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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Scenes from the battle that had ended moments before played in Cait's mind. The onrushing shadow tentacle creatures had been terrifying but expected. The sudden appearance of the enemy wizard, who had proven to be strikingly powerful despite his advanced years—or maybe because of them—had not. His escape had cast a damper on the victory, but only a slight one.

      What was important was that they had won and that all of Cait’s people and the dragons were safe.

      They wouldn’t have without the arrival of the other dragons. The only dragons Cait had previously seen were Coazzir and his family. She’d understood from things the large dragon had said, as well as comments from Aza, her dragon partner who was one of Coazzir’s children, that others were out there, but she hadn’t expected to see them. Good thing Issha went for reinforcements, or we would’ve been toast.

      Aisling walked over, her wavy red hair in disarray. She had a cut on one cheek, and a large bruise was forming on the other, but she was smiling. “Seeing dragons fight like that was amazing.”

      Cait laughed. “Only you would think so in the middle of a battle.”

      Their father Lewis joined them. “Oh, I don’t know. I thought it was awesome, too.” He put an affectionate arm around Aisling.

      Cait rolled her eyes. “You’re just defending her because she’s the youngest.”

      Aisling supplied, “Also the smartest and best looking, don’t forget.”

      Cait chuckled but stopped when a spear of anxiety stabbed through her. She followed her ever-present sense of where Aza was located and spotted him in a cluster of dragons. A moment later, keening rent the air, the sound more shrill than she’d thought one of the huge creatures capable of making. The noise startled the non-dragons. Cait sent, Aza, what’s happening?

      He replied, Not sure yet, but whatever it is, it’s bad.

      A couple of moments later, Coazzir explained the problem, and Cait relayed the words to her family. “One of the children is missing.” She asked Aza, Where?

      Aza responded, They don’t know. Coazzir and the other adult dragons, plus the older children, stomped into the forest, crushing trees and making a strange noise she presumed was them calling the missing dragon.

      Aza spoke in the darkest tone she’d ever heard him use. That’s why they ran away. They weren’t trying to kill us all. They wanted to capture one of us.

      Everything slotted into place for Cait. That rings true. She shouted for her family to gather around and shared that with them. Their expressions displayed the horror she expected. Cait snarled, “They could be anywhere.”

      Aza, who was near enough to hear, pressed, Try to sense the creatures. Cait exerted her magic, sending the sense she used to “see” the creatures down the pathway that connected her to the dragon. She routed it through her shadow pendant, which had been designed by a dwarf craftsman to protect her from the creatures and had part of one inside it. After several tense seconds, she shook her head. Nothing. They could be anywhere, like I said.

      Aza replied, Then do better.

      Cait felt despondent, then marshaled her will and shrugged off her failure. “Aza told me to search for the creatures. I did what I could, but I wasn’t able to get a sense of them. They could be anywhere on the planet.”

      Aisling mused, “These aren’t the only dragons around. It stands to reason that Aza’s family would be the nearest ones to wherever that dude spends his time.”

      Cait frowned, thinking about how she could use that information. “Reasonable.”

      Brianna added, “Like Aza said, do better.”

      Cait met Aisling's eyes. “Would the spell we used in Boston work for this?”

      Her sister gave a sharp nod. “Yes. If anything can, that will. I’ll portal back and get my supplies.”

      Aisling quickly returned and started drawing the external circle for the magic with a powder that sparkled when it touched the grass and dirt. Cait grabbed the materials to draw the inner portion, and Aisling instructed, “Five smaller circles, with a larger one for you in the center.”

      Cait moved to comply after asking, “Why five?” She counted only four: her sisters, her father, and Aza.

      “For Mom. She’s stronger than any of us.” By the time Cait’s designs were finished, Aisling had completed the broader circle around Cait's work and had drawn an even bigger circle adjacent to it, connected by a thick line. She ordered, “Aza, find any adult dragons who can be spared from the search and put them in the circle.”

      He replied, On it, and Cait relayed the words.

      Aisling nodded. “Right. I’ll go get Mom.”

      It was twilight when everyone finally gathered. Cait had fretted over each minute of delay. Aza’s mother Issha stood in the center of the largest circle beside a dragon Cait didn’t recognize, anger and concern in her expression. She thought in passing that it was odd how well-attuned to the dragons’ body language she’d become.

      Her sister directed the others into their circles and pointed for Cait to take her place in the center. Aisling explained, “We are all power reservoirs for Cait. Don’t let her draw enough that you endanger your health, but don’t hold too much back, either, since we might only get one chance at this.”

      Her mother said, “I brought energy potions for afterward. Or during, if we need them.”

      Aisling smiled at Moira with approval. “Cait, I think you have everything you need for this. So, like Aza said, do better.”

      Cait settled on the trampled grass, wriggling until she found the most comfortable position. Aza sent, You’ve got this.

      She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. If Aza thinks I can do it, it must be true. She focused internally and closed out external sensations, partitioning off the parts of her mind where her sense of the outside world was located. She opened herself to her channel with Aza first, finding it with ease. The bridge they’d built had unlocked her ability to sense the invisible shadow creatures and would be the foundation of this search.

      The enormity of her task struck her. They could be anywhere on the planet. How the hell am I supposed to find them in all that space? Logic stepped in and punctured her reflexive fear, reminding her that Aisling was probably right and they would hunt close to home. Of course, “close” is relative when the ability to portal is considered.

      She threw her negative thoughts in a mental box and locked it. Keeping her connection to Aza foremost in her mind, she reached out to Eclipse. Her sentient dagger had allowed her to exceed her expectations on several occasions and would likely do so again.

      Next, she expanded her mental circle to include the necklace Grash had created for her. The flesh of one of the creatures had been bound up in its creation, and it enhanced her defenses against them. Hopefully, she could use it to find them now, as she had once before.

      She pressed the search outward in a circle with her in the center. It was the first time she’d wanted to feel the twist of nausea that would tell her she’d found them, but no such sensation came.

      If it was that easy, anyone could do it. Do better, Cait. She reached down the spokes that connected her to the others who were willing to gift her with their power. She established the channels to her family and added them to the connections she maintained with Aza and Eclipse. That required mental gymnastics to accomplish and more to lock the flow in place when it was done, but she managed.

      With that complete, she searched for the line at the edge of the outer circle and cautiously opened herself to it. The adult dragons’ strength almost overwhelmed her. It hit her like a tidal wave, and for a time, she had no way to measure the flow. She simply stood before it, enduring and collecting the incoming power.

      When she had accepted all she could hold, she pushed it out, searching for the shadow creatures. She dimly sensed the passage of time, but it wasn’t a concern. She was riding the flow of magic, which caused her to feel as if her being had splintered and was flying out in all directions. The mix of power and pain made her lightheaded.

      Suddenly, she felt the creatures’ presence. Her initial impulse was to focus everything on the feeling, but she resisted that urge. Instead, she maintained the connection while she drew power back from other directions and focused it on the successful vector. When her stomach twisted from the sensation of the creatures gliding over one another, their numbers so great they could discomfit her from this distance, she knew she’d found their source.

      She removed the partition banning sight from her senses to see what she was feeling. The image was ghostly, a wavering outline that slowly increased in solidity until it was clear enough to be recognizable as a lighthouse with hordes of the shadow monsters keeping watch. The structure looked beaten up, as if it were old, but it seemed to be structurally intact.

      Cait said, “I see a lighthouse with the creatures around it, but I don’t know where it is.” Her voice cracked as she forced the words out of her throat.

      Her father suggested, “Look at the stars.”

      The image she’d created tilted to show an abundance of celestial bodies over the lighthouse, extending to the horizon. She whispered, “I’ve got them.”

      Lewis urged, “Share it with me. We have the channel.” His power reached out and touched hers, and she found it easy to send him what she was seeing. Their connection faded when he partially withdrew from the magic they shared. “I’ve got it.”

      Cait replied, “You’re sure? I don’t think I can do this again.”

      “Positive.”

      Cait let the magics fall with a groan and opened her eyes. An illusion hung in the air, a map of Oriceran with a point highlighted in pulsing yellow. Lewis said, “It’s about a hundred miles away.”

      Cait wondered how they were going to get there, then Aza spoke. “Tell everyone to ready themselves. You all get to ride dragons tonight.”
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      Kobaris limped into the workspace he’d set aside for the creation of his elixir, which was adjacent to his library. It had been purified over and over as he awaited this moment to ensure it would be ready when the opportunity finally came. The creation of the precious liquid required dozens of components, each of which, he now understood, had to be prepared in real-time.

      He had once believed he would be able to do most of the work in advance after he figured out how to secure blood from a dragon. The frustratingly late discovery that the blood had to be fresh had caused him to reevaluate the process through that lens, and he’d decided it would be safer to do it all at the time of the spell. At least I hadn’t begun mixing things I couldn’t easily replace. That’s something, anyway.

      Everything was prepared. The components resided in their carefully labeled and magically protected containers, each tool he needed rested in its proper place, meticulously cleaned and also under magical protection, and each piece of equipment was ready. The time was finally at hand.

      Kobaris snarled inwardly as his leg tried to buckle under him. An effort of will locked it in place before he could fall since he was annoyingly familiar with the sensation. Too close to success to allow my flesh to fail me now.

      It had taken several hours after his return to the tower to heal enough from the battle that he felt capable of performing the spell. He had exhausted his supply of healing and energy potions to reach this point. His body was in a steady decline that seemed to be progressing far more rapidly than it had only a month ago. But none of that matters a whit now. Tonight pays for all.

      He chanted the magic recipe out loud since it was long since committed to memory and set the components in the appropriate locations. He had one combination area for dry elements and another for liquids. At the latter, he poured the magical fluids into their receptacles and carefully opened the channels to the settings that would allow them to combine at a rate just short of that which would cause an unwanted reaction.

      Every part of this was hazardous. If the process failed, he didn’t imagine he would survive the cataclysmic mis-combination of magical components he’d created. Of course, I won’t last much longer without the elixir in any case.

      Kobaris lost himself in the work, monitoring the liquids and adding in the solids when the spell required them. When everything was ready except the final ingredient, he grabbed a large glass sphere with an attached flexible tube that ended in a long needle. A portal took him to the room at the summit of the lighthouse, and he allowed the rift to close behind him. He wouldn’t portal the precious fluid, not wanting to risk that power influencing the magic of the elixir spell. He would walk it down to his lab several floors below.

      The dragon roared at him, the sound and the creature that emitted it filled with rage. It surged forward until the manacles that attached each of its feet to a different part of the wall stopped its progress. He had calculated the lengths to provide comfort but not endanger him. The massive beast flapped its wings angrily, and Kobaris shook his head. “Relax. This will soon be over, and I will return you to your family. Assuming we both survive the process, that is.”

      When the dragon blood was added to the rest of the ingredients, he would enter unknown territory. Despite a decade of searching, he had been unable to find any records that confirmed the successful completion of the spell. He wasn’t sure if that was because those who had succeeded hadn’t been inclined to record their achievement after they were gifted with rejuvenation or if no one had survived. He thought it was the former but was wise enough to realize that could easily be a story he was telling himself so he didn’t lose his nerve in the face of his imminent demise.

      Kobaris waved his wand and cast a spell to freeze the dragon in place. It quivered against the magical immobility but couldn’t overcome it. With most of his energy devoted to keeping the creature still, he split off a portion of his power to magically pry up one of its scales to reveal the flesh beneath it. He stabbed the needle in to its full length, and sapphire blood flowed down the tube.

      He’d done his research and had been confident of where to find a vein close to the surface, but it was heartening to have it work as it should. The orb, which, once filled, would be impossible for him to lift except by magic, reached the halfway mark. The dragon had subsided and was no longer resisting his efforts to hold it in place. He had calculated that it would most likely survive the draining, but he ultimately didn’t care. He would kill a thousand dragons if it meant saving his life.

      When the orb was full, Kobaris pulled the needle free and dropped the scale, which slipped into its proper position. He walked down the stairs carefully, keeping the dragon immobile until he was clear of it. The creature bellowed in anger when he released it, but the wizard had put that part of the process and everything associated with it out of his mind. All that mattered was getting the orb to his table.

      He arrived without incident and set the orb in the cradle that awaited it, removed the needle from the tube, and attached the latter to the rest of the arrangement. He checked that everything was as it should be, then rotated the orb so it would add the dragon blood to the mixture.

      Kobaris cast the necessary incantations, his wand twitching and darting as he layered spell upon spell to draw the power from the dragon blood and infuse it into the other components. The liquids and solids flowed into a tall diamond urn that had taken months to create. The mixture pulsed and bubbled as if it contained the dragon’s fury.

      The potion turned a darker blue as more of the dragon’s blood was added. Despite all the materials he’d started with, far too many to fit in the diamond container, the process seemed to consume them since the level of material in the urn stayed the same despite the addition. He sensed the arrival of the pivotal moment and cast the final spell with a shout.

      The liquid blazed like a blue-hued sun, forcing him to avert his eyes. When the illumination retreated, most of the contents of the urn were gone, leaving only a sparkling liquid in the bottom. After extending the arms of a metal frame that was part of the urn’s support, he tipped it and poured the elixir into a flask of the same material.

      With trembling hands, Kobaris lifted the full flask from its stand and peered at the liquid inside, which was swirling and sparkling like it was alive. Then, with an entreaty to the universe for success in his venture, he tilted it to its lips and drank it down in one long draught.
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        * * *

      

      Cait screamed in exhilaration, unable to control herself despite the gravity of the situation. Heh. Gravity. A dozen feet away and at a slightly lower altitude, Brianna echoed the sound, and her other family members, who were flying nearby, laughed.

      Cait was riding Coazzir, and the dragon’s body was strong and powerful beneath her as his wings propelled them toward the lighthouse. She used magic to hold herself in place, not trusting her physical grip or the ability of her brain to focus on not falling. Aza flew nearby, keeping up a running commentary of his hopes for what they’d find at the lighthouse and what they’d do after they arrived.

      Her stomach lurched into her throat when Coazzir dipped suddenly. The other dragons followed his example as if they were attached to one another. She didn’t understand why he did anything he did, including this move. She presumed it had to do with air currents. Maybe later, I’ll ask Aza. For now, though, Cait was content to revel in the experience.

      She lost track of time as they flew, but twilight had deepened into darkness when the dragons landed near the lighthouse. She had told Coazzir where to stop since she’d developed an understanding of how far away the shadow creatures could sense things. When they were on the ground, Cait and her family slid off the dragons and assembled in a circle. Each performed their own magic to gather information on what lay inside the structure. Brianna offered, “I think the dragon is at the top of the tower.”

      Her father replied, “I was thinking the same thing but couldn’t believe it.”

      Aisling snorted. “Nothing about this is believable. Why should that be any different?”

