the others.

As she left her quarters, Tara reported via comm, “The infomancers are starting now.”

Solene smiled at the thought that she would steal more resources from Danica Grey in the next few hours, leaving the woman more vulnerable. “Good. Let’s get set to move.”
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Voltaic watched as images flicked by on her screens. She was partially embedded into the system with her magic but had enough awareness of the real world to notice the emptiness of the warehouse around her. She was the only one inside it. Everyone else was either at the safe house or in the hospital.

Last she heard, Lilac had gotten whatever spell she needed working and was resting. Danica had mentioned that the witch had an idea but hadn’t explained it.

Voltaic felt Zack’s absence whenever she allowed herself to think too much. They had become friends, and the truth was that she didn’t have many of them in her life. He’d come to matter to her. She guessed everyone on the team had. Realizing that thinking about it was a distraction, she wrenched her attention back to her systems.

The drone feed from the safe house showed nothing dangerous, and the internal and external cameras told the same story. The cameras outside the warehouse showed nothing out of the ordinary, and the ones around the office reported the same. Her AI systems would alert her if anything changed there.

Another screen showed servers. One monitored the status of her network in the warehouse for any unexpected intrusions. Anyone discovering it in the first place was incredibly unlikely, but she kept an eye on it anyway because she liked to feel in complete control. A bot watched each of the corporations’ servers and fed the image to her screens, but only the normal flow of data in and out had been present for hours.

She had also tapped into the servers of the other Spellbound offices a while back to keep an eye on them, including the main one in Miami. There hadn’t been a reason. She’d been bored and thought it might prove useful someday. She saw a flicker on one.

An alarm went off before she could rewind it to check. It was the Spellbound Miami server. She launched into the magical dark web, dropped into the avatar she’d already prepared and equipped earlier in the day, and flew across the unreal landscape to her destination.

She landed outside the Miami server and blinked in astonishment. A massive transparent cube covered it. She pulled out her guns and shot at the barrier. The bullets evaporated as they struck. She dispatched analysis programs, but they were turned away before getting inside.

She had never seen anything like it. A background part of her mind wondered why in the world anyone would go after the Spellbound Miami server. It wasn’t like they were the ones guarding the whistleblower.

Voltaic’s thoughts screeched to a halt as something occurred to her that she really should have realized sometime before. She sent more bots to watch over the system, then pulled her awareness back to the real world and tapped her comm. “Boss. The Miami server is under attack.”

After a moment, Danica replied, “The trackers.”

“Yeah. Exactly what I was thinking. We should have realized it before.”

Danica’s command voice came back over the line after the small ping that indicated the channel widening to include everyone rang in the background. “Everyone, be ready. Expect an imminent attack. This is not a drill.”
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Danica looked at the others gathered with her in the safe house’s living room. They’d been watching a movie, or more accurately a movie had been on in the background. They were all armed, armored, and ready for a fight.

She snapped, “Derek, get the trackers out of his clothes. Trey, lose the shoes.” That would take care of the enemy’s ability to track him once they left the safe house. She cursed herself for not thinking of it sooner. “Voltaic, Jilly, what do you have?”

The dragon had flown outside covered in one of Danica’s veils the moment the alarm had come. A faint buzz came as the drone repositioned somewhere outside.

Voltaic reported, “I don’t see anything unusual.”

Jilly replied, “Me either.”

Danica grabbed her rifle from where it lay on the table, slung the strap around her neck, and checked the magazine. Randall and Alex did the same with their shotgun and rifle, respectively. Derek was still working with Trey, but his rifle was nearby.

“All right, everyone, remember the plan. When I say fall back, you disengage and fall back immediately. No heroics.”

Everyone replied in the affirmative, and Danica sent to Jilly, That means you, too.

But I am a hero.

You are. But be a smart one and work with me on this.

Fine.

A moment later, Jilly sent, Portal, an instant before Voltaic shouted the same word.
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Solene smiled upon seeing the house on the other side of the rift. The display in her helmet identified the drone flying above it. A moment later it was tagged with an icon as the infomancer watching over them identified it for the rest of the team. She snapped, “B Team, go. Someone blast that drone.”

The first wave of her fighters, all visible to the naked eye, dashed through the portal toward the house. A blast of lightning flew up and destroyed the drone. The familiar thrill of impending battle shivered through her body, and it was all she could do to keep her voice level. “A Team, our turn.”

Solene followed as her eight elite fighters dashed out in front of her, hidden under veils, knowing that the nine of them would come as a complete surprise to their enemies. She relished the chance to show Danica Grey how weak she was.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Voltaic shouted over the comm, letting loose a string of curses that was impressive in its volume and diversity. She flicked the camera feeds over to their displays to replace the drone the attackers had destroyed. She snarled, “Those bastards killed my drone. Make them suffer.”

Danica ordered, “Arm the external defenses. That should come as a shock to them.”

Alex groaned. “If you keep making dumb jokes, I’ll shoot you myself, boss.”

Jilly reported through their mental connection, I sense more of them. And magic in use.

Danica echoed that information to the team and ordered them to fall back. She dallied as she left the living room last to verify that the small devices they’d left behind were properly displaying heat signals as if they were still in the room.

Then she moved toward the staircase that led to the basement and grinned at their false images. That clever idea had come from Zack some time ago, and Voltaic had rigged a bunch for today. “Randall, take Trey downstairs.”

He growled, “But boss, the fight’s up here.”

“You know the drill.”

“Lame.” The door opened behind her as he followed her orders.

She lifted her rifle to her shoulder and crouched in the hallway. Beside her, Derek and Alex did the same, all with a clear line of fire to the living room.

Derek quipped, “Don’t shoot ’til we see the whites of their eyes, boss?”

Danica snorted. “Hell, no. We’re not that fancy. The moment you think you see something, pull the trigger early and often.”

Alex gave a thumbs-up to that. “My kinda fight.”
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Solene watched from under her veil in the back rank as the B group split up to head for the front and back doors. The heat signals in her display flickered before returning to full strength. She figured it was a glitch in the scanners.

She had a moment to think that Danica’s team couldn’t be taken this easily before proof of it appeared. As her people rounded the edges of the house, the four figures on each side were wreathed in lightning that blasted up from the ground, presumably from a magical or Taser landmine. The magical shields around them protected everyone from damage, but it was a clear signal that the element of surprise was lost.

That made things simple. “Make a hole, Tara.”

Her second-in-command gave the requisite orders. Force blasts from four veiled magicals flew out to slam into the side of the house and crush the brick and wood of the side wall. Additional blasts knocked hanging rubble out of the way.

Solene stared forward, willing the smoke to clear enough that she could see what effect it had on the heat signals inside. Once the dust cleared, it became apparent that if anyone was in the living room, they were veiled. She snarled, “They’re playing games. Reinforce shields. Be wary. Move in.”
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Danica and her team were ready. As enemies ran in from the sides and through the big hole in the far end of the house, they each threw a grenade to a preassigned spot. They laid down a barrage of gunfire on the figures in the room as the grenades detonated.

The shrapnel didn’t make it through the magical shields that protected their foes, but their bullets dropped several right off the bat while they were disoriented from the sounds and flashes of the pyrotechnics.

Several fireballs flew down the hall at them, but they slammed into the force shield Danica had put up after the grenades crossed that spot, and the magic failed to penetrate. Danica filled the room with a zone of darkness and added more to the hallway. Then they turned and ran down the staircase. Danica went last and pulled the door shut behind them.

Alex laughed. “Guess the True Practitioners were good for something, anyway.”

“Lilac figured out the spell. Voltaic, are she and Zack secure?”

“Spellbound people are guarding them and are positioned throughout the hospital as planned.”

“Excellent. The server?”

Voltaic’s voice turned angry. “I can’t get in, and they can’t get messages out.”

Danica layered shields in front of the door at the top of the stairs. “After this is over, we’ll need to figure out how they did this.”

“Yeah. Good luck to us on that one. Also, they’re at the door.” Loud thumps followed her words as their enemies used blasts of force magic to reduce the door to splinters. A nearby camera lasted through the first barrage before somebody noticed and destroyed it.

Danica ordered, “Time to go. Randall, the office.” She dashed down the stairs and was the last person to leave the safe house for the relative safety of the second floor of Spellbound Cleveland’s office.
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Solene hadn’t entered the house because it was clear that things were going wrong, and she didn’t want to fall prey to some catastrophic trap if their prey had left one behind. If it had been her on the other side, she would have wired the whole place with explosives, lured the enemies in, and boom, done and done.

The infomancer coordinating the run announced, “Heat signals at the office in Cleveland.”

“How many?”

“Five.”

She clapped. “All right, people. Gather up back here. We’re heading to the tertiary location.”
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Danica was crouching by the front windows when the portal opened outside. She didn’t need to show herself to see it because Voltaic had cameras galore around the place, on the building and in the streets surrounding it. Derek cursed at the sight in their lenses.

Alex observed, “They didn’t whip this plan up on the spot. It’s a good thing you decided to think this one through ahead of time, boss.”

“Yeah, I guess. Would have been better if I’d thought it through sooner.” She asked Voltaic, “You got the image?”

“I do. The fabricators are running.”

“How long?”

“Eight minutes, maybe less.”

Danica gritted her teeth. She wasn’t sure they could hold out that long. “Alex, deploy the devices but don’t activate them. Everyone else, get to your next position. I’ll try to buy some time.” No one argued.

Danica saw that the enemy had stopped coming out of the portal and used magic to project her voice outside. “Hey. I see you all out there on the street. Can we talk about this?”
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Solene didn’t want to reveal herself. She pointed at Tara, who was already outside the veil.

Tara called, “Nothing to talk about, Danica. You have something I want, and you’re going to give it to me, or you’re all going to die.” She spoke in a normal tone. Their infomancer had spotted the various cameras and audio pickups around the building weeks before.

Danica’s voice returned, seemingly out of midair. “You’ll lose people trying to take him.”

“We don’t need to take him. We’ll blow up the building.”

Solene murmured, “How long for the anti-magic emitters?”

B Team’s leader replied, “Fifteen seconds.”

Tara made a small hand gesture to let Solene know she heard the question and response.

Danica insisted, “Surely there’s a compromise to be worked out here.”

“The only thing at issue is how many of you have to die before I get what I want. Send him out, and we’ll let you survive the night.”

The silence lasted long enough that Solene thought maybe Danica had abandoned the conversation.

“I don’t think I trust you.”

Tara laughed. “Probably wise.”

Solene gave the command she’d been eager to give. “Blast the door, then activate anti-magic emitters. Go get them.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Danica had started moving as soon as she began the conversation with the people outside. As each of them left the top floor, they activated the heat signals again to make it seem like they were still there. She wasn’t sure the trick would work twice, but it only needed to deceive them for a short time.