      Cait interrupted, “Here’s what we’ll do. Dad, you and Issha head to the top of the tower and see if you can get them out that way. It looks like there might be tiny windows up there. Maybe it will be possible to cast magic through them. Please dissuade the dragon from dropping the tower.”

      Aza replied, I’ll pass that along.

      Thanks, buddy. “The rest of us will carve our way into the place. We don’t need to fight all the shadow creatures. I’ll create a tunnel with force barriers down the middle, so we’ll only have to deal with the ones in our path. Once we get inside, Brianna can hold the door against them.”

      Her sister growled, “Damn.”

      “You’re the best one for it.”

      “I know. Still.”

      Cait continued, “Aisling and I will go in, find the wizard, and make sure he can’t get up to this nonsense again.” She didn’t see how they’d accomplish that without killing him, although she was open to another option if one presented itself. To be fair, most of her was willing to consider it. Deep inside, she wanted revenge for the trouble he’d put them through and for not having the grace to lose the last time they’d fought.

      She shook her head. Focus, Cait. Aza, you ready?

      Yep.

      “While we do that, the dragons should keep the shadow creatures busy. Once we’re inside, safety is the first priority.” Aza confirmed that the dragons agreed. Cait grinned. “All right. Let’s go ruin that wizard’s day.”
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      Kobaris’ body twisted and jerked without his volition or permission. He dropped to his knees, and the flask fell from his nerveless hands. At first, he thought he’d made an error despite his careful preparations. His inner critic laughed, glorying in his moment of weakness, and asked, All your effort. Was it worth it to come this far and give so much, only to fail?

      His back arched, and he fell forward with a cry, barely catching himself with his hands before his face smashed into the stone floor. He lowered himself and placed his cheek against the cool rock, not sure whether he wanted the suffering to continue or stop, fearing that the latter would mean his time among the living was done.

      Then, like a cool flood of water through his body that washed away all the pain, well-being suffused him. He imagined he could feel individual muscles and bones repairing themselves, returning to the potency they’d had decades before. Laughter bubbled through his lips at the confirmation that he hadn’t failed after all.

      The recipe for the elixir hadn’t indicated how many years it would undo or how much of him it would repair, but his senses told him the truth. Decades had passed since he’d felt the sort of strength and solidity that now filled him. He pushed to hands and knees with unexpected ease, then stood straight for the first time in ages without considering whether he would require his staff to accomplish that without falling.

      Kobaris stretched, laughing. His rejuvenation was unlike anything he’d ever felt. Along with the physical benefits, a sharpness of mind and will had manifested. He wanted things with a greater fierceness than he’d ever had, whether minutes or half a lifetime ago. He whispered, “Now I am free to accomplish great works no man has attempted before me.”

      He laughed again, intentionally loudly, the sound echoing off his laboratory’s walls. His voice seemed deeper as he announced, “There is no time like the present to begin.” He considered the creature at the pinnacle of the tower. His plan had been to portal it away and leave it near its home, but he thought better of it. Who knows what materials I could harvest from the beast? More blood, scales, even flesh to experiment upon.

      Kobaris gazed around his lab with new eyes, imagining the things he could do in it. Then, happily, he portaled up to the servants’ floor, calling for food and drink. He was ready to dive deeply into every pleasure his renewed life had to offer.
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        * * *

      

      After a brief discussion of strategy, Cait and Aisling created vertical force walls to form a protected tunnel leading to the lighthouse’s front door. Cait followed that with the spell that would outline all the creatures she sensed with low-power lightning so they’d be visible. Brianna led the charge, screaming a battle cry and racing at the nearest shadow creatures in the confined space they’d brought into being.

      Outside those magical walls, the dragons operated in pairs or trios, attacking the other shadow creatures to keep them occupied while Cait and her team breached the bottom floor and her father and Issha checked out the top level. It wasn’t an elegant plan, nor was it wise. It did have the distinction of being the most direct, which she felt best suited everyone involved.

      Aza was pacing behind her. I would have thought you were the dumbest one in your family. I might have to give that award to your sister, though.

      Cait laughed. Brianna's not stupid. She’s just focused.

      Focused on what?

      Destruction, usually.

      Aza gave a loud snort of approval. Well, then, I take it back. I like the way she thinks.

      Cait didn’t reply. She skipped forward, swiveled her hips, and whipped her shillelagh around to catch a creature that had jumped over Brianna's head to get at her. The reinforced metal head of her weapon slammed into the thing’s side, and its tentacles grasped weakly at her as it crashed into the wall of force to her left. It slumped to the floor from there, purplish blood trailing behind it. Aza leapt on it, stomping with all his force and momentum.

      Aisling, using her twin swords like combat batons rather than cutting weapons, battered another shadow creature to the floor, then tossed one sword in the air to dispatch a force bolt to redirect a creature flying over Brianna's head. She caught the falling sword as the monster caromed off the left wall into Cait's backswing, which slammed it into the barrier on the right. Aisling said, “I have an idea. You have a dragon and a sentient dagger. How about you give me one of them?”

      Cait barked a laugh. “That’s a pretty big request.”

      “I know, but I’m worth it.” Aisling dove forward and rolled to avoid having a pair of creatures land on her, then spun back to take care of one of them.

      Cait slammed the other into the floor with an overhead smash of her shillelagh. “No deal. I need all the protection I can get.”

      “Selfish.”

      “Guilty as charged.” Cait decided that once this adventure was over, she would give her wrist daggers to her younger sister. Grash had modified them so they would permit magic to flow through, but as it had worked out, she hadn’t often needed that option, and when she did, it was usually Eclipse that she turned to.

      It took several more minutes of fighting for them to clear the creatures and reach the front door. When they arrived, Brianna grabbed the round metal handle and yanked on it. She stumbled back when it surprised her by opening easily.

      Cait chuckled. “Too arrogant to lock the door.”

      Aisling answered, “Let’s go show the bastard why that was a bad move on his part.”

      Aza soared over Cait’s head to be the first in through the door, which was consistent with his usual behavior. She called, “Wait for us, bud.”

      He replied, Move faster. This guy needs to pay.
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        * * *

      

      As he finished quaffing his second flagon of cider, Kobaris stiffened. He had spent years making the lighthouse his own, and his magic suffused every inch of it. He felt the first-floor door open and sensed the footsteps of several people who entered without his invitation. A flick of his right hand brought his wand out of its forearm sheath, then he muttered a spell and waved it in the pattern that activated the internal wards.

      He snapped at his servants, “We have enemies inside. Make a stand on this level. The tower’s defenses are armed.” They nodded and scattered, rushing to retrieve the weapons he knew were never far from their hands. He opened a portal into his bedroom and stepped through. The chamber occupied a whole floor of the lighthouse, only the outer portion reserved for the staircase and minor storage.

      His bed was perfectly made, his servants having seen to it as they always did, and all his things were in place. A wave of his wand opened a chest, and a large pack flew out of it to land on the bed. It contained basic survival components, including healing and energy potions. While the contents might have been sufficient on another occasion, on this one, they were not.

      Since he didn’t know if he would be able to reclaim the lighthouse if it fell, he would have to take his most prized objects with him. Flicks of his wand opened cabinets and sent additional items floating toward the bed.

      Despite the inconvenience the invasion caused to his plans, it did nothing to dampen his spirits. Before the elixir, such an event would’ve prefaced the end of all things. Now, it simply meant a delay, and for the first time in ages, he could accommodate that without threat to his mortality. He laughed happily, working faster to move objects to the bed.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling, Cait, and Brianna finished layering spells on the entry door to prevent anyone from coming in behind them. Brianna claimed a position from which she could see the door, the room beyond, and the staircase that led up from it. She growled, “I’m sure the barrier will be adequate.”

      Cait shook her head. “We can’t risk it, and you know it. Stay here, and watch our backs. Be the protector.”

      Aisling grinned. “This is what you’re best at. Using your brawn to keep other people safe in ways that don’t require much thinking.”

      Her older sister scowled. “Har-har.”

      Aza sent, Can we go?

      We can. “Let’s move. I’ve got point.” She extended her magic to search for threats and used her channel with Aza to get a sense of who was in the building. She was surprised when she couldn’t isolate anyone since that magic was generally reliable. After a moment, she realized the tower was muddying her impressions, using the magic that emanated from all directions. She warned, “I can’t detect anything. Stay sharp.”

      Partway up the stairs, Cait felt a disturbance and froze. She carefully peered at the step just ahead and saw the slight waver of an illusion over it. Her vision couldn’t pierce the magic to determine what trap lay beneath, but avoiding it was always the best option. She pointed it out to the others, and they all stepped over it without triggering the defenses.

      As she was congratulating herself for her wisdom and alertness, she snapped up a shield barely in time to deflect a projectile after she heard a crossbow discharge. At the top of the stairs stood a frightened-looking man in formal attire who was loading another bolt with trembling hands. She yelled, “Contact,” and launched up at him on a burst of force magic.
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      Cait landed beside the man before he was able to reload. She touched his temple, maintaining contact by extending her arm as he flinched away, and channeled lightning through her fingers. He stiffened and fell, and she moved on before he hit the ground.

      A pair of guards holding swords was nearby, standing far enough apart that she wouldn’t be able to catch them with one attack. Smart tactics. Won’t help you. They seemed old for active duty, both possessing short gray beards and heavily lined faces. While she didn’t doubt they were strong and skilled, she couldn’t see a situation where they posed a threat to her or her allies. She shouted, “Aisling, these are yours. Try not to damage them too much.”

      Her sister growled, “Got it.”

      Aza flew past her toward the next set of stairs leading upward. Cait ran after him, warning, Traps don’t have to be on the floor, Aza. Be careful.

      He snarled, Dragon scales. Not going to hurt me. His anger was unnerving.

      This guy’s good. You can’t be sure, so don’t be stupid.

      She sensed his reluctance to restrain himself, but he waited for her to catch up with him. The next floor was dedicated to storage and perhaps living space for the defenders they’d met a level below.

      As they started up the next flight, a fireball shot down it. Cait's shields dispersed it easily, but the attack forced her to exercise caution as she ascended. Halfway up, Aza growled, We’re going to lose him. Catch up when you can.

      She told him to stop as he hurtled forward and out of sight, but it was no use. She charged after him, wrapping herself in additional shields to make up for the vigilance she’d be sacrificing. She hoped she’d arrive in time to help if he found more opposition than expected.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aza flew up to the next floor, where he discovered something unexpected and something else he desired. The surprise was the sumptuous bedroom draped in fabric that contained some of the nicest furniture he’d ever seen. It was incongruous with the rest of the structure, which wasn’t luxurious.

      The thing he desired was his enemy, who was moving things around and hadn’t yet noticed him. He sensed the presence of another dragon above and felt the urge to free her, but his anger at the wizard overrode that desire. As he’d flown up the stairs, he’d shrunk, the better to avoid the traps Cait was worried about. He looped wide to reduce his stature to the size of a hunting bird.

      Dragon wings didn’t extend as far as a bird’s since a combination of physics and magic kept them aloft, which eliminated many challenges other flying creatures faced. It also allowed him to make tighter turns at higher speeds, which he did.

      He extended his claws as he darted at the man, choosing not to use fire breath. This kill had to be made at close quarters. Aza needed to feel his talons slice into the man and rip out chunks of his flesh. Only when the wizard knew down to his soul that he had been defeated would Aza finish him with fire.

      An instant before he struck, the man flinched to the side. Aza’s talons scraped a shield that slowed the strike but failed to stop it. His claws slashed his foe’s cheek, and blood hit the inside of the shield and ran down it. He descended to avoid the reflexive swing of the man’s arm, then angled up and came back around for another pass.

      The wizard blasted electricity at him in a cone that widened after it left his wand. Aza shifted so the magic would only strike his scales. The attack was more powerful than he’d expected, and it hurt as it chewed on his defenses. He was beyond the point where simple discomfort would stop him, and the scales prevented real damage. He hurtled at the man, who crossed the room faster than he should’ve been able to to evade the dragon’s assault.

      Aza wrenched his body in a tight curve to pursue him and a burst of force slammed into him. It sent him hurtling toward the stone wall of the tower, out of control. He had enough presence of mind to think, This is going to hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Having arrived as the blast struck, Cait caught her partner with a cushion of force and prevented him from striking the wall. She climbed the remaining steps as he recovered. “I’m thinking bigger might be better here, buddy.”

      Laughter drew her attention to the man she’d sensed. He looked different than he had at their last meeting. Where he’d been decrepit, now he was healthy. Not young, but nearer the prime of his life than the end of it. She shook her head in admiration of the transformation. “That’s some magic. You could make a lot of people’s lives better with that. Hell, you could change the world.”

      “It’s only one of the many things I can and will accomplish, which is what makes all this worthwhile. Survival is every species’ primary motivation, and all alleged principles and other concerns fade before that necessity.”

      “So, you’re saying it’s okay to endanger the lives of others? You’re an ‘end justifies the means’ dude?”

      He waved the hand that didn’t hold the wand. The other kept the thin wooden rod pointed at her heart. “I’m saying it’s irrelevant. In any case, the dragon is unharmed. At worst, it will be a little weak for a time.”

      “That doesn’t make what you did right.” He paused before responding, distracted by a gong outside the building. Cait had been waiting and hoping to hear it. She sent to Aza, The dragon is free. Our parents did good work.

      Aza replied, We need to do our part and finish this scumbag.

      The wizard scoffed. “Lesser creatures have no rights, and as I said, morality is irrelevant in the face of one’s demise.”

      Cait stabbed a finger at him. “That’s where we disagree. You should surrender. You’re young again, and you’ll have time to think about philosophy in Trevilsom. Hell, they might even let you work on magical science since you’re so good at it. Has to be better than getting ripped apart by angry dragons.”

      He gave a condescending laugh. “I’m not afraid of them or of you.” He gestured with his wand, and a wall of flame leapt from the floor to separate them and obscure the far side of the room. Aza launched through it, and Cait covered herself in shields and followed. In the moments he’d been out of their sight, the wizard had summoned a portal and grabbed his pack from the bed. He was moving toward the rift as Aza flew at his face, forcing him to duck.

      Cait slammed a wall of force between the wizard and his escape route, and he snarled a curse and turned toward her. “You could’ve survived this, but now you’ve earned your death.” He dropped his pack and attacked.

      A flick of the wand lifted the bed and threw it at Cait and Aza, who was in front of her and a little to the side. He dodged to the right, barely avoiding getting clipped by one of its posts. Cait gathered magic and blasted it out in two planes of force that met at an angle to split the bed down the middle. The impact caused splinters and debris to pass to either side of her angled barriers. She dropped the planes, then made a circular gesture with her right hand and snapped her arm forward to send the largest pieces flying at the wizard.