Together, they headed for the tunnel entrance. She planned to infuriate her foes by portaling away right in front of them, safely behind the shields she placed in the hallway that separated the front of the building from the back.

Derek and Alex crouched inside the nearby offices and leaned into the hallway, ready to shoot down the funnel as soon as someone opened the inner door. Randall focused on opening the tunnel door and complained again as he took Trey inside the tunnel, ready to portal him to safety.

The sound of the office’s front door shattering made Danica flinch. A moment later the inner door blew off its hinges and flew down the hallway toward her. That familiar feeling of emptiness appeared as someone turned on an anti-magic emitter. “Dammit! Anti-magic.”

Her team knew what to do. Randall snapped, “On the scooter.”

Danica lifted her rifle and fired high. She ordered, “Alex, Derek, get back here.” Alex complied, skittering into the hallway and across it as gunfire came down. Danica leaned out and fired some more rounds. “Derek, move.”

“Just one more sec.” His rifle took down two more enemies. Then he looked surprised as his magazine clicked empty.

She had seen battle blindness before and recognized the signs. She snarled, “Derek, now.” She stuck her gun around the corner and fired high. “Go low.”

He raced around the corner but straightened as he reached the back area. Blood came out of his mouth. The way his body jerked told her he had taken two or three rounds in the back.

His armor should have protected him, but maybe the impact was sufficient to do internal damage. She let go of her gun to race to him, grabbed him around the waist, and propelled him into the tunnel. They fell together, and she made sure to land on the bottom. The stone scraped the exposed skin at the back of her neck, but she paid it no attention.

Alex reported, “Doors closed.” The doors were heavily reinforced and would take a decent amount of effort to get through, even with magic.

Danica instructed, “Help me with him, but be careful.” Alex did, and Danica got up from underneath Derek. One of the bullets had missed his vest and lodged in his lower back. She cursed. “Sorry, buddy.”

The two women got him onto her shoulders. Danica climbed on a scooter and put the pedal down. It raced down the tunnel until she came to where Randall stood with Trey. She felt magic return as she stopped next to them and opened a portal to the hospital.

Lilac stood in surprise as Danica stepped in and gently floated Derek to the floor on his stomach. “Get him help.”

As she stepped back across, she heard Lilac shouting for the nurses until the portal closed to cut her off. Randall already had the next portal to the warehouse open. They dashed through it.

Danica ran to Voltaic’s work area as their enemies breached the door into the tunnel. Judging by the view on the cameras, they used traditional explosives to do it. Four figures jogged down the tunnel, but Voltaic’s sensors picked up hints of more behind them back in the building. When they reached the part of the tunnel beyond the anti-magic emitters, the front group paused, and more appeared from behind.

Once it seemed like they were all gathered, Voltaic activated their anti-magic emitters in the tunnel. Then she deployed the lightning turrets, tranquilizer gas, and the small launchers in the walls that fired tranquilizer darts. The gas didn’t do much against the helmeted figures, but the lightning turrets took down several, and darts dropped a couple more. The rest retreated down the tunnel at a run.

Danica clapped her on the shoulder. “Nice work.” Then she shouted, “Positions, people.” She moved to the middle of the finished section of the warehouse.

Their enemies had known about the safe house and the office, so they would certainly know about the warehouse. She looked around with an immediate welling of sadness. She’d liked this place from the start, and it was finally becoming a cool facility. Now, she would almost certainly have to leave it unless they decisively beat the force coming in after them. “Randall?”

“I have Trey in the back room, getting him dressed. The stuff just came off the fabricator.”

“Good work.” She sent to Jilly, who was up in the rafters, Be careful. I’d feel better if you moved farther back in the building. They might use rockets. Or explosives.

I’m fine. I have scales. Worry about yourself, silly. All you have is skin.

Danica laughed. Duly noted, fangface.

The dragon’s laughter echoed in her mind. Henceforth, I shall call you skin suit.

Danica checked the special pistol she’d picked up from Zack's work area in exchange for one of hers. It fired cosmetic rounds instead of real bullets and had been made for this type of moment. She slipped it into her right-hand holster, found some cover, reloaded her rifle, and waited for the enemy to make their move.
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Solene was ready to chew nails as she gathered her people outside the office. She had expected Danica’s team to be well-prepared, but this defense in layers was unexpected. She cursed herself inwardly for underestimating the other woman and especially for not recognizing the resources she had at her disposal. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

The infomancer reported, “Heat signals in the warehouse.”

She snapped, “Send in the drones. We’ll follow once they’ve softened things up for us.”
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Voltaic’s alarm boards lit up. She snapped, “Oh hell, incoming.”

As she hit the buttons to launch the second drone, Danica asked over the comm, “What?”

“Drones on the way in. Combat models.”

As she brought the drone she’d been using for overwatch around, Danica advised, “Jilly’s available if you really need her, but I’d prefer not to.”

Voltaic replied, “No problem. There are five inbound. I’ll take out however many I can with my drones. I don’t see any other enemies yet, but I’m sure they won’t be far behind.”

“I think we can count on that. Good hunting, V.”

In situations like this, Voltaic almost became two people. One part of her mind and one hand worked to control one drone, and the other part of her mind and the other hand manipulated the second. She muttered instructions, sent constant magical commands, and spread the two drones apart so a single enemy attack couldn’t reach them.

The incoming enemies were combat models, so they would have greater range than the paltry weapons on her surveillance drone. If she recalled, their specs were roughly equal to the combat model she had, which was a small blessing.