      His face twisted contemptuously, and the projectiles burst into flames that quickly consumed them. He lifted his wand and flung an orb of shadow at her. She yelped in reflexive fear, slammed up her shields, and ran around them to find a new angle of attack.

      When she came out from behind the obstruction, Aza was flying at the wizard, only to be redirected into the ceiling by a burst of force. Aza curled up, and his scales easily handled the impact, as she’d seen them do countless times before. As he came down, he spun and dove to avoid the wizard’s follow-up lightning blast.

      His face showed that they had become more than a minor irritant. Hatred filled his expression as he shouted, “Do you know what you’re doing? I can change the world. In the face of that, you are nothing. Less than nothing. Go back where you belong.” He made a complicated gesture, and magic built at Cait’s back. She spun to see what it was and looked through a newly created portal showing the drab evil of the World-in-Between.

      Cait started to move away from it, half deliberately and half by instinct. She sensed the incoming force bolt as he cast it from behind her and understood his plan. She twisted and cast a line of force into the lighthouse after he knocked her through the portal to pull herself back. Her estimate gave her a one in four chance of surviving, but she wouldn’t quit while any possibility existed.

      Her turn finished unimpeded when the blast passed beside her. She heard Eclipse’s laughter in her mind and realized the dagger had caused the wizard to attack an illusion of her. Her body moved without conscious direction, whipping out force lines to grab him and yank him toward her.

      He set his feet and sliced a line of magic across hers, cutting the force bands with a thin shadow edge. He raised his wand and looked her in the eye, having penetrated the illusion. However, before he could cast, Aza slammed into him.

      The wizard stumbled, unable to halt his momentum as he passed through the rift in reality he’d created. The wand flew out of his hand as he crossed the threshold, and the portal instantly closed. The wizard was gone. The wand clattered and rolled when it hit the floor.

      Cait's instinct was to open up a portal to the World-in-Between, but as she made the first moves towards doing so, she realized she hadn’t recognized the landscape she’d seen. She could not connect this world to a place she didn’t know, so her hand fell to her side, the spell uncast.

      Aza landed beside her, looking satisfied.

      She remarked, “We’re going to have to work on your nonlethal combat skills.”

      The dragon snorted. First, that dude was pure evil and deserved what he got all the more because he created it. Second, and more importantly, better him than you.

      I can’t argue with that. Thanks, buddy.

      Don’t mention it.

      Cait clapped her hands together. “So, that’s the end of one threat to your family. Let’s go finish off the shadow creatures and eliminate the other.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken Cait hours to locate every shadow creature near the lighthouse with her enhanced senses. She had focused on detection and outlining them with her magic, and her allies had dealt with the eliminations. The protracted magical effort, on top of the many other activities of that extended day, had left her exhausted.

      They portaled back to the family’s house on Earth. Cait decided she didn’t have the energy to gather her things to take to Boston. She comforted herself with a quick shower to wash off the worst of the battle’s detritus. She dressed in her most comfortable clothes, bestowed hugs and goodbyes on her family, and headed for Croagh Patrick.

      As she usually did when she was mentally unsteady, she walked slowly and deliberately, with a measured pace. It was a form of walking meditation; mental processing time was a more accurate way to think of it. Her thoughts were swirling, losing and making connections at random, which was not a good mindset for the restful meditation she desperately needed.

      If I can’t focus enough to enter the trance, I’ll just sit there. I’d be better off going to bed. She stumbled but caught herself with one hand on the ground before anything vital was damaged, then straightened with a sigh and continued putting one foot in front of the other in a steady rhythm.

      Aza was plodding at her side, presumably also tired since he wasn’t flying. He asked, You okay?

      Cait replied, “As okay as I can be at this moment, buddy. It’s been a long day. Hell, it’s been a long month.”

      He snorted. Perhaps you should go live in the village. It would be less stressful, and your mother would stop complaining.

      “You’d be bored.”

      Fair point. No one wants to have a bored dragon living near them.

      They both laughed and continued their ascent. After moments of silence, she admitted, “I feel worn down, you know? Like I’m using up something inside me, and its loss leaves me weaker.”

      Aza asked, Your magic?

      Cait shook her head. “No. I’ve still got plenty of that.” Her magic pool had continued to build despite her lack of attention to the exercises Sashura had given her to increase it. “Maybe it’s just endurance.”

      To be fair, you have been busy.

      “Very true.” They continued walking without further serious conversation, just trading jokes and sharing observations about the surrounding land. The aura seeped into her bones as she neared the plateau, as if she could feel the power radiating from what the spectral fox had described as a junction point for magic. She mused, “I wonder if the coven has prospered by being close to such a powerful location? My mother says we are stronger than other witches. Could this be the reason?”

      Aza flicked a claw at a flower on the side of the path, beheading it. Could be. Do you think that’s why the wolves want it?

      Cait responded with a shrug. “I have no idea what they’re thinking. If they’re thinking. Could simply be territoriality. Could be something else. And, you know, thanks for reminding me about that problem. Way to dampen my feeling of success.”

      He laughed. Denial does you no good.

      “But it’s refreshing.”

      You should be more like a dragon.

      “Brainless?”

      Aza stopped and scowled at her. Do you really want to be responsible for starting a fire in this highly flammable area?

      Cait laughed at her companion. “No. My apologies. Please, illuminate me.”

      Dragons don’t dwell on things. You spend way too much time in your head.

      “Whatever, amateur psychologist.”

      Deflection.

      “Seriously. No more television for you.” When they reached the top of the mountain, Cait made the pleasant discovery that the plateau was in good shape. The rocks that shaped the multiple stone circles were all where they should be, and while there was random junk scattered about, it was the work of only a few minutes to gather it up.

      She retrieved an armload of wood from the pile and remarked, “Brianna is slacking. There’s not enough left to get through the week.” She wasn’t the only one who came up to the mountain to meditate or relax. “I’ll ask Aisling to tell her to get her act together.”

      Aza, who was prowling around the perimeter to assist with the cleanup, asked, Why not tell her yourself?

      “And risk her getting mad at me? No, thanks.”

      Some sister you are.

      Cait lofted a stick at him, but he stepped aside to avoid it. “Aisling can handle herself.” She stacked the four pieces of wood she’d brought in two layers and summoned her magic to fling a small sphere of fire on them. The wood began to snap and crack merrily, and she called, “In or out, bud?”

      The dragon took to the air for the short flight to her side, then sat beside her. She’d walked the perimeter of the circle, so it required only a single word to bring the power of the defensive wards to life. “Connigh.”

      As the protective barrier snapped up, the world outside the circle receded. She let out a long, deep sigh and remarked, “At least we’ve put the shadow creatures behind us. And it looked like the injured dragons were already healing when we left.”

      Aza’s muzzle dipped in a nod. Yep. They said the creatures lost power while they were fighting. I think it was when the wizard crossed to the other place.

      Cait supplied, “The World-in-Between” with a shudder.

      Yeah. That one. Maybe his magic was supporting them. In any case, from then on, they did less damage, and dragons are notable healers.

      “Do you think it’s time to go home and be with your family?” The words had come to her lips unheralded. Cait hastened to add, “Not that I’m saying you should. Just asking the question.”

      Aza snorted. Talk about boring. No, I like it here. Plus, you’d be in real trouble without me, and you know it.

      She bumped him with her shoulder. “True. How could I argue with that?”

      He rose, walked in a circle like a cat, and laid down beside her. How about you shut up for a while? I’m tired.

      Cait condescendingly patted her partner on the head. “There, there.”

      I will burn you.

      “Shush. I’m trying to meditate.” Cait let herself fall into her thoughts. She allotted three times the normal duration of her meditation, which she calculated would allow her to get back to Boston in time to make it to work and even shower beforehand. When her internal clock awoke her, she opened her eyes and saw the ghostly fox who claimed to be the spirit of the mountain pacing outside the barrier. She altered the protections to permit him to enter, and he did so.

      “Caitriona Keane. Azasania.” He nodded respectfully at each in turn.

      Cait replied, “Spirit. How are you?”

      He didn’t reply, but since he was pacing inside the circle rather than sitting to talk to them, something wasn’t acceptable in his world. He said, “I sensed a glimmer from the other planet. A wrong was set right.”

      “The dragons faced a threat from magically twisted creatures and the wizard who altered them. Thanks to our combined efforts, those are no longer a danger.”

      “Very good. Perhaps that was why I was drawn to connect you two.”

      Cait considered that and mused, Given everything else I’ve experienced, no reason to believe that isn’t true. “Any information you can share about the wolves?” She would have been glad not to worry about that threat tonight, but Aza had mentioned it on the way up, and the issue was pressing on her consciousness.

      The fox frowned. “No. I no longer sense them nearby, although I did not notice them leave.”

      Cait frowned. “Is that strange?”

      “I believe it is.”

      “It would be odd for them to suddenly go away, so it has to be your perceptions at issue, right?”

      Again, he agreed and added, “Something has changed, though I cannot tell what it is. My connection to the land beyond the mountain is reduced. The impact is more pronounced to the east, in the direction of your village and where the wolves were, than in the other directions.” His expression was as uncertain as she’d ever seen it. “But I am no longer confident of my ability to see all threats in the territory around mine.”

      Cait's level of concern increased with each word he spoke. “Is that bad? It sounds terrible.”

      Aza commented, I’m going to say it’s bad.

      The fox observed, “It portends a fundamental change in the magic of this region.”

      Cait sighed. The comfort she’d felt after the elimination of the threat to the dragons was gone. “So, yeah. Bad.”
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      Victor Huff finished inserting his cufflinks and reached for his suit jacket. His mornings were a ritual, and getting dressed in one of his many bespoke suits was akin to putting on armor for the battles that lay ahead. Today held no particular threats, so he could focus on opportunities, which were plentiful. He checked his look in the mirror, corralled a stray hair that had decided not to behave, and exited his bedroom.

      His personal assistant Eliza waited outside the door. She carried a mug in one hand and a silver coffee pot in the other and was filling the former from the latter. He accepted the mug and sniffed the expensive combination of coffee varietals within, then took a sip with pleasure.

      Unlike the other executives and people of power he knew, Victor did not overly indulge in luxury. He did, however, savor moments of elegance, such as the feel of the suit he wore and the aroma and taste of the coffee. Others could have their cappuccinos, their frothy drinks, their on-staff baristas. Victor reserved complexity for the important things in his life, those things that made him money. He preferred simplicity—top-quality simplicity, but simplicity nonetheless—in his everyday pursuits.

      He smiled at Eliza, thanked her, and headed into his office. She followed him in and set the coffee pot on a matching silver tray that waited there, then took up her customary position near the door. Victor first looked out the windows that made up two of the four walls of this corner room, admiring the play of the early morning sun on the water, then took a seat behind the desk in his high-backed chair. Its motors whirred to adjust him to the healthiest posture. At a nod, Eliza whispered, and a moment later, a man came through the room’s entrance.

      Kendrick Hayle was Victor’s primary subordinate. He made things happen and took care of the decisions that didn’t warrant Victor’s intervention. He was thin and dapper, clad today in a navy suit with a black shirt open at the neck. His shoes were polished, as were the silver earrings in his lobes. The only odd note was his hair, which was shockingly white and spiked. The newcomer sat in the chair across the desk, perching as always on the edge, spine upright and expression attentive. He lifted the tablet he held with one hand, tapped it with the other, and nodded his readiness.

      Victor took a sip of coffee and gestured in Kendrick’s direction. “Proceed.”

      “First, the Thorns. The people we have watching them have not noticed any concerning behavior since your visit. Of course, since they are both magicals, it is impossible to keep the sort of surveillance on them that would give us high confidence.”

      Victor grunted. “Our efforts to compromise the building?”

      The other man traced something on the tablet’s screen. “Are proceeding. Their security system is too sophisticated for a simple breach, so our infomancers are attempting to infiltrate the manufacturer to determine ways to penetrate it. If this is not successful in the next day or two, we will send in an infiltration team and plant our own surveillance.”

      “As a last resort.”

      The other man’s head bobbed. “Of course, sir.”

      Those two are going to be a problem. I’m sure of it. “Continue.”

      “The Dragons are another matter. Sources watching their territory reported a visit by Yoshino and her second to one of the factories they own. Continued oversight of the space revealed that it now houses a strike team. We assume they are from Cui Siwang.”

      They only knew about Yoshino’s connection to that organization because Huff did business with them too. “Interesting. Do we believe they will go after the Thorns woman again?”

      Kendrick’s lips pressed into a thin line. “We are not yet confident enough to make a judgment.”

      Victor chuckled inwardly at the man’s concern about providing a negative report. “Relax, Kendrick. I haven’t become so out of touch that I would kill a messenger because of the news he had to share.”

      His subordinate made an obvious effort, and his face relaxed. “Thank you, sir.”

      Victor nodded. “What’s next?”

      “Bailey Wallace. His wife has agreed to our terms, so his body will soon be discovered. The proper compounds have been administered to eliminate any trace of the drug.”

      Victor’s eyes flicked to Eliza, who smiled. He replied, “His will was adjusted?”

      Kendrick’s head bobbed. “It was. Ownership of his businesses will pass to one of your paper corporations.” Victor had dozens of companies that couldn’t be traced back to him, established for opportunities like this. While Bailey had been a useful pawn at times, things would be improved with Victor taking direct control of the contraband Wallace had dabbled in.

      “Farewell and good luck to Bailey Wallace. In the end, he served us well.”

      Kendrick said, “Related to him, we received some interesting information from our sources inside the Paranormal Defense Agency.”

      Victor drank more of his coffee, smiling with pleasure at the taste. “Do tell.”

      “Just after the raid on Wallace’s warehouse, some artifact paraphernalia was turned over to them.”

      He grunted. “That sort of do-goodery reeks of Shane Brundall.”

      Kendrick nodded. “That was my thought as well, sir.”

      Victor shifted his gaze to Eliza. “Your thoughts?”

      She shrugged. “He serves no beneficial purpose to us. Once he muddied the waters in a way that protected Bailey Wallace, but with him gone, we have no need of that.”

      Victor turned his attention back to Kendrick. “Let’s move the task of dealing with him to the front burner.”

      “Shall we take the standard approach, sir?”

      Victor shrugged. “By all means. Give him a chance to retire with grace. If he refuses, we’ll employ more direct methods of persuasion.”

      “Very good, sir. The last item I have for today is the organization.”

      Victor leaned forward, excited for the first time in the conversation. “Yes?”

      His subordinate smiled. “The final goal will be achieved by the deadline.”

      Victor’s face broke into a grin. “Outstanding. Excellent work.”

      Kendrick nodded. “I’ll pass that along to the team, sir.”

      “And Immortalis?”

      The other man’s face went neutral. Not a good sign. “They sent a beautiful card, clearly hand-painted, with a single word on it.”

      Victor sighed softly. Always dramatic, those people. “Let me guess: Mai.” Never.

      “You are correct, sir.”

      He regarded the anger that rose inside him from a distance, decided it was not worth feeling, and released it. “Very well. That would’ve been easier, but no matter. We will expand our organization beyond the country’s borders when the appropriate time comes.”

      He considered whether any other issues needed his attention at this moment, but as usual, his lieutenant had done a thorough job. “Work on setting up the announcement event and also arrange to meet with Shane.”

      The man nodded and rose, recognizing his dismissal. “Very good, sir.”

      A thought occurred to Victor, and he raised a finger to stop his subordinate from leaving. “One more thing. As we take over Wallace’s companies, I think we still need a go-between to insulate us from Ernesto DeLando. Find one.”

      Surprised, Kendrick asked, “You plan to continue that relationship, sir?”

      “For the time being. We have no other reliable sources of artifacts and can’t predict when we might need access to them. Make it happen.”

      “Very good, sir.” The man departed quickly.

      Eliza walked to the desk with the coffee pot and refilled Victor’s cup. “With the culmination of your public plan at hand, is it wise to be mucking about with DeLando?”

      Victor laughed. “Wise? Perhaps not, but it’s profitable in terms of both wealth and power. Since I desire both, that makes it eminently worthwhile.”

      “I’m not sure going legit plays to your strongest qualities.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll only seem to be legit from the outside.” He tapped his chest. “Inside, I’ll still be me.”
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      Cait entered the marshals’ office in the Moakley Courthouse carrying a cup of coffee in her left hand and using her right to scroll on her phone. She’d chosen a simple black pinstripe business suit and a black blouse for the day and added attractive shoes with impractical heels. After her exhausting adventure with the dragons, she needed to immerse herself in her marshal persona, and dressing the part, even overdressing, helped.

      She looked up from her phone with a scowl as Clement Austin wolf-whistled at her. He lacked a tie today and had on the more scuffed pair of dress shoes in the rotation. His hair, as always, was flawless, surfer-blond and swept to the side. “Cait's on the prowl.”

      She replied, “First, if I didn’t know you as well as I do, I’d be heading for Human Resources right now, you macho chucklehead. Dial that chauvinism back about twenty percent, pal.”

      He grinned. “Noted.”

      “Second, while I wish it known that I did not dress this well to please you or anyone else in this office, I agree with your assessment. I look good.”

      He laughed, and Garrett Bradley joined the conversation. His bald head shone from a recent shave, which he got at a small shop a few blocks away. It was a holdout against what his barber called “Big scissors,” which was driving out the little guy. “You know, Cait, your absenteeism is becoming a problem. You missed a scintillating organizational meeting yesterday.”

      “What can I say? I’m a busy person. We onto anything interesting?”

      Garret rolled his eyes. “We’re not onto anything. The whole town’s gone quiet.”

      Cait threw her bag on her desk. “That’s not a good sign.”

      Clement finished at the coffeemaker and turned back to the conversation. “It is not. You should use some of your fancy magic to find us a most wanted fugitive or something.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, and you know it. Both of you. Shoo.” She gestured at them.

      Sabrina stepped up beside her. The infomancer had her hair pulled into a tight bun, which looked strange on her. It went well with the vintage black dress and stylish boots, though. “You heard the well-dressed woman. Go away.”

      They left, and Cait faced her friend. “Is everything really okay around here?”

      The infomancer nodded. “It’s true. Nothing’s on fire that we’re aware of. And you? You look beat.”

      Cait lowered her voice so it wouldn’t carry since she didn’t feel like sharing her news with the whole office. “Big fight to protect Aza’s family. Tiring, but successful.”

      Sabrina grinned. “Excellent. Good to see that you’re finally putting Aza first.”

      The dragon around her neck, disguised as jewelry, sent, This person has her priorities in the correct order. You could learn from her.

      Cait returned, Shut it, scale snout. She asked Sabrina, “Anything I should worry about? Do you really get along that well without me here?”

      Sabrina laughed. “Yes, we are self-sufficient, even in the absence of the great Caitriona Keane.” She patted Cait’s arm consolingly. “But it is much more fun having you around. Also, if you’ve got some time, I have something to show you.”

      Cait finished her coffee, crushed the paper cup, and threw it in the trash bin next to her desk. “I have nothing but time since my presence is unimportant. Lead on.”

      Cait followed Sabrina into her infomancy workspace. Her friend disappeared into the dressing area as usual, and Cait took a seat on the comfy couch behind the equipment. Sabrina came out a moment later, having dabbed on extra makeup rather than transform into what Cait thought of as her “goth nerd” look. I’d like to see what I’d look like as a goth nerd. It’s got a lot going for it, based on how good she looks.

      The infomancer dropped into her chair, grabbed the VR rig out of a cabinet, and threw it to Cait, then turned to the computers. “Allow me to properly introduce you to Perpetuity.”

      Cait slipped the equipment onto her head, and her visual field filled with a temple. Sabrina seemed to know her way around since she marched inside and angled toward a towering marble angel. The statue came to life as they neared and exchanged pleasantries with Sabrina before gesturing them toward the door it watched over.

      It was all proceeding at a reasonable pace rather than the frantic display she usually got, which indicated her friend was either giving her a slowed-down feed or was operating at a slower rate than normal. Maybe so she doesn’t give away her magic. Cait asked, “Are you buddies with the statue?” Her words would be turned into text by the system and sent through the interface Sabrina was using.

      Text flashed on her display.

      
        
        Yeah, we’re old friends. Get a load of this.

      

      

      Sabrina did something that threw them into freefall for a moment. Without any transition, they were standing in an alley, and there was a nondescript door in front of them.

      Sabrina led her into the room beyond, which looked like a medieval library with monks at desks scribing in large tomes. Bookshelves enclosed the space on all sides and rose three stories to the ceiling, which was covered with arches and other decorative elements. “Nice place.”

      
        
        It is. Whoever programmed it had a love for the subject.

      

      

      “Where are we?”

      The infomancer’s reply blinked into her visual field.

      
        
        Central database of some kind for Perpetuity. This is all the normal stuff.

      

      

      Too good a setup to resist. “Are you saying you’re the only abnormal thing here?”

      “Har. You’re hilarious. Come on.” Her friend had changed the unremarkable female avatar she’d worn in the temple to appear identical to the toiling monks. She attracted no notice as she worked her way down the periphery of the chamber and stopped next to a bookshelf that seemed no different from the others. When Sabrina stood at the wall, a gap that led to a narrow staircase became visible.

      The avatar navigated the decline and wound up in a smaller room filled with books in cubbies around the perimeter. In front of multiple columns stood podiums with large tomes on them.

      
        
        I found this on my last visit. The books I got a look at held lots of names. I wasn’t able to fully examine the space before I was interrupted.

      

      

      “So, I get to watch you look at books? How exciting. Thank you for the invitation.”

      
        
        You’re such a whiner. No. You get to watch me do this.

      

      

      Her friend spread her arms out as if she were trying to hug the room, and wiggling creatures emerged from books all around the space. They were like neon rainbows curled into tubes.

      Cait asked, “And those are?”

      Sabrina’s grin was as broad as it could be. Bookworms.

      “I hate you.”

      The other woman laughed, which came across as text with many lines of the word Ha.

      
        
        Gathering programs. Give me a second, and we’ll see what they’ve come up with.

      

      

      Time worked differently inside the simulation. Cait didn’t know how much had passed for Sabrina, but it was only a couple of seconds for her before her friend spoke. “All right. These people,” she gestured, and names scrolled down Cait's display, “are listed in these books. Some are in more than one. After sending my bots out to do some quick research, they only appear to be connected through Perpetuity.”

      “Anything else consistent?”

      
        
        Not age, race, gender, or socioeconomic status. If we look expansively enough, they do have geography in common.

      

      

      Cait felt the thrill of a potential lead. Maybe they’re here in Boston. “Where from?”

      
        
        All are in the United States.

      

      

      The excitement fizzled. “Well, that’s not helpful.”

      Sabrina sent her a series of smiling emojis.

      
        
        I do have one thing I think you’ll find interesting, though.

      

      

      With a sigh, Cait replied, “What’s that?”

      Sabrina’s display blinked out, and she pulled the VR headset off. The infomancer swiveled in her chair and leaned back. “One of the names is Victor Huff.”

      Cait straightened on the couch. “Really? Were you able to learn anything more about him?”

      Sabrina nodded. “I was.”

      Cait asked through gently gritted teeth, “Are you planning to tell me?”

      “I was considering making you beg for it.”

      “Reconsider.”

      Her friend laughed. “One pizza, two bottles of wine.”

      Cait pinched the bridge of her nose. “Deal.”

      “Excellent. I’ve learned that Victor Huff is a prime figure in the background of many things. Has a ton of influence here in Boston, which is tied to a bunch of illegal activities.”

      Cait frowned. “We knew that.”

      Sabrina nodded. “I know it’s not much, but I have confirmation that he was involved with Everest Martin.”

      “That seems like forever ago.”

      “Right?”

      She considered the connection. “You’re saying he might have a hand in the artifact trade.”

      “I am. That dovetails with experiences you’ve had.”

      Sabrina didn’t know about all her adventures as Lexi Matthews, but she knew plenty. “Yeah, it does. Good stuff.” They exited the room, and Cait saw that she had received a text while she was inside. It was from her erstwhile boyfriend Shane, who intersected both Everest Martin and Victor Huff.

      
        
        Our friend Bailey has turned up. Deceased. Boston Harbor.

      

      

      Cait loudly asked, “Anyone want coffee? I’m going out to the courtyard for one.” Sabrina took her up on the offer, but the others declined. When she got outside, free of surveillance inside the Moakley, she typed back, Danger?

      His reply was far quicker than hers had been.

      
        
        Probable. Meet tonight at the club?

      

      

      Not like I have much of a choice since I now know things are happening but have no idea what they are.

      
        
        Definitely. See you at ten.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Sabrina smiled when she saw Universum Ianus, known to the infomancers who frequented it as “The Arcade.” She stumbled as she got out of the autonomous car, her new boots with their high, blocky heels catching an edge on the curb. She managed not to fall and peered around to make sure no one had seen the ignominious start to her evening’s adventure.

      The street was devoid of other people, which likely meant her secret was safe. The arcade’s windows were opaque except for a neon sign that read Video Games. It was so innocuous that it was rarely visited by “normals,” the collective term for non-infomancers. She entered through the door and bumped fists with the guard positioned there. He recognized her, so she passed through without challenge. He was sufficiently large and menacing that anyone who didn’t belong wouldn’t get in.

      Her regular ritual was to go to the nearest bank of machines and trade currency for a sleeve of coins. She performed it automatically while looking at the people playing the video games for familiar faces and outfits. She made it a third of the way to the back room before someone shouted her name, and she turned to them with a smile that disguised her frustration. A quick negotiation resulted in her teaming up with the other infomancer for a couple of rounds against other players in the arcade.

      He’d chosen a shooter, which wasn’t her forte. However, she was skilled at playing the role of forward scout and flushing people out as they took shots at her so her partner could mow them down. They won one and lost one, and although a tiebreaker was proposed, she declined and headed to the rear of the building.

      Along the back wall of a relatively small room was a series of four computer terminals. She stepped in front of the leftmost, and on her arrival, the privacy function sealed her in a force field that prevented others from viewing her activity. It was a necessary feature since the screens held the software that determined which of the exclusive lounges a guest could enter, and it wouldn’t be fair if someone could watch over a shoulder and see how it was done.

      The screen flashed a login prompt. That puzzle would prohibit a “normal” from progressing further. For an infomancer, it was a challenge whose solution changed each time it was accessed. Sabrina quickly cleared the first level, having done so countless times, took a little longer with the second, which was strangely configured on this occasion, and handled the third without difficulty.

      On every other attempt, the third stage had been where she stopped. Need had never pushed her to reach the final level, reserved for the most dedicated and skilled customers. Today, given her compelling urge to discover more information about Victor Huff, she would have to go all the way.

      Clearing each level revealed the keystrokes needed to activate the next test. Sabrina typed the commands that would elevate the trial for access to the fourth level. The challenges at all levels were a mixture of straight coding and infomancy, and she felt a tug on her magic pulling her in a certain virtual direction. She followed it and allowed the electronic world to replace the real one.

      She stood at one end of a cavernous room. From the center, the space was bounded by two walls that reached a great height, demarcating an area about fifty feet wide and three hundred feet long, covered with squares. A glowing square was set into the floor immediately in front of it, and she warily stepped onto the spot, readying herself for whatever it might trigger.

      A digital clock set at one minute was superimposed on the upper left of her visual field. Okay, it’s a time trial. A shaft of light illuminated a spot on the far end. Presumably, that’s where I need to go. Somehow, I doubt this is a simple speed test.

      She gathered the parts of her mind that were thinking about things other than the current crisis and refocused them. She figured the clock would start the moment she took a step off her block and that she would face a number of surprises along the way. Those might manifest as physical obstacles she’d have to manipulate her avatar to deal with. They could also be purely mental challenges. On previous levels, puzzles had appeared in midair that she had to solve, and on a second level test, she’d been required to do math equations in her head, jumping from one floor panel labeled with the correct result to the next to avoid falling into an endless virtual chasm.

      Sabrina muttered, “If I was a betting person, which I am, I would wager that this will be harder than that.” She rubbed her hands together while peering about to see if any other options existed, but none presented themselves. Realizing she was going to second-guess herself out of the proper mindset if she didn’t get moving, she took a step forward.

      The block she stepped onto started to tick. She leapt off on the second tick, barely avoiding the pillar of fire that shot up on the third. Her mind was processing that close call when she realized the block she was now standing on was also ticking. Bloody hell. Since stopping seemed dangerous, she ran forward at top speed, only then noting that the clock in the corner had begun counting down.

      Obstacles appeared in her path and forced her to one side. Sabrina slid as she neared the wall, and a sword blade swung out of it at throat height. She threw herself back to vertical after the narrow escape and took a breath, then dove and rolled to her left as an arrow sped from the far end of the field. She judged it was a response to her lack of movement and kept going as she reached her feet, weaving between and jumping over obstacles as they presented themselves, staying away from the sides.

      When she crossed the halfway point, the side walls snapped inward and limited her to a narrow corridor a fourth the size it had previously been. More challenges came out of the walls, and the reduced space allowed them to reach her. She threw herself forward to avoid the piston that slammed out of the right wall and attempted to smash her into the new spikes on the left.

      Next, a blade cut out of the left wall, aimed at her knees. Sabrina spun to the side, bouncing off the right wall as the blade that would have cut her head off if she’d tried to jump the first whipped by with a loud hiss. She had made it sixty percent of the way across and was feeling confident in her ability to finish the run when an unexpected danger appeared.