She tapped the icons to target a rocket on each incoming craft from her combat drone and set them to fire in sequence while she focused on her surveillance drone. She flew it high and brought it down at an angle, calculating an intercept with the endmost drone in the line. The enemy’s craft were coming in at a uniform pace and distance, which would doubtless end soon, but she hoped she could get in the first hits.

Her combat drone signaled that its first barrage was done. She assigned the same targets and sent the drone’s remaining rockets at them. The final one blew up as soon as it left the drone, firing shrapnel back into the machine and forcing her to concentrate and compensate to keep it in the air. As she did so, she brought the surveillance drone screaming in and activated its forward guns. It fired bullets at the enemy craft on the end. Those bullets weren’t a powerful enough caliber to do much damage, but they were enough to occupy the controller’s attention so her drone could smash into it. Both craft fell in a spiral toward the ground, smoke trails marking their paths as they descended.

The destruction of her second drone meant she could put her full attention on the combat model. She slewed it into a strange evasive route her systems generated on the fly by choosing the least predictable from three random options for its next move. The rockets that came toward it missed, and the gunfire only grazed it as it evaded.

Her efforts proved more effective. She depressed the virtual trigger, and a stream of bullets spat out at the nearest drone. It evaded, but that allowed the bullets to pass through and strike the one behind it, her actual target. She destroyed one of its engines. It veered off to the side.

She continued trying to strafe down the line, but the other drones dodged out of the way. She growled, “One down, one injured. Three remain.” An explosion at the edge of her vision generated a whoop of victory. “Make that two down, one wounded. One of my rockets got through.”

Danica replied, “Good work.”

“Their bullets are chewing through my drone. I’m going to try to take out the wounded one. Get ready. I’m guessing the enemy will be here soon.”

“On it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Solene watched the drones launch rockets at the warehouse. They struck the building’s skin and detonated, sending fragments in all directions and tearing chunks out of it. One barrage after the next from the two remaining drones created craters in the building’s walls. She ordered a portal opened, and what remained of her teams crossed through.

The magicals added their efforts to the drone attack by slamming force magic into the walls. Dirt and dust were everywhere, blocking regular vision, although heat signals were visible in her display. They were the right number for Danica and her people.

Tara asked, “Destroy the place with the drones?”

Solene replied, “No, we have to get the whistleblower in our hands or see him dead. But go ahead and use the drones to shoot anything that moves.”

The infomancer assisting them laughed over the comm. “You’re too good to me, boss.”

Solene ignored the comment. “B Team, move in behind the drones.”
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Danica crouched under a force shield as rubble fell in front of her. She had shielded everyone else and thrown up a couple of force walls. Her display showed the drones flying in toward the building rather than shooting from a distance. She had to assume they were loaded with anti-magic ammunition, which made them a high priority.

“Randall, blast them. Alex, shoot them.”

Danica used her magic to pick up rubble and throw it at the drones, careful to use angles that would interpose the debris between her people and the drones’ guns. None of her projectiles connected. The drones’ guns tore them apart, or in one case, a rocket sent fragments flying all over the warehouse. The noise in the warehouse was on the edge of pain as the engines screamed and the guns chattered.

She stayed focused, waving both hands as she hurled debris at the drones. As she hoped, they seemed more focused on evading her projectiles than continuing their attack.

Suddenly, Alex’s gun chattered from the right. The drone nearest her lurched to the side, out of control. It flew back out of the opening it had created in the wall, angling toward the ground, but exploded before it hit.

Danica whipped her attention to the other one in time to see it inexplicably lift and slam into a girder. It must have been a force burst from Randall that sent it there because as it wobbled down, his shotgun blasted twice, and the thing fell to pieces.

Danica snapped, “Voltaic.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Danica twisted to see the other woman emerge from her workspace. She wore heavy black body armor including a helmet. “This stuff better be as good as you say.”

“Arthur assures me it is. You’ll run toward the portal.”

“I know the drill, boss. I’m ready. I practiced.”

Danica knew this wasn’t her preferred kind of magic. “I’m sorry to ask for this. Do it.”

Voltaic cast a spell and suddenly looked like Trey, clad in only a bulletproof vest and normal street clothes. The image crouched and waited for the command to move.

Danica ordered, “Randall, send him up.”

Trey ran up from behind, although she only knew it was him because she knew what to look for. He was clad in an outfit like the enemy soldiers, including the helmet.

Alex growled, “This is your craziest idea yet, boss.”

From her spot nearby, Jilly interjected, “Crazy like a fox.”

Danica’s short laugh came out more like a bark. “Get back into hiding, backup plan.”

“Boring.” However, the dragon complied.

Danica looked at Alex, then back at Randall. The other two stared at her, and she shrugged. “It might just be crazy enough to work.”
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Solene barked, “Everyone in.” Her magicals had blown away the dust and debris, and now she could see her target. She ran for Danica with her guns gripped in her hands. Her people outnumbered the Spellbound folks three-to-one despite the losses they’d sustained, and she was ready to take them out. A portal blossomed into life in the rear of the room, and she snapped, “Anti-magic emitters.”

Her second-in-command replied, “Gone, boss.”

She spat a curse, then the world around her almost seemed to freeze as a man she recognized from his pictures emerged from a door to the right. It was undeniably the whistleblower dressed in street clothes but wearing a bulletproof vest. He ran for the portal at full speed.