      A giant ape, like a movie version of King Kong on a smaller scale, fell from the sky, landed in front of her, and grabbed her in a bear hug. Her back arched as he pressed her to him, her virtual bones creaking. She punched his head, but the blows failed to do any damage. Belatedly, she thought about going for his eyes, but he was crushing her too powerfully to resist. Her vision went to dull red at the sight of blood splashing as if across a camera lens, then her real-world eyes snapped open.

      She stepped back with a loud exhalation, shaking her head. An infomancer exiting the terminal on the other end of the line remarked, “That must have been rough.”

      Sabrina suppressed a frown and managed a meager smile. Not his fault that I don’t respond well to losing. “First time on a new level. Got a surprise.”

      He held up an access chit in his right hand. “If you’re coming to my level later, see me when you get there. I’ll buy you a drink. You can give me some pointers.”

      She smiled, appreciating the flirting and that he didn’t offer to give her pointers. “Will do.” She recognized the credential he held; it was only for level two. On another day, she might’ve thought about stopping by to take him up on it. Who am I to turn down a free drink? Today she had a purpose, and it wasn’t looking for a romantic partner.

      Sabrina turned her attention to the terminal, which was innocently blinking Login again. With a sigh, she started the contest over on the level one trial. She made it back to King Kong with relative ease, and this time her brain was ready, not affected by his surprise appearance. He dropped in front of her and bellowed as he had before, but before he could grab her, she summoned a whip, lashed it out to wrap around his legs, and yanked it with all her strength.

      Despite the size differential, attacking in an unexpected way did the trick, and he fell. She waved, materialized several dozen bananas, and dropped the bundle beside him as she stepped past, and he started happily munching. She walked forward at a steady pace, and when the expected arrow came because she wasn’t moving fast enough, she whipped her arm up and around, suddenly wearing gauntlets appropriate for a very martial version of Wonder Woman.

      Sabrina knocked that missile aside and did the same with the next one. The area ahead plummeted into darkness and she broke into a run, not wanting to spend any more time without vision than she had to. She heard a whisper of fabric and a scrape of metal and reflexively dropped. She brought a flamethrower into being, and as she rolled over on her back, she whipped it around in a wide arc.

      The line of fire lit the space and did the same for the black-clad ninjas who surrounded her. They were faceless and illusory but nonetheless radiated competence and menace until the flame’s path intersected theirs. Then they were gone. She threw the weapon away as she lurched back into a run, now only thirty feet from her destination. When a red line spread across the hall and sped toward her at knee level, she leapt over it.

      When the next one came at thigh height, she remembered a movie where a villain called the Red Queen had controlled similar devices, and instead of jumping, she slid under it. That proved to be a wise choice since the laser line snapped up as she passed under it. The corridor ahead turned into a crosshatch of intersecting lasers that rushed toward her.

      Sabrina growled, “Oh, hell, no,” and summoned a unique weapon from a video game. She pulled the trigger, which opened a portal in the wall next to her, then pointed forward and pulled the other, creating a connection from where she was to where she wanted to be. She jumped through an instant before the lasers reached her and dashed to the ending square.

      Her real-world eyes opened again as her foot touched it, this time to the sound of her access chit being returned. A quick message flashed on the screen. The cake is a lie. She laughed. The gun she had used had been from the video game associated with the quote, which meant a sophisticated AI was running that simulation or an infomancer had been watching her. Either way, she had what she needed.

      She went to the side door and used the chip at each level to go to the bottom lounge. She pushed through the door with a sense of anticipation, finally getting to enter the most sacred of sacred spaces in the arcade. It was similar to the ones above, but if the difference between one, two, and three was incremental, the change from them to four was exponential. The room was opulent beyond her expectations, with velvets and leather hand-tooled with elegant designs.

      Only a few people occupied the chamber. The bar was in the same place as on the other floors and featured a bartender clad in a costume—in this case, a man dressed as Alucard from the Castlevania television series. She admired his long hair and nodded at him with a smile. When he smiled back, he displayed fangs. Okay. That’s dedication to the role.

      Her eyes traveled across the rest of the room, and she took in each person, quickly judging them on whether she thought they could give her what she needed. Her gaze halted when she reached the most shadowy corner. She walked forward slowly and stopped a respectful distance from a person in an oversized leather chair who was holding an oversized tumbler of whiskey in a mechanical hand. She asked, “Zaiten?”

      The woman nodded. She was pale-skinned, with long dark hair and eyes that showed her Japanese heritage. She wore a t-shirt featuring an anime cat and jeans shorts. Those were overshadowed by her high-tech exoskeleton, which clung to her limbs and body like it was part of her. It was primarily red, with gold decorations that looked like circuitry and the occasional patch where silver metal showed through imperfect spots in the coating. Her voice was neutral as she asked, “And you are?”

      Sabrina gave the alias she used in this space and continued, “I’ve never seen you here.”

      Zaiten shrugged, accompanied by a whir from the exoskeleton. “I have an arrangement with the owners. A special entrance. My suit makes it awkward to get around upstairs.”

      Sabrina nodded, then took her shot. “I need some help.”

      The other woman smiled. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      By the time they finished negotiating, Zaiten had agreed to assist in the search for information on Victor Huff by helping her break into Perpetuity. Sabrina would owe her half a week’s work if the effort failed and a full week if it succeeded. She counted it a fair trade. “When can we do it?”

      Zaiten replied, “I’m booked for the next couple of days. Let’s do it Friday night.”

      “Friday night it is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait stared at a stranger in the mirror. That’s overstating it, given how much time Lexi Matthews is spending out in the world. Her alter ego had an active life. She’d turned her hair blonde with the simple charm from her childhood, then used makeup to subtly modify her features to make her unrecognizable as Cait Keane.

      Someone who knew her might make the connection. Anyone who didn’t, seeing the two side-by-side, would likely guess them to be sisters or possibly cousins. It’s the hair, she mused. Cait's was red, arguably her most notable feature, and arrow-straight. Lexi’s was blonde, with all the curls and waves she could put into it. Both drew the eyes away from the bone structure of the face, which was her greatest vulnerability.

      Setting down her makeup brush, she rose and headed for the closet. The two didn’t dress alike, either. When Cait dressed up, her choices tended toward the elegant, more under- than overstated. Lexi’s preferences were the reverse. For tonight’s meeting with Shane, she removed a red velvet dress from its dry-cleaning bag. She’d never worn it other than to try it on and confirm it fit her well. With no small effort, she pulled it on and wiggled it into place. From the bed, Aza observed, It takes you forever to get ready.

      She snapped back, “Some of us care about how we look.”

      I’m naturally beautiful. I’m a dragon.

      She dashed across the room barefoot and slapped him on the chest. He flipped over onto his paws and bit at her wrist with a fake snarl, his teeth just grazing it. She pushed him, and he fell on his side with zero resistance, allowing her access to his belly. When she tickled him, the dragon laughed as he wriggled under her fingers.

      Cait had only recently discovered how ticklish he was and thoroughly enjoyed using it against him. Finally, when the choice was to transition into all-out wrestling or stop, she decided to preserve her clothes from the dragon’s claws. She stepped back, pointed a finger at him, and demanded, “Behave.”

      He looked at her from his upside-down position. Never.

      “That about sums you up, buddy.”

      He let out a happy sigh. You should count yourself lucky every day of your life for it.

      She laughed. “My, we’re full of ourselves today, aren’t we?”

      He ignored her and rolled over, clearly preferring to sleep rather than trade banter with her. She went back to her dressing area, put on the clunky bracelets that would disguise her wand bracelets, and headed for the club. She portaled to get close, then walked the last few blocks. The streets were busy this evening, and she passed a couple of other nightclubs that had lines outside them.

      The one that was her destination still flew under the radar, which Shane clearly preferred and she also enjoyed. Let’s hope it stays that way. Clement had explained that one never knew which part of Boston’s nightlife would explode into popularity. She’d prefer this corner of the city not detonate for a while longer. She smiled at the doorman as she passed inside, then stopped and waited for her eyes to adjust to the unexpected brightness.

      The blaze of the spotlight bathed the stage, where a three-piece band consisting of a singer, an upright bass, and a piano filled the room with sound. She exchanged a familiar nod with the bartender in the corner, then circled to the area holding the curtained alcoves.

      She’d learned after several visits that in addition to the ability to turn the curtains into one-way windows to allow those within to watch the show while not being seen, a view from a camera that pointed at the entrance was also available. Thus, it wasn’t a surprise when Shane parted the curtains as she neared and leaned out so she could see him. She slipped inside, and he pulled them closed again. They shared a brief kiss over the table, then each sat back and regarded the other. Shane said, “Thanks for coming.”

      She snorted. “You led with a dead body. How could I resist? Speaking of danger, where’s Frankie?”

      It was his turn to laugh. “She’s on a date.”

      Cait was quiet as she processed that information. “She dates?”

      His eyes sparkled with amusement. “I know, right? She doesn’t give off that vibe, does she? But yes, she dates.”

      Cait's brow furrowed as she considered what that might be like. She asked suspiciously, “You two ever?”

      “Oh, hell, no. Frankie and I complement one another because of how different we are. As romantic partners, we’d be nothing but bad. Like, cataclysmically so.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re saying you and I are similar?”

      He lifted a hand and waggled it. “In some ways. Clearly, I’m the smarter of the pair.”

      “Yeah. That’s what you are.” She shook her head. “Speaking of being smart, how did you find out about Wallace?”

      The flirtatious mood shifted to a serious one. “I have people everywhere. When it’s low-level information like that, which we could arguably get by hacking into their communication systems, folks are very willing to share in exchange for a small retainer.”

      “Police officers, you’re talking about.”

      He shrugged. “Or civilian workers at the stations. There’s always someone.”

      She shook her head. She should have guessed but hadn’t. “You’ve got quite the organization.”

      He nodded. “So did Bailey.”

      The mood got even more serious. Her voice was lower as she asked, “Do you think you’re in danger?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and pushed it back from his face. As always, when her attention was drawn to it, she noticed that it was a very attractive feature. “That depends on who did it, I guess. Could have been one of his buyers.”

      Cait recognized the start of what he referred to as “thinking out loud,” and most people called external processing, working through ideas by talking them over with someone. “Why would a customer have done it?”

      “Dissatisfied with a purchase?”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that. How could a customer have done it?”

      Shane drummed his fingers on the table. “That’s the fly in that particular soup. Bailey wasn’t the most paranoid guy I know, but he was up there. The likelihood of a normal person getting to him is pretty small.”

      Cait agreed with that logic. “So, the next option is?”

      “A competitor.”

      She considered that possibility for a few seconds. “Are there other people at his level in town?”

      “Not really, but folks are always looking to step up.”

      “Yeah, look how well that went for Bailey.”

      Shane nodded. “Point. But it’s possible.”

      The way he said it told her he didn’t believe it, though. “You think it was someone else.”

      “Victor Huff.”

      “That guy. What do we know about him?”

      Shane shrugged. “Operates at my level and probably higher. Fancies himself a tough guy.”

      Cait interrupted, “More than you, you mean?”

      The ghost of a grin twitched his lips. “Honey, I’m a lover, not a fighter.” Cait laughed. “Seriously, he tends to be direct, and killing Wallace was pretty direct.”

      “Any other weight on that side of the scale?”

      Shane shrugged. “Nothing definitive. Bailey’s wife is still alive, which doesn’t seem like a Victor thing to do, but maybe he had reasons. I’m guessing more information will find its way to me in the next day or two. Mainly, I want you to be extra wary while this sorts itself out. If it is Huff behind it, he’s the very picture of unpredictability.”

      Cait twirled a lock of her hair around her finger. “So, this meeting is just business?”

      Shane laughed. “Well, not just business. There’s always room for pleasure.”

      Her insides twisted in that enjoyable way they did when she was near Shane, but it was muted. She did an instant of soul-searching and decided the thing holding her back was the realization that part of the enjoyment of her relationship with Shane was being in another person’s skin. Lexi was fun, dangerous, and far less sensible than Cait and had dramatically fewer responsibilities. That was not sustainable.

      Her inner voice remarked, You don’t love him.

      It wasn’t a question but a statement of fact. Once it was out there, she couldn’t drive it back. No, I don’t. Her hand fell as she let out a sigh.

      Shane put on a dramatic expression. “Uh-oh. Heavy thought incoming.”

      Cait managed a chuckle. “It occurs to me that things aren’t going to work out between us long-term for all sorts of reasons I don’t want to get into.”

      He smiled. “Let me ask you two questions. First, do you enjoy being around me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I enjoy being around you, too. Second, do you find me attractive?” He laced the last word with innuendo.

      Her breath caught. “Definitely.”

      His lips twisted into one of the smiles she liked best. “Again, we match. Good. You might not have noticed this about me, but aside from prudent planning, the long term doesn’t worry me much. It’s one of the things Frankie and Jazz hate about me.” He laughed and reached for her hand. “Allow me to suggest that you and I enjoy being together until we don’t. No expectations beyond that.”

      Cait grinned, her worry falling away. “All right. That’s a deal I can get behind.”

      “Good. Let’s get a bottle of champagne and start celebrating.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoshino Kyouka portaled from her secure living quarters to an equally secure building the Dragons owned in Chinatown. She stepped out of the receiving chamber, which was locked from the inside, and used her magic to latch it behind her. Kono Zhelan stood outside it, his face implacable as he waited for her. He could have been waiting for a minute or an hour, and his expression would look the same. He is, in all things, the best subordinate one could hope for.

      They shared dark hair these days, although Yoshino’s had gone through a variety of colors over the years. He was dressed in a black suit, a white shirt, and a red tie with a dragon motif. She wore a formal dress, several layers of luxurious fabric in rich colors. The outermost also featured dragons.

      She smiled at him, and he looked at her quizzically. “Madame Yoshino?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing worrisome, Kono. Just realizing yet again how valuable you are to me.”

      He dipped his head in respect. “You flatter me, Madame.”

      “I give you no more than you deserve for the incredible loyalty you have always shown. So, shall we go?”

      “The car awaits you downstairs.” They descended the staircase, with him leading the way. When they reached the street, additional guards fell in around them for the short walk to the black SUV idling at the curb. Kono opened the door for her, a privilege he often exercised, and she stepped inside. He closed it and circled the vehicle to enter through the other rear door.

      Once they were rolling, he asked, “With respect, Madame, this might be a risky move.” He had her permission to question her decisions in private. The guards in the front seat were trusted enough that this moment counted.

      Yoshino folded her hands in her lap to indicate that she was calm. “Agreed, but it must be done. I have to know one way or the other to make my plans.”

      “I could find out for you.”

      His tone was earnest, and not for the first time, it struck her how unworthy she was, how unworthy anyone was, of having another person willing to die for them. She’d lost the bodyguard she’d trusted most, killed by a sniper’s bullet intended for her. “I must look them in the eye to know the truth, but I appreciate your concern. For now, though, set it aside.”

      Kono nodded instead of voicing his agreement. He turned away and whispered, doubtless arranging last-minute security at their destination, which was only minutes away, over the small earpiece he and all the guards wore. When they arrived at the textile factory, she exited the car and stood outside the basement entrance. One of her guards knocked, and a few moments later, the leader of the Cui Siwang soldiers opened the door.

      Rather than admitting them, he stepped out to join them. One wonders what you don’t want us to see, my friend. His voice was low and carefully neutral, although Yoshino detected a hint of annoyance or perhaps a threat in it. So noted. “You take a great risk by coming here.”

      She gestured at her guards. “Rest assured, my people have cleared the area of any potential spies, and we have magic concealment in place. No one will know you are here from my visit.”

      “Very well.” His tone indicated his awareness that she knew he’d threatened her and didn’t find it concerning.

      She asked, “What are your plans?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Why do you ask?”

      She allowed the displeasure she felt to show in her expression. “It is my right to do so. Remember your position.”

      His face went blank. “To finish the mission the others failed.”

      Yoshino nodded. “And if I asked you to do something else?”

      His lips thinned into an unpleasant smile. “We would be happy to comply with your request once the woman is dead.”

      “But not before?”

      “No. It’s a question of honor.”

      She kept her gaze locked on his as she replied, “Thank you for the information. Let me know when you have completed your task. I will have others for you.”

      The man gave a bow that failed to convey respect. She responded with a slight inclination of her chin and turned on her heel to depart. When they were back in the safety of the SUVs, Kono echoed the man’s words. “It’s a question of honor.” His tone conveyed his disbelief.

      “He is far from the first person to use honor as an excuse for less noble motives. Call our people together. Arrange lunch. We need to plan.”
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        * * *

      

      She spent the remainder of the morning dealing with small things and visiting various Dragon personnel, riding in the black SUV while Kono whispered at her side. When lunchtime arrived, Yoshino was glad to enter the sumptuous space that was hosting their meal. They’d been here before, and everything was the same, down to the high-quality kneeling pad set at the far end of the table for her use. The walls were adorned with red fabric separated by dark wood pillars, creating a sense of luxurious comfort.

      Her subordinates were in the same locations they had been before, waiting for her in silence. She knelt, then Kono did the same at the opposite end, and food appeared. They talked about personal things during the appetizer and soup course, a practice Yoshino found allowed them to maintain a strong connection even though they were rarely in the same place at the same time. When the servers cleared those dishes, she turned the conversation to business.

      First, she waited while each of her subordinates gave their individual reports. Little had changed since the last time they gathered, which was consistent with the general state of worried calm in the city’s underworld. The Dragons and the Thorns had been avoiding conflict, except for the failed attempt to kill the woman. That can’t last much longer, especially when the soldiers attempt to end her life again.

      When they were finished speaking, she said, “You are aware that Cui Siwang has sent us another group of soldiers. I spoke to them this morning to get a sense of their priorities. Their plan is to eliminate the Thorns’ leader Cynthia.”

      Inzani Ru’s strong features showed approval, which, given her martial nature, wasn’t unexpected. She replied, “Good fortune to them in their effort.” The others echoed the comment.

      Yoshino gave a thin smile. “Indeed. However, when I inquired whether they would consider undertaking a different task first, they were unwilling.” Her subordinates perceived that as the insult it was, given the way their expressions changed. “I believe they are a danger to us.”

      Quan cleared his throat to speak. He was looking rumpled today, she thought. Normally the picture of precision, even his thin mustache wasn’t as well-groomed as it usually was. Perhaps things are challenging in his territory. He remarked, “Perhaps this arrangement with them is more problematic than beneficial.”

      Yoshino shrugged. The comment was arguably disrespectful, but these meetings allowed for such informality. “Perhaps so. But it is now a fact, and it must be dealt with as such.”

      Konya grunted. His competence radiated from him, the impression reinforced by his short iron-gray hair and his ramrod-straight posture. “So, once they complete their task, assuming this group is skilled enough to survive the effort, we eliminate them.”

      “My thought as well. Any arguments against it?”

      Xie, the youngest of her lieutenants and the one in charge of all things computer-related, asked, “Will that incur the wrath of the Cui Siwang?”

      Yoshino met Kono’s eyes, and her second-in-command replied, “Possibly, but we cannot leave a threat active inside our territory.”

      She said, “Here is what we shall do. Each of you will choose your best surveillance team and second it to Kono. He will arrange to have them keep an eye on our new friends. Ensure a magical is part of each team, for they will have set up their own defenses.”

      Quan asked, “If we see an opportunity to remove them, should we take it?”

      “At this time, you are only watching. I will make the decision to act.”

      He pressed, “Even if a perfect chance presents itself?”

      She allowed her lips to turn down in a frown. “Even so. It shall be as I have said.”

      He dipped his head, acknowledging her displeasure. “Yes, Madame.”

      Xie ventured, “Do you wish me to have my infomancers attempt to compromise their communication?”

      Yoshino considered it before speaking. “Can they do it without alerting the organization?”

      The young woman paused before replying, then shook her head. “No, Madame. I cannot guarantee that.”

      “Then we shall bide our time. Perhaps they will kill Cynthia, and we will discover they are completely amenable to our desires.”

      Kono added, “And if they are not, then it will be time to eliminate them.”

      Murmurs of assent circled the table, and Yoshino nodded. “Exactly. Now, shall we enjoy our lunch?”
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      Cait knocked on the door and looked at Aza, who was standing beside her in the hallway. “Something smells good in there.”

      The dragon chuffed enthusiastically. Hope she made a lot. I’m starving.

      Cait rolled her eyes. “You’re always starving.”

      He smiled, and she knew what he would say before he said it. In unison, she said out loud while he spoke in her mind, “Of course I am. I’m a dragon.” Sabrina opened the door to find them laughing and regarded them quizzically. She was wearing an apron, of all things, bright red over her black clothes. She asked suspiciously, “What?”

      Cait stepped in and gave her friend a hug. “Just Aza being Aza. He’s hungry.”

      Sabrina laughed. “He’s always hungry.”

      “You know why.”

      “Of course. He’s a dragon.” She gestured at the dining room. “I got an extra loaf of bread for him. It’s on the low table.” Aza happily trotted off to verify her claim. Cait held up the two bottles of Chianti she’d brought. Sabrina nodded in approval but asked, “Only two?”

      She mimed drunken swaying. “We do have to work in the morning, you know.”

      “Yes, but we’ll be eating so much pasta that it’s like we won’t be drinking.” She headed toward the kitchen, and Cait followed.

      Once there, Cait saw that the table had been set with plates and utensils, a clear bowl filled with salad, a huge breadbasket with a red-checked cloth over it, and a serving dish filled with olives of various kinds and colors. She sighed, her mouth watering. “That looks amazing. You never fail to impress.”

      “What would be amazing is if you got busy opening one of those bottles.”

      Cait obeyed by pulling out a drawer and extracting a corkscrew. “Is there a particular reason you’re hankering for vino?”

      Sabrina shrugged. “Long week. I could use some relaxation, even though it’s not quite over. Hell, because it’s not quite over. I might not make it through without a drink. Save me, Cait.”

      Laughing, Cait replied, “One medicinal glass of wine, coming right up.” She poured them each half a glass and set Sabrina’s on the counter by the stove. Water was boiling enthusiastically, and Sabrina dropped in homemade pasta in the shape of bow ties. The infomancer turned to face her and lifted her wine. “We’ve got about eight minutes. The perfect amount of time for you to tell me how your visit with your boyfriend went.”

      Her friend emphasized the word boyfriend, making it salacious, and Cait chuckled. “It went okay. He wanted to talk to me about Victor Huff.”

      “That guy gets around.”

      “Right? He thinks Huff killed Bailey Wallace. If he’s correct, it might spell danger for Shane and anyone associated with him, of which I am one.”

      Sabrina lifted a manicured eyebrow. “Do you agree with either part?”

      Cait sipped her wine. It was light enough to be refreshing but had loads of flavor. “Unfortunately, I don’t have adequate data from which to draw a conclusion, but Shane’s arguments aren’t without merit.”

      The infomancer grabbed a wooden spoon and stirred the pasta. “What does your gut tell you?”

      Cait stepped closer and leaned against the counter next to the stove. “That he did it. And I’m hungry.”

      The infomancer snickered. “You might be part dragon yourself. Go start with some bread and olives. They’re on the table.”

      Cait complied. Under the cloth, the fresh Italian bread was still warm from the oven. She spread butter on a slice and gave it a couple of seconds to melt, then couldn’t wait any longer and bit into it. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      Sabrina replied, “This is an appropriate response to my cooking. Well done.” She paused and added, “Was the meeting with Shane all business?”

      Through a mouthful of bread, Cait replied, “No.”

      Her friend hooted, “Woohoo. Spill.”

      She chewed and swallowed, then said, “I told him I didn’t think we’d make it long term.”

      “Hold onto that thought.” Cait ate more bread as Sabrina drained the pasta and threw it into a serving bowl with sauce, using a wooden spoon to mix them. She carried that to the table and went back for another bowl filled with venison meatballs provided by a hunter’s collective that sold them at a farmer’s market to the north, along with more sauce. “Sit.” Cait complied. “Now, continue your story.”

      Cait explained, “I just thought he should know that I didn’t have the legs for a long-term relationship.”

      Sabrina, busy portioning out pasta and meatballs and sauce on the plates, shook her head. “Your legs are great. I’ve seen them.”

      “Doofus.”

      “I accept that. You know, you have a tendency to overthink things.”

      Cait sighed in anticipation as she accepted a plate full of food. “That’s more or less what he said. We agreed to hang together until it is not fun anymore.”

      Sabrina grinned at her. “Wisdom enters the chat. Must have been Shane’s idea.”

      “Yes, but I can be wise too.”

      The other woman ignored the latter part of her comment. “You’re not there yet? Still having fun, I mean?

      “No, not there. Yes, having fun. You’re confusing.”

      “Confusion is in the mind of the…uh, let’s go with stupid. I’m glad to hear it’s still enjoyable. You deserve some fun.” They ate and remarked upon the food, upon Aza’s noisy eating, and upon Princess’ dainty pokes at a non-sauced meatball Sabrina had saved for her. Then Cait told the full story of the fight with the shadow creatures at the side of the dragons, the retelling managing to strip most of the fear and angst out of the tale.

      They made a good dent in the pasta and finished with olives and salad. Sabrina offered tiramisu as dessert, but Cait asked to postpone for a bit. They refilled their wine glasses and wandered into the living room. Aza plopped on the couch between Cait and Sabrina, and Princess climbed on top of the dragon and turned around in circles, then laid full-length along his neck and back. Sabrina laughed. “Aza, you’re a softy.”

      Aza replied, and Cait echoed his words. “He says the cat’s lucky he had enough to eat for now. He makes no promises for later.”

      Sabrina poked him gently in the nose. “Don’t even think about it, fangface.”

      Cait asked, “Did you find anything more that connects Huff to Perpetuity?”

      A frown replaced the infomancer’s smile. “No, unfortunately. I’ve reached the end of my skills on that one, so I recruited some help to figure it out.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I know when a hack is too big for me to accomplish alone. Just like you know when to call for backup.”

      At the mention of reinforcements, Cait brushed her finger over her newest bracelet, a chain with a flat metal disc engraved with a K. It was explainable as being a remembrance of her family, but if she drew a cross on it with her finger and pressed it to her face, the bracelet would send an alert to Cara, Diana, and the rest of their team.

      She’d been warned not to use it except in a dire emergency because the agents would come in shooting. She had gotten the sense that Cara hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d given that warning. “Smart.”

      Sabrina grinned. “I’ve been accused of that once or twice. So, what do you plan to do about Huff?”

      “Depends on what you find. He seems extremely competent, based on what we know thus far, so bringing him in might not be a possibility.”

      The infomancer looked thoughtful and a little concerned. “Time for Lexi to become an assassin?”

      Cait adjusted her position on the couch, then tucked her legs under her and took a deep drink of her chianti. “I’ve considered that question a few times, but I don’t think I can cross that line. Killing someone who’s fighting back is one thing. Cold-blooded murder is another.”

      “Even when it might prevent more death in the long run?”

      “I can’t compromise my principles on the basis of ‘might.’ He also might get hit by a car or have a change of heart and build a baby hospital.”

      Laughter bubbled out of Sabrina. “And people call me naïve.”

      Cait joined in the mirth but asked with mock sternness, “Who calls you that?”

      Sabrina lifted her chin. “People.”

      “You lie.”

      “Maybe, but it made you feel better.”

      “Fair.” Cait’s tone turned serious. “You’ll be safe going up against Perpetuity, right?”

      “As safe as it’s possible to be.”

      “You planning to do it from here?” Sabrina nodded. “Then let’s see about beefing up security in the hallways and building accesses. I’ll wake Aisling up to help. She’ll love that.”
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      Sabrina’s Friday had been normal, although she’d been the only one in the office. The chief had been out at a high-level meeting, and the marshals had all been busy elsewhere. She suspected it was really that no one wanted to spend a Friday hanging out indoors, but the emptiness didn’t bother her.

      She was used to working alone and as comfortable that way as with her coworkers around. It had also given her time to work on her programs for the run against Perpetuity. She’d taken a nap when she’d gotten home because she and her contracted help had agreed that two in the morning was the best time to hit the server based on the traffic statistics they’d pulled down.

      She had coffee and a snack at one-thirty, then dressed in full-out battle gear: heavy boots, black leggings, chains around her waist, and an old concert t-shirt with rips that showed flashes of pale skin underneath. Several necklaces, rubber bracelets, and abundant earrings finished the accessories, and she took time to get her makeup perfect. When she was done, she looked like she was headed out to a bar for death metal night. Instead, she sat down at her computer, activated her systems, and merged her magic into the technology.

      Her vision switched from showing the physical world to displaying the virtual one, and the preparation space appeared around her. The plain white room stretched to infinity in all directions. In the past, she had summoned pieces of furniture or other creature comforts to the space for fun, but she wasn’t in the mood for distractions tonight. Her avatar very closely resembled her physical look, down to the twin ponytails sticking out from the sides of her head.

      A new arrival materialized in a shower of sparks that was a cross between fireworks and the Star Trek transporter effect. When they faded, a Japanese woman in red samurai armor stood before her. She had black hair, astonishingly pale skin, and impressively large anime eyes. Sabrina instinctively bowed, and the newcomer returned it. “Thank you for coming, Zaiten.”

      The other woman nodded. As she moved, the samurai costume shifted strangely. Sabrina stared at it in curiosity and realized it was mechanical. Small gears and motors caused the leather panels that made up the armored skirt to shift. Bringing in both sides of her real-world identity instead of trying to escape it. Respect. Sabrina asked, “Did you have a chance to review the temple?”