There was no way she could reach him in time. Doubtless he had magical shielding, so her magicals wouldn’t be able to help with their powers. It was up to her.

Solene brought up both of her guns as she ran, took an instant to aim, and pulled the triggers. Each gun barked twice, and she had the pleasure of seeing all four rounds hit. Blood shot out from his head, shoulder, and back as the impacts threw him forward.

He hit the floor and slid on his chest, his momentum failing before he reached the portal. The boneless way he lay confirmed what she already knew from the placement of her shots. “Whistleblower’s dead.”

Danica cast darkness to separate her from the view of the attackers. She pulled the one guard she hadn’t shadowed toward her with force magic, stabbed him in the neck with a tranquilizing syringe, and threw him into Voltaic’s work area. She used the same magic to pull Trey to her as he crashed down.

She dispelled the darkness holding him and knew the others would see a guard included in their count of people. She screamed, “This is for Trey,” and threw him backward toward where Voltaic had fallen. She pulled out her cosmetic round-loaded gun and fired it until it clicked empty. As the bullets struck, they made it look like bones and blood flew through the air.
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Danica’s move meant Randall was finally free to act. He barreled out of the spot he’d been hiding in after shooting down the drone and launched himself into a nearby cluster of enemy magicals. As he ran, he fired the shotgun as fast as he could pump it to send a cloud of projectiles ahead of him. They shielded themselves, but the barrage kept them occupied until he could reach them.

He coated his arms and legs with force magic, bolstered the shields around him, and delivered a looping roundhouse punch to the first one’s cheekbone. It penetrated his shield and lost some impact, but the blow lifted the man from his feet and sent him crashing to the floor. Randall stomped on his shin, breaking it as he went after the next one.

That one summoned a fire shield, but Randall wasn’t concerned about getting burned. His shields should protect him. Even if they didn’t, he’d taken one of Lilac’s proactive healing potions at the start of the fight, just like Danica and Voltaic had. His first punch snapped the arm the man tried to use to block. His second cracked a rib, and the man exhaled a bloody breath.

Randall spun and smashed an elbow into the side of the man’s head to take him out of the fight. The next magical was already backpedaling, but he fell a moment later as Alex joined the fight. It had taken only one bullet to remove him from the battle, and Alex was already shooting at the next.
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At the same time Randall made his move, Jilly did as well. She had arrowed toward the one who shot the disguised Voltaic but veered away because another woman yelled commands at the people around her, which made her a better target. She exhaled a blast of electricity, but a force shield appeared to block the attack.

Jilly snarled as the woman snapped her rifle around and fired a barrage at her. As she evaded, she used her innate sense of magic to search for the hidden person who put up the shield.

She found them in a corner of the warehouse, a relatively good spot to hide unless you had a dragon after you, and curved toward the caster. Bolts of lightning and walls of fire came at her, but she rolled into a ball and passed through them with only her scales exposed, then unfurled and flapped.

As she arrived, she wrapped herself into a tight ball again. She felt the impact as she hit the outer shield. Then she was through it and felt another impact, softer this time. A woman screamed and came into view, holding the shoulder Jilly had broken with her curled body. Jilly flew down and bit the woman’s hand, causing her to drop her wand. Then she scooped up the wood and flew away with it.
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Solene had almost caught Danica with a bullet, but a piece of debris flew into the way and deflected it at the last second. She was ready to charge in and see how well they could evade her shots with a gun against their head when Tara grabbed her arm.

“We’re down to just a few, all of them injured. The whistleblower is dead. We need to go.”

Solene knew it was true, but every part of her wanted to continue the fight. She let out a scream of rage, then turned and ran at her second’s side.
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Randall asked, “Take them out?”

Danica looked at the fleeing enemies. “No. They need to take the story back.”

She cast darkness again so their foes wouldn’t see what they did and opened a portal to Spellbound Miami’s conference room. Randall dragged Voltaic’s prone form through, and Danica pulled Trey’s in case someone was somehow watching.

Only when the portal was closed did the pair move of their own volition. Members of Arthur’s staff immediately went into action to help them out of their armor and bandage up incidental cuts. Danica called Lilac. “How’s Derek?”

“He’s in surgery. Don’t know. I’ll tell you as soon as we hear something.”

“Good.” She disconnected.

Trey took off his helmet. “We didn’t even need the disguise.”

Danica nodded and ran her fingers through her dirty, sweaty hair. “The shell game worked. They should think you’re dead, thanks to Voltaic. If they had somehow beaten us, your disguise would have made them overlook you as they retreated. I wouldn’t call it a great backup plan, but it was something.”

Jilly countered, “I thought I was the backup plan.”

Danica ran a hand down her dragon’s back. “I like multiple backup plans. But you’re always the best.”

Jilly pressed against her, and Danica’s mind rested.

Then Arthur came in. “I’ve been monitoring things. You can go. I’ll take care of things here.”

Danica nodded, pulled off her armor pieces, gave her weapons to Randall, and opened a portal to the hospital.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Danica portaled into Zack’s hospital room with Jilly on her shoulder, feeling as weary as she had been in a long time. The sight in front of her instantly perked her up.

The room had been transformed. Colored cloths hung in various places, banishing the sterile atmosphere. Candles burned in several places away from Zack’s oxygen supply, and Lilac had drawn three ward circles on the floor in different colors.

Danica knelt and peered at the outer one. It seemed like solid metal. She looked up. “How did you do this?”