      Zaiten gave a sharp nod that caused her black topknot to bob. “I did. I agree with your assessment that the angel statue is probably the locus of control for where the doorway sends one when one passes through it.”

      Sabrina had recorded all her previous interactions in the temple and shared them with the other infomancer. “I was kind of hoping it would be something easier.”

      Zaiten laughed, and it emerged as the giggle of an anime character, which made Sabrina smile. Zaiten said, “We’ll need to subvert him.”

      “How?”

      The samurai avatar gestured as if she were creating a box around herself. “We’ll pull him into a pocket dimension and hack him inside it. It’ll be invisible to anyone outside unless they try to go through the door while we’re doing it if we do it right.”

      Sabrina lacked a better idea, and she’d been thinking about it for a while. That’s why I need the help. “Risk?”

      “You’d know better than I.”

      She considered it again but only came up with “getting caught wouldn’t be good.” “We should probably do it quickly. Even though it’s late and a time of less activity, I’m sure it won’t be completely dead.”

      Zaiten nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Okay. I’ll follow your lead.”

      The other woman smiled. “Right after I follow yours to get there.”

      Sabrina laughed. “Oh yeah, that. We’ll need different disguises.” With a gesture, she changed her avatar to Sentinel Gloria, who was a regular visitor to the temple.

      Zaiten made a similar move with her hands, and her samurai outfit disappeared, replaced by a sweatshirt and jeans. Her skin tanned, starting at her forehead and moving down, and her eyes returned to normal size. Her hair changed from black to brown and waved to her shoulders. She tossed it once; it gave her a younger appearance than her other guise. “Will this do?”

      Sabrina answered with applause. “Definitely. Let’s go.” She permitted the connection from Zaiten that would allow her to follow, then traveled through the virtual space of the web until she reached the temple that served as the entrance to Perpetuity’s servers. She walked confidently inside, with her guest a few steps behind. They bypassed the three discussion groups and headed for the doorway, stopping as the angel came to life and looked at them. It nodded in recognition and rumbled, “Sentinel Gloria. How are you today?”

      Sabrina grinned at him as she usually did. “Very well, thanks. You?”

      The statue laughed, a grating sound that echoed through the room. None of the others in the space seemed to notice. “As I ever am.”

      She gestured at her companion. “I’d like you to meet someone.”

      The angel gave a respectful nod. “Greetings. May I ask your name?”

      Zaiten spoke, but instead of the syllables of her name, other sounds emerged. The surrounding space warped in time with the words. The temple zoomed away as the area around them expanded in all directions except underfoot to leave them in a borderless territory occupied only by Sabrina, Zaiten, and the angel.

      The temple’s defender reacted immediately. It shifted its arms forward, and a gigantic two-handed sword appeared in its hands. Another move brought the weapon into a guard position across its chest. It asked, “What goes on, Sentinel Gloria?”

      Zaiten growled, “Don’t look at her, Feathers. Look at me.” She had reverted to her samurai avatar, and her scarlet armor glowed brighter red and had a pattern that looked like circuitry. The angel whipped its weapon across in an attack, and it clanged on the armored vambrace on Zaiten’s raised arm as she blocked.

      By the laws of real-world physics, the woman’s arm should have broken, and the block would have accomplished little except maybe slowing the sword. Instead, the weapon stopped dead and trembled in place against her forearm. The angel grinned. “Oh, I so enjoy a challenge.”

      Sabrina’s mouth dropped open as the angel shifted into combat mode. His blows rained down on Zaiten at a speed that made him a blur. Her fellow infomancer matched his velocity and attacks with an ease identical to her attacker’s. After a few moments of shocked appreciation of the display, Sabrina remembered she was an active participant, not an audience member.

      She raised her hands, and a pair of pistol crossbows materialized in them before her arms were fully extended. The loaded bolts sizzled with electricity. She had desired a taser to stun the angel long enough for one of them to breach its code, but the simulation responded to her magic with those instead. She had no complaints.

      She lifted the weapons to point at the angel’s head. A red dot from each appeared in her vision to confirm her aim was true, and she pulled the triggers simultaneously. The angel whipped its sword around to deflect both before they connected. Sparks trailed from his blade as he circled it back down, barely missing a beat in his fight with Zaiten.

      Sabrina growled a string of curses under her breath. “Okay, I tried to do it the easy way, but you want to do it the hard way? Fine. Just remember, I tried to be nice.” She continued holding half of an imaginary conversation with the angel as she dug through her attack programs for the one she wanted. It appeared as a giant mace with a spiked head. The thing was so long she could barely lift it, but she ran forward, using her momentum to bring it up over her head as she leapt toward him.

      He angled his sword to intercept her, but she threw the weapon before his defense arrived. It smashed into the angel’s knee. While the sword didn’t catch her mace, it did catch her. She flew sideways and hit the floor in a slide, unable to halt her momentum until she was so far away that the angel looked like a normal-sized human in the distance and Zaiten a child’s toy in comparison.

      She ran back at top speed and arrived as Zaiten leapt higher than muscles alone could propel her and brought her sword down on the angel’s chest. Sabrina’s blow had knocked it to one knee, and her companion had taken advantage of its compromised defenses to finish it off.

      The pocket dimension vanished, and they again stood in front of the angel in the entry chamber of the temple. It smiled and gestured at the door. “Right this way.”

      Sabrina glanced at Zaiten, who nodded confidently. Sabrina grinned at the statue. “Thanks, Angel.” She walked forward, pushed the door open, and stepped through.
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      Sabrina and Zaiten traversed the opening under the now-friendly Angel’s watchful gaze. Instead of transitioning into the lounge she’d been limited to as a novice or the separate working area she’d gained access to upon her promotion to Sentinel, they stepped into a bright emptiness of white that slowly resolved into an outdoor scene.

      She and her companion were positioned at one end of a long bridge made of white blocks. A castle stood at the opposite side, huge and imposing but not built for defense against besieging armies.

      This structure was designed with the intention of overwhelming the eye with its pure white stone, its tall towers, and its elegant arches. Brilliantly colored banners hung on each slender tower. At its base, a pair of guards in ornate uniforms flanked massive gold double doors. The bridge had decorative pillars set at intervals along its length, and she and Zaiten ducked behind the nearest for cover.

      Sabrina peeked out and examined the banners that provided the building’s only color. The base fabric was red, with a black and white logo that appeared to be a fist stylized into the letter P. For Perpetuity. She gazed at her companion. “Subtle.”

      The other infomancer nodded. She, like Sabrina, was clad in the simple white dress, loose and diaphanous, which the simulation had imposed on them. It didn’t complement the other woman’s features, and Sabrina doubted she looked pleasing in it, either. She flicked the fabric of her garment and asked, “What’s up with this?”

      Zaiten replied with a scowl, “A fashion mistake.”

      “Whoever’s inside doesn’t like their women to be attractive.”

      “Now, now. It could be that everyone dresses like this. A micro-society of bad outfits.”

      “Except the guards. Those uniforms are way garish, and frankly, I could do without the halberds, assuming they’re functional.” She gestured at the imposing structure ahead of them. “What do you think it is?”

      Zaiten replied, “Quick analysis shows it’s a central hub with numerous connections, with large storage capacity and high bandwidth. I don’t think everyone reaches this place through the door we used.”

      Sabrina said, “That seems unfair.”

      A dark laugh escaped her companion. “Does that building really suggest anyone here is concerned with equality?”

      “Now that you mention it, I would say it does not. Could it be just an infomancer’s preference for the hub’s code?”

      “For an organization that is primarily virtual, it’s doubtful. They would care about looks. The ones I’ve visited before have, and I’ve been in a lot of systems.”

      Sabrina frowned. The conversation was interesting but ultimately irrelevant. The enjoyment she took in discussing things with another infomancer was distracting her from what needed to be done. “All right. How about some recon?”

      Her partner nodded. Sabrina reached for a program and tweaked it into a shape she thought was appropriate for the system. When she was done, a snow-white long-haired cat flickered into being at her feet. “Go see what you can find out.” The cat trotted across the bridge. Sabrina’s program allowed her to see through her pet’s eyes while maintaining her own vision.

      Zaiten chose a white theme as well, but she created a flock of doves and sent them winging toward the castle. The birds were faster than Sabrina’s feline and neared their destination sooner. With a flutter of wings, they turned aside, no longer flying forward but moving in a curve around the building. The other woman bit off a curse at the discovery of the barrier. “Damn. I was hoping we’d be able to go in through the top.”

      Sabrina chuckled. “The good stuff is always at the top. Or the bottom, if it’s underground.” She returned her focus to the cat, who was sitting in front of the guards and meowing at them. The pair paid it no attention. It gave Sabrina the opportunity to examine their outfits, which included multicolored tunics and trousers, and she remarked on the heavy pistols holstered at their chests. “I wasn’t worried about the halberds, but those guns might make a head-on approach challenging.”

      Zaiten turned from watching her birds. “I think we’ll need to be subtle to get inside. Those guards are perfectly positioned along the only way in, so they’ll see trouble coming. Let’s play the roles that have been set for us, shall we?”

      They walked onto the bridge and headed for the castle side by side. Each kept their head down to avoid eye contact that might alert their guards. Not to mention they probably expect folks like us to behave that way. We’re clearly not fancy people, so we must be servants. When they arrived at the opposite end of the bridge and stepped onto the large platform that held the guards and the door, one of the men snapped, “Where’s your principal?”

      Without looking up, Sabrina replied, “They’ll be along shortly. They told us to wait here.”

      The other guard snapped, “Address us properly, Praetor.”

      She cut her eyes to Zaiten, who nodded.

      Sabrina rushed the guard on her side of the door while the other woman did the same with the one opposite. Zaiten engaged her target first. Her arm stabbed out, fingers curled to create a striking surface. The first knuckle slammed into the guard’s throat.

      Sabrina reached her opponent before Zaiten’s guard hit the ground. Her first thought was to strike at the groin, but the chain mail she spotted under the rich fabric of his ostentatious uniform suggested he might be armored there. Instead, she snapped a foot at his knee, knocking it sideways and causing him to fall forward. She slammed her knee into his descending face. Bones cracked, and he collapsed senseless to the stone. The halberd fell toward her, and she knocked it aside.

      Zaiten pointed, and Sabrina looked down to see that her dress had spots of blood on it, bright against the white fabric. She gathered that part of the dress and twisted it to cover the stain, then bent over and retrieved the guard’s pistol. It was a larger-than-ordinary revolver with six chambers. Sabrina hid it behind her back. Zaiten claimed the gun from the other man and obscured it.

      Sabrina asked, “Ready?”

      Zaiten replied, “No time to waste,” and headed for the doors, which opened at their approach. At first, Cait thought they’d been tricked and routed back into the temple since the room was strikingly similar. However, instead of one door on the ground floor, this one had two, one on each side of a grand staircase located in the center of the chamber that climbed to the second level. The stairs were white marble with gold accents, and by unspoken agreement, they walked toward it. The important stuff is always up top.

      Small platforms supporting statues were positioned on both sides after each fifth step. Sabrina examined the first one on her side and said, “This dude is a political figure I found in their databanks. It looks just like his photo.”

      Zaiten was distracted and silent for a moment, the signs of an infomancer working with the system. “There’s a lot of power concentrated among those represented here. And money. None of the people on the staircase is worth less than eight figures.”

      Sabrina had the mixed pleasure of finding out she had been right about the importance of Perpetuity and the realization that it was even more dangerous than she’d thought. “Which means we can expect more than the bots we saw outside.”

      Zaiten agreed, “Definitely. It’s time to dress the part.” The white gown vanished, replaced by the scarlet samurai costume from earlier. Cait transformed her avatar into a goth Special Forces soldier wearing a black uniform with her jewelry intact, plus her normal hair and makeup. She slipped the revolver into the hip holster of the tooled leather gun belt she’d manifested. Zaiten extended the other revolver to her.

      Sabrina asked, “You sure?”

      The samurai’s anime eyes twinkled. “I have weapons aplenty.”

      Sabrina shrugged, accepted the weapon, and added another gun belt that crossed the first. She felt far more confident about facing what was ahead now that she was properly attired.

      They reached the top of the stairs and passed through a door to discover a modern-looking security checkpoint and scanner. It was overseen by six guards in far simpler uniforms than those outside had worn, navy blue cloth with rank insignia as the only decoration. The defenders’ eyes widened at the sight of them, and Sabrina and Zaiten surged forward to attack.

      The other woman threw a smoke bomb that presumably their enemies couldn’t see through, although it didn’t interfere with Sabrina’s vision. She ran to the first and landed an uppercut on his jaw before he could defend himself. His head snapped back, and she snatched the pistol out of his belt holster, pressed the barrel against his chest, and pulled the trigger twice. He went down like someone had switched him off.

      The next was already rushing at her, his approach partially blocked by the falling slab of lifeless flesh she’d just created. She lowered the stolen pistol and fired at the only exposed part of the oncoming man’s body, his foot. He shouted at the impact and hopped toward her, pain overriding his common sense. Sabrina spun and delivered a back fist to his temple that, powered by her infomancy, sent him flying through the air to crash into a wall. AI-controlled defenders usually weren’t a match for determined and skilled infomancers, except in far greater numbers than these guards.

      As she sought her next target, one of Zaiten’s enemies staggered back, his hands grasping at a feathered dart stuck in his throat, while the other woman’s samurai sword claimed the head of another in a single strike. Then Sabrina reached her third. The man had a gun leveled at her, and she threw herself to the ground to avoid the rounds.

      She rolled once, banged against his legs, and fired her stolen pistol upward. The bullets struck him in the chest, and she pulled the trigger until the weapon locked. A roll carried her out of the way as he toppled toward her. She rose to her feet, ready to assist her companion, but Zaiten was wiping her sword clean on one of the fallen guards’ uniforms. Sabrina hit the switch to deactivate the scanner’s alarm, which had been going off the entire time, and joined Zaiten as she opened the doors at the back of the room.

      They revealed an elevator. Sabrina remarked, “Dangerous.”

      Her companion replied, “But useful. There’s something to be said for the direct route.”

      “There’s something to be said for not passively waiting in a kill box listening to muzak, too.”

      “I have a solution for that. Follow me.” They entered the elevator, found the upper hatch, and knocked it open. Each jumped up to the roof of the elevator, Zaiten’s leap taking her through and Sabrina’s only getting her partway there. She pushed up the rest of the way and stood. Zaiten laid down on her stomach, reached in, and hit the button for the top floor.

      The other woman came back to her feet as the elevator climbed. “You have to admit that this is much easier than fighting our way up the stairs.”