Lilac seemed to brim with energy. “Special inks made with metal powder. I’ll fully purify the room once Zack is back to normal. The magic stuff could potentially mess with equipment, I suppose. I don’t know.”

Danica rose. “How’s Derek?”

Lilac fluttered a hand. “Step into the hall and ask for Dr. Mace while I finish up here.”

A few minutes later, a gray-haired, thin woman in scrubs showed up. She extended a hand. “Nancy.”

Danica shook it. “Danica.”

From her shoulder, the dragon added, “Jilly. How is Derek?”

The doctor looked at the dragon, then at Danica. “He’s stable but needs a second operation.”

Danica asked, “Why?”

“One of the bullets nicked his spinal column. We reinforced the bone, but the latest X-rays revealed more structural damage. We’ll need to go in and clean it up.”

A shiver of worry passed through her. “The spinal cord?”

“From what we’ve seen, it’s fine. We won’t know for sure until we do the appropriate mobility tests, which are still a way off.”

“How long until he’s back to active duty?”

Dr. Mace laughed. “Those are the same words he used, and the second thing he said after asking, ‘Is everyone okay?’ I don’t know what you people do, but you’re committed.”

Danica managed a smile. “That we are. So, it’s all good news?”

The other woman shrugged. “So far, so good.”

“Thank you.”

The doctor was already turning to her next task. “Don’t mention it.”

Danica headed into the room and shared the good news with Lilac, who looked relieved. “Are you ready with your idea?”

The witch slashed a hand at her. “It’s not an idea. It’s a thought. And yes. Danica, you sit on the floor in the inner circle. I know it’s tight, but you’re bendy. You’ll manage. I’ll sit at the foot of the bed in the circle. Jilly, you should lay on Zack's chest, where you’ll be in the circle too.”

They all complied, and Lilac announced, “Everything’s ready. Jilly, link us up.”
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Lilac felt the connection blossom as the dragon reached out to her and created a channel to Danica as well. She held the others temporarily at bay as she pushed away all her doubts and fears. None of them had a place in the healing she was about to do.

Then she opened herself to the others and drew a slight bit of power to ensure the channels were open. They were. “We’re going to attempt to isolate the poison and pull it out of him.”

Danica asked, “How?”

“By using ourselves as a filter to separate what is normal and what is not.”

“Does it matter that he’s male and we’re not?”

Lilac had considered this ahead of time. “I don’t think so, but if we fail, we can always bring Randall in for another try.”

Jilly remarked, “Ew, I don’t want Randall in my head.”

They all laughed.

Lilac added, “Good. Jokes are good. We need to maintain the right frame of mind. This will work. We will get the poison.”

Danica and Jilly echoed the statement.

“I don’t know what you’ll see while I work the magic. I’m using you both mainly for power, so it might be nothing. Remember not to give too much, or we’ll have more patients on our hands.”

Danica asked, “Should I drink an energy potion?”

Lilac laughed. “Definitely not. I’ve had several. Any more in the mix would probably cause me to hallucinate.”

“That can happen?”

“Yes.”

“Did you find that out recreationally?”

Lily got a better grip on her wand. “Also yes. Now shh. I’m starting.” She waved her wand almost like a metronome. It would be the metronome by which her magic worked, and the beats of Zack’s heart regulated it. She focused her will to bring hers into time with his, continuing to keep the beat with her wand. Then she extended her magic, imagining a view of his body rising above him like a hologram.

It happened right in front of her. Her magic created an image of his insides. Piece by piece, she took away the things that looked normal until she was left with his bloodstream and nervous system. The poison was visible, an odd sickly green that hit her senses as a raw menace. She pushed down her nausea. “Can you see it?”

“No.”

“Yes.” The dragon added, “What is that stuff? It looks angry.”

Lilac thought that was a good description. “It does. I don’t know if that’s because I hate it or because of its nature.”

Danica asked, “How bad is it?”

Jilly replied, “Bad.”

Lilac explained, “It’s widespread. Nerves and bloodstream. Now that we’ve found the thing that’s wrong, we can try to fix it.” She decided to work first on the poison in the bloodstream because it seemed to be moving out from there into the nerves. She wanted to limit any further damage.

A thread of magic extended from her moving wand and crossed into his body, where it appeared as a golden line inside the representation. She narrowed it down, making the line smaller and smaller, especially at the tip, then touched it to a poison cell and zapped it. The poison cell split apart.

She growled, “Oh, no, you don’t!” A piece of the line split off and formed a net that encapsulated the globules trying to float apart. She zapped the poison inside the net until it was completely gone.

Hours later, she killed the last poison cell in his bloodstream and let the magic fall away. The magical batteries and charms she’d made kept Zack’s condition from worsening and would continue to do so. She stared at him and noted with pleasure that he seemed to breathe easier.

Danica asked, “Is he fixed?”

Lilac laughed tiredly. “No, but it shouldn’t spread anymore. I’ll rest, and we’ll do this again, however many times it takes.”

Danica got to her feet with a groan. “Call me if you need me.”

Jilly laid down and repositioned herself on Zack's chest. “I’m staying.”

Danica leaned over and kissed her on the head. “Good. I’m sure he likes having you here. You let me know if you need anything, too.”

The fae dragon replied sleepily, “I will.”

When Danica arrived at the warehouse, Voltaic was in her workspace packing up her gear and Alex was doing the same in Lilac’s area.

Alex observed, “You look like hell, boss.”

Danica imagined she probably did, given how she felt. “Lilac looks worse. But she thinks she’s stopped the poison from spreading.”

“Excellent. Any more news on Derek?”

“Nothing more than what I sent you after talking to the doc. How are things here?”

Alex gestured around. “As you can see, we’re packing up. They put out word through official channels of Trey’s supposed death, and Randall took him to a place on Oriceran where some of his friends still have family. They promised to look after him.”

Danica nodded. “Good. At least the threat is over for now, and his testimony is only delayed rather than lost.”

“And we know someone out there is gunning for us.”

Danica looked around the warehouse they would have to abandon. “We do. Now we need to start gunning for them in return.”
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Moriarty looked across the desk at Solene. The events of the night before hadn’t been perfect, but they had accomplished what they’d needed to. “The clients are pleased. They would have been more pleased with the body and most pleased with us capturing him, of course. But they got what they needed, which is the important part.”

Solene nodded, “I would have been as well. The video will have to suffice.”

He caught himself drumming his fingers on the desk and stopped. “I wonder why they took our person.”

“I’m still not sure about that either. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Exactly. That worries me.”

Her voice took on a guarded tone. “How much?”

Moriarty avoided laughing at her concern. “Not that much. We’ve been paid, and we have our connection. I’ll make use of it quickly. Just in case the whistleblower left a time bomb behind.”

Solene nodded. “Do you have any indication that he did?”

“No, and our infomancers are keeping an eye out. Still, best to move quickly.” He smiled as he opened his middle drawer, took out a folder, and slid it across the desk. “You’ll like our next target.”

She opened it and whistled. “He lives in Cleveland. You’re deliberately targeting Spellbound, finally?”

Moriarty waggled a hand. “Say that I’m taking a clear step onto their turf to see what they’ll do. It influenced my choice, but it wasn’t the deciding factor.”

“I’ll need to replenish our personnel.”

He waved it off. “Do what you need to do. No. Do better. I was not impressed with how they fared against Danica and her team.”

Again, the guarded tone. “Nor was I.”

“I take some responsibility for that since I chose most of them before you formally joined me. Now it’s on you. The next batch will be yours.”

She grinned. “Will do. We won’t let you down.”

They talked for a short time more, then she left. He rotated his chair to stare at the magical metal. “Just in case no one else can handle Danica and her team, it’s probably time I put you to use, my lovely.”


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues is book seven, Codename: Savant, coming soon to Amazon
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MARCH 13, 2025


Thank you for reading Codename: Whistleblower! This idea just kind of popped randomly into my head. I’ve always liked thrillers involving Whistleblowers, so it seemed a natural.

The next one is Codename: Savant. It’s going to kick off introducing the manically brilliant client right from the go. I’m looking forward to having another out of control client. Sort of like Damien Zane from book 1, but worse.

I hope you enjoyed seeing Lukas again. I enjoyed that chapter.

March is a weird, sort of liminal time for me. The third month of the academic term, when the students are getting sleepy and disconnected, making it a challenge to keep them moving. I’m in the middle of semester-long projects, and middles are always difficult. And there’s a dearth of trips and adventures with the kid. So, more or less nose-to-the-grindstone time.

I shared in my most recent newsletter that people in my circle of friends and colleagues have had some dramatic health issues recently. It’s affected me. I’m feeling more grateful than ever for the good things in my life, while also feeling more driven toward certain goals. It’s going to be odd finding the right balance, but I do appreciate the sensation of moving forward.

On March 1, we had an adventure. It started with me telling the kid, “It’s going to be really cold. Wear lots of layers and a winter coat.” As we’re heading out the door, “You should get your winter coat.” 14-year-old-super-genius (they are actually very smart, if not practical) replies, “I’ll be fine.” Friends, they weren’t fine. We were at Ohio Stadium for the Columbus Blue Jackets vs. Chicago Blackhawks outdoor hockey game. It was 28 F at the start of the game, with wind. By the start of the game I convinced them to take my coat (I had no less than 6 layers, because I’ve run a video camera to cover football in the snow). A little later, I had them fully take our shared blanket.

The Twenty-one Pilots show at the first intermission (thank goodness it was the first) was fantastic. Fire. Fireworks. Great song choices. Sound in the stadium was iffy, but it was worth being there. Mostly. We left as soon as they were done and handed off our seat cushions (metal bleachers are awful in the cold) to a shivering pair in front of us on the way out. An interesting start to the year’s musical adventures!

We’ve got a lot of concerts on tap in April/Early may. Emo Nite in Pittsburgh, Linda Lindas in Pittsburgh, L.S. Dunes in Columbus, OKGO in Cleveland, and then DJ Trixie Mattel and Rebecca Black in Pittsburgh. Plus we picked up tickets to Blackpink (K-pop band) in Toronto, and Sabrina Carpenter in Pittsburgh. Hopefully we’re almost done with tour announcements, although I expect Lady Gaga to announce soon, and the band “The Academy is…” is making noise about a tour.

Doctor Who second go-round, Eleventh doctor, second season. I’ve discovered that Matt Smith’s doctor might be my favorite. I don’t know if he’s my favorite actor in the role, but the way the Doctor acts during his tenure really works for me. Also working our way through Reacher season 3. Haven’t seen Captain America Brave New World yet. I might be getting Marveled out. I saw the trailer for The Last of Us Part 2 and am not sure I’m ready for that kind of trauma again.

Also, George R.R. Martin is opening a cocktail bar with medieval drinks. That man will seemingly do anything to avoid finishing A Song of Ice and Fire.

I’ve started playing Space Base and Wingspan on Board Game Arena again. I don’t understand why I’m so bad at these games, but I lose so much more often than I win. It’s downright annoying.

Tentative plan for the next series is an ensemble cast, kind of like Federal Agents of Magic, but set inside the FBI. Martha tells me I need another hook inside it to differentiate it from other Oriceran FBI stories. Cold Cases? Paranormal Investigation? Not sure, but I’m working on it.

Next month, off to Vegas for a day job conference. Really looking forward to it, both for Vegas and for the Conference. The schedule looks really promising, and my University needs to upgrade some studio equipment, so I’ll have to visit the National Association of Broadcasters’ Product displays, which is always fun.

I hope you and everyone in your circle is doing well.

Until next month, 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 Spellbound Security series, “Codename: Teen Idol,” here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/p3ilgsu5d9.

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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The Tale of Two Drivers

When it comes to driving, Mike and I might as well be from different planets. I like to think of myself as a “proactive” driver, always scanning for the quickest route, weaving through traffic like a fish determined to swim upstream. Sitting still in traffic is my personal version of purgatory, so I’ll take any shortcut—even if it means navigating through neighborhoods I’ve never seen before. Frankly, with my sense of direction that’s gonna happen some of the time anyway.

Mike, on the other hand, is the Dalai Lama of driving. He approaches the road with a zen-like patience that makes me simultaneously admire and want to helpfully point out short cuts. He avoids tolls with the same dedication most people reserve for avoiding the dentist and waves every single car into his lane as if he’s hosting the politest parade on earth. Okay, I kind of admire that one.

Our contrasting styles became apparent early on, during one of our first road trips. I was behind the wheel, laser-focused on getting to our destination as quickly as possible. “We can shave five minutes off if we take this exit,” I said, pointing to a ramp that Google Maps hadn’t even considered.

Mike raised an eyebrow. “Are we in a hurry?”

“Not exactly,” I admitted, “but why sit in traffic when you can move?”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Sometimes, you just have to go with the flow.”

“Flow” is not a word I associate with driving. For me, it’s about efficiency—finding the gaps, timing the lights, and avoiding anything that even resembles a standstill. If traffic is a game, I’m here to win.

Mike, however, approaches driving like it’s an opportunity to practice mindfulness. He’s the guy who lets merging cars slide in ahead of him with a friendly wave, even if it means adding an extra 30 seconds to his commute. “It’s just good karma,” he’ll say, while I mutter something unkind about how the merging car could’ve waited.

Then there are the toll roads. I view them as a necessary evil—worth the expense if it means cutting precious minutes off my drive. Mike, however, treats toll roads like a personal affront. “Why pay when there’s a perfectly good back road?” he’ll say, pulling up an alternate route that winds through four small towns and adds at least ten minutes.

“Because time is money,” I’ll counter, pointing out the irony of spending extra time to save a few bucks.

“Money is money,” he’ll reply with a grin, clearly pleased with his logic.

To his credit, Mike’s approach to driving does have its perks. He never seems stressed behind the wheel, no matter how bad traffic gets. I’ve seen him hum along to the radio while stuck in a gridlock that would’ve had me checking the nearest exit and can I made it down the shoulder to get to it.

“Why worry about it?” he’ll ask, shrugging. “It’s not like we can control it.”

I envy that perspective, even if I don’t entirely understand it. For me, driving is an exercise in control—or at least the illusion of it. If I can just find the right lane, the right turn, the right shortcut, I can outsmart the traffic gods and arrive at my destination with time to spare.

Of course, my shortcuts don’t always pan out. There was the time I tried to bypass a major intersection by taking a side street, only to end up on a dead-end cul-de-sac. Or the day I thought I’d discovered a secret route through a neighborhood, only to get stuck behind a short parade complete with floats.

Mike, naturally, finds these moments hilarious. “So much for saving time,” he’ll tease, as I gave in and enjoyed the floats.

Despite our differences, we’ve found ways to coexist on the road. When Mike drives, I’ve learned to embrace the slower pace—mostly by finally noticing the city skyline and what’s nearby in my neighborhood. And when I drive, Mike leans back in his seat and lets me do my thing, occasionally chuckling when I mutter under my breath about slow drivers.

The real test of our driving compatibility came during a weekend trip to a Comicon a couple of hours from us. I was in charge of getting us there, determined to arrive before sunset. Mike had plotted a scenic route for the way back, complete with stops at a roadside diner and a historic marker that, to this day, I can’t remember the significance of.

The drive there was classic me—lane changes, quick turns, and an enthusiastic embrace of toll roads. We made it in record time, though I’m pretty sure Mike’s knuckles were white from gripping the armrest.

The drive back was pure Mike. We meandered through small towns, stopped for pie at the diner, and took a leisurely detour to admire the view from a scenic overlook. At first, I was restless, itching to take over the wheel and “optimize” our route. But somewhere along the way, I found myself relaxing, appreciating the slower pace and the chance to simply enjoy the journey.

That’s the thing about our driving styles—they’re different, but they balance each other. Mike reminds me that it’s okay to slow down, to let go of the need to constantly be in motion. And I like to think I bring a little excitement to his otherwise serene approach, even if it means he occasionally has to brace himself as I change lanes.

In the end, it’s not about who’s right or wrong—it’s about the journey we’re on together, whether we’re speeding along a toll road or meandering through back streets. And if we ever get lost? Well, at least we’ll have a good story to tell when we get there. More adventures to follow.
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