      Sabrina chuckled. “I’ll congratulate you if we reach the top alive.”
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      The elevator took them to the top. When it stopped, Sabrina mouthed “Congratulations” to her companion, who smiled in response. Guards investigated the empty elevator car, but they saw nothing out of the ordinary since the roof hatch was closed. Sabrina had pointed her pistol at the cover, ready to shoot anyone who opened it and stuck their head up, but no one did.

      The people below agreed that the arrival of a lift without passengers was worth calling in a warning, and one did so as they walked away. Sabrina said, “Infomancers.”

      Zaiten nodded. “Yeah.” Her companion opened the hatch and lowered herself silently, then Sabrina did the same. The other woman busied herself at the button panel, placing a small box on it. She explained, “This will block the bell when the doors open.”

      “Smart.”

      “So I’ve been told. You ready?”

      Sabrina crouched to one side of the elevator door, so she wouldn’t be visible from beyond it. “Ready.”

      Zaiten pressed a button, and the door slid open. The two guards they’d heard were conferring in a corner, both facing a control panel mounted on the wall rather than looking at the elevator. Sabrina put her left hand on her chest, then waved it. Her companion nodded and copied the move with her right hand.

      Sabrina was the first to move. She advanced in a crouch, her silent steps carrying her toward her target. Zaiten did the same in the direction of the other guard, and they attacked. The samurai plunged her short sword into the guard’s back and shoved it up into his heart. Sabrina slammed her palm into the back of her target’s skull, which smashed into the control panel, then grabbed his head and twisted with all her strength. A broken neck dropped him to the floor.

      They paused to listen for indications of discovery, but none came. Zaiten placed a hand on the wall, and her eyes blinked rapidly for several seconds. When they stopped, the other woman said, “The room with the greatest concentration of data is down a long hallway and to the right.”

      “Long hallway. Sounds dangerous. Lead on.”

      Zaiten raised an eyebrow. “You might owe me more than a week’s work when this is done.”

      Sabrina chuckled low. “Get me the data I need, and I’ll be happy to discuss further compensation.”

      The samurai nodded and pointed at the doors that presumably led to the hallway. Sabrina walked over to stand before them and readied herself. When only one path led to a given destination, it was safe to assume it would be guarded, trapped, or both. Zaiten stepped beside her and nodded. They surged forward together, and each kicked the door in front of her.

      The double doors smashed open. Sabrina’s body continued moving, going with the plan as it had stood before they’d created the opening, but she was distracted by the beauty of the space they’d entered. The floor was the same pure marble as the rest of the structure, but the sides and ceilings were constructed of a glass so clear it was almost invisible. The frame that held the panes was so thin that it barely obstructed the view. It was as if they’d stepped into the sky.

      Unfortunately, if the surrounding area was the sky, they were standing on clouds that wanted to kill them. The panels in their path rose to cut off their progress. Sabrina twitched a program to increase her speed and dove through the gap between the barrier and the ceiling a moment after Zaiten did the same. They landed and rolled on the opposite side, and another panel popped up as Sabrina reached her feet.

      This one held a machine gun that started chattering the instant it was exposed. Sabrina leapt and, unexpectedly, floated. She looked at Zaiten, who was running at a diagonal up the side wall, and realized the other infomancer had altered gravity in the space. She used a program to create a line and threw it at the nearest wall, and when it stuck, she pulled herself over to it and ran along the wall as if it were the floor.

      More traps appeared below as they advanced but didn’t hamper them. Sabrina thought, I need that code. It would be worth another few days of labor. That fundamental alteration in the operation of the simulation demonstrated a level of working within an enemy system she hadn’t yet achieved.

      She ran along the ceiling, upside-down but well-attached, until they reached the end of the corridor. There, Zaiten angled back down, and Sabrina copied her. Both hit the floor a few feet in front of the double doors at the end and blasted through them.

      A pair of oversized statues of the same marble as the floor stood in the chamber they’d just entered. They were naked except for loincloths, visibly strong and muscular if their stone features were to be believed, and demonstrably more than decoration since each flourished a pair of swords.

      The marble menaces moved to attack. Sabrina angled to the left, and her companion moved to the right to create a space in which to fight unimpeded. She ducked a slash that would’ve taken off her head and snapped, “You don’t even know who we are. What kind of jerk are you, attacking for no reason?”

      The statute laughed, which sounded unnatural, and doubtless echoed the infomancer controlling it. “The kind that saw what you did in the room before the corridor.”

      Sabrina spun and tried to kick the statue’s legs out from under it. When she hit the marble, she hurt her heel. She rolled away as swords slammed down on the spot she’d vacated. At the same moment, the clang of a blade striking stone came from the opposite side of the room, but the string of curses Zaiten emitted suggested she wasn’t having any better luck than Sabrina was.

      She surged back to her feet and circled to deny her foe a clear target. A bell rang outside the room, and Zaiten called, “I blocked the alarm for as long as I could, but we’re fighting the clock now.”

      Sabrina attempted to disarm the statue when it slashed at her by lashing a kick at its wrist, but again she met uncaring and unyielding stone. “Is the room close?”

      “Just beyond these morons, I think.”

      Sabrina backpedaled to disengage and drew her pistols. “Then there’s no reason to be quiet any longer.” She aimed one revolver at each of the statues and squeezed the triggers. The bullets blew off huge chunks of stone where they hit, and she continued firing until the right gun, which she’d discharged first, clicked empty. Both statues were in pieces on the floor, and dust swirled in the air around her. “Which, you know, makes things easier.”

      She holstered the weapons and followed as Zaiten went toward their destination. They rushed into a room in which Sabrina expected to find more defenders, but none were present. Instead, the space was a gorgeous mix of dark wood and marble. A large conference table filled the center of the room, surrounded by expensive-looking chairs. Several bookshelves graced the walls, separated by pedestals holding busts carved from the same marble as the rest of the place. Sabrina stopped and examined the nearest sculpture. “Holy hell. It’s the Vice President. Like, of the United States.”

      Zaiten, on the other side of the room, called, “A couple of billionaires over here.”

      Sabrina put her hands on her hips in annoyance. “What the hell is this place?”

      A person appeared between them, standing to the side of the conference table nearer her. The man shimmered for a reason she couldn’t define and was dressed in an expensive business suit. His face, hair, and glasses were ordinary. In a condescending tone, he answered, “The end of the road for you, trespassers.”

      Zaiten opened and closed her fingers in a gesture for Sabrina to keep him talking. She asked, “Oh? Why is that? It doesn’t seem like we’ve had any problem with your security thus far.”

      The man crossed his arms and shook his head. “Mainly bots. You have no idea how far above your level you’re playing now.”

      “Again, not very impressive thus far.”

      He replied, “I predict you’ll be dead within minutes.”

      Sabrina snapped, “You first,” drew her left revolver, and put her last bullet through his forehead.

      The plan had been to put it into his head. Unfortunately, the round went through his skull unimpeded and struck one of the busts on the far side of the room. The apparent projection twisted to examine the damage, then scowled at her. “Now you’ve done it. Before, we might’ve been content to kill you and perhaps your family and associates. Now we’ll have to get mean.”

      Zaiten said, “See you soon, then,” and gave Sabrina the signal to log out.

      When they resolved in the loading room, Sabrina asked, “Did you get anything?”

      The other woman laughed. She was in full anime mode now, in shorts and a t-shirt rather than armor. “Oh, yeah, I got things. I’ll vet them for tracers, then give you access.”

      “Be careful. That last guy made the people we took the data from sound nasty.”

      Zaiten shrugged. “Honestly, that’s the only kind of people I face these days. I’m used to it. You take care of yourself. You owe me a week’s work, at the very least.”

      Zaiten softened the comment with a smile, and Sabrina nodded. “Will do. See you soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait's morning routine was just that, for once: routine. She’d passed the previous weekend at home in Ireland, and despite some physical twinges from training with Sashura and Delsanra, the visit had been uneventful. No shadow creatures. No wolves. No sign of whatever was giving the spectral fox fits. Only a pleasant time with her family and even an evening spent with Will.

      They’d grown comfortable with one another, and he was careful not to put any pressure on her when they were together, despite what he was probably getting from his family. If it was anything like what Cait was receiving from hers, it was unrelenting. Her mother had restrained herself on Saturday, but by Sunday, she was pushing again, that being her nature.

      Aza had teased her mercilessly the whole time, asking her how it felt to have a boyfriend in every town. She’d argued it was only Westport and Boston, and he’d countered with smug satisfaction because he’d manipulated her into admitting that Will was her boyfriend.

      After a long shower, Cait went with a casual look for the day: black trousers, a gray button-down, and practical shoes. She portaled to the courtyard of the Moakley, grabbed a coffee from a food truck, and headed inside. She went out of her way to say hello to everyone she knew, from the security guards on the first floor to the people who worked in offices near hers. When she entered the marshals’ office, everything was normal. She sighed in satisfaction. “A person could get used to this.”

      She dropped her bag on her desk and headed to the conference room for the morning get-together. She took a seat across from Clement and Garrett, as usual. She nodded at them, and they nodded back. Their sparkling eyes showed that they were looking forward to whatever teasing they could get in during the meeting. She enjoyed the faux antagonistic relationship they shared.

      Sabrina arrived a moment later and set a tablet on the table as she lowered herself into her chair. She explained, “I’ve got some real-time processes running that might need a restart here and there. Nothing important.”

      Susan Clark entered the room. She’d gotten new glasses with tortoiseshell frames that complemented her hair. It looked like her suit was new, too. Boss must have gotten a raise. She asked, “What’s not important?”

      The infomancer replied, “Some tech stuff. Nothing of concern. The machines are doing the work. I only need to keep an eye on them.”

      The chief sat and regarded them all. “Good weekend?”

      Everyone nodded except Garrett, who said, “Had a birthday party for my youngest. No one wants that many kids in one place. No one.” He shook his head, putting on a sad face.

      Laughter circled the table. Cait asked, “You don’t like being around those of your intellectual level, is that it, Garrett?”

      He held up a notepad to block the chief’s view of his hand and raised one finger at her. She countered with a lifted eyebrow. Susan said, “All right, let’s focus. We’ve got some work to do this week.”

      Clement quipped, “Man! I was hoping to head up to the roof and improve my tan.”

      Susan replied, “No luck for you, although maybe you can get that whole driver’s tan thing going on. We have prisoner transfers on Tuesday and Thursday. They’re all yours.”

      Cait asked, “Need an assist?”

      Clement’s face snapped into a grin, and she realized she’d just set herself up. His voice was overly happy as he replied, “From you? No, I actually want to get them there.”

      “Har-har. You’re hilarious. Maybe take that show on the road. Now would be good.”

      He turned to Susan and said in a neutral and informative tone, “You may have heard. She had Carl Winston but lost him. Multiple times.”

      Cait countered, “There were extenuating circumstances.”

      Garrett contributed, “Like you failing to get him where he was supposed to go?”

      She scowled at her colleague. “You, too, can shut up.”

      Susan frowned. “We know Winston is dirty. Why haven’t we gone in and arrested him?”

      Clement immediately added, “Yeah. That would give Cait a chance to lose him again.”

      Cait gave him what she hoped was a threatening glare. “I will shoot you.”

      Garrett said, “All the evidence against him has vanished. Witnesses in the wind, that sort of thing. No one has the nerve to prosecute without that stuff in hand.”

      Susan’s lips turned further down. “How the hell did that happen?”

      Sabrina answered, “He’s Syndicate. Undermining law enforcement is par for the course for them.”

      Susan toyed with her watch, visibly displeased. “That irritates me.” Everyone nodded. “All right. We’ll stick a pin in that one for now, but we will get back to it. What all do you have from your sources?”

      Garrett replied, “There’s word on the street that we have a new player in town.”

      Cait blurted, “Another one?” Her mind jumped to the Chemist, who occasionally haunted her dreams.

      He nodded. “Yep. They’re called the Cui Siwang.”

      Clement asked, “Who are they?” His confusion was reflected in everyone but Garrett’s face.

      “Chinese criminal organization. Supposedly really nasty.”

      Susan drummed her fingers on the table. “Allied with the Dragons?”

      Garrett’s head bobbed. “That’s the assumption.”

      “Not good.”

      Cait frowned, thinking. “I could ask Yoshino about it, but if they’re trying to keep it secret, or she simply doesn’t want to talk about it, it might damage the relationship.”

      Garrett said, “Since we can’t ask the Dragons, what if we ask the Thorns?”

      Susan demanded, “Explain.”

      He shrugged. “I know some low-level people on both sides. Informants. Street guys, not even middle management. If there’s any scuttlebutt going around, they’ll have it.”

      The chief asked, “Anyone have any other ideas?” No one spoke up. “Then do it. Anything else we need to discuss?” Silence reigned, and Susan rose. “All right. Get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Cait followed Garrett up the stairs from the subway and found it strange and uncomfortable to be walking around in the open in the Thorns’ territory. It was a marked contrast to how she felt when she was on the street in Chinatown, and the difference concerned her. Maybe I’m taking sides more than I thought.

      Aza, who was privy to her thoughts when she was “loud,” as he put it, commented, The Dragons have honor. The Thorns have none. If you did choose a side, I think you picked the right one.

      Arguably, I shouldn’t have one.

      Necessity makes for strange alliances. I mean, a bunch of people from Earth just helped a bunch of dragons on a different planet.

      She snorted, which caused Garrett to stare at her quizzically. “It’s nothing. Aza.”

      He shook his head with his usual smile. “Gotta be weird, sharing your brain with another being.”

      “You can’t even imagine. Trust me.” Their task carried them for several blocks since, while Garrett had an idea about where his quarry hung out, their quick text exchange hadn’t named a specific place. She presumed the man they were there to meet was watching them to be sure they weren’t coming with reinforcements to arrest him. Finally, they turned a corner and spotted him.

      Garrett said, “Eddie, good to see you,” and extended his fist.

      The other man bumped it. “Constable.” His thick British accent was obviously fake, and Garrett laughed. Cait interpreted the exchange as a standing joke between them. Eddie’s voice had a Boston accent when he spoke again. “What can I do for you?” He looked at Cait with a grin. “And especially, what can I do for you, beautiful?”

      Cait rolled her eyes, and Garrett smirked. “You don’t want her, Eddie. She lives a dangerous life. You’d wind up dead in no time. So, tell me what you know about this new group hiding out over in Dragon land.”

      Eddie spat on the ground. “Out-of-towners.” The disdain with which he said it was rich, Cait thought, given that neither of the current leaders of the Thorns were Boston natives. He continued, “Muscle, from what we’ve heard. Suspicious bunch. Don’t come out of their hole very often. We spotted them in our territory twice, only a pair on each visit. Their clothes aren’t quite right. Too new-looking. Since we didn’t see them leave their home base, we figure they’re using magic to get around.”

      Garrett replied, “That’s an unfair advantage.”

      Eddie coughed. “Right? Exactly what I’m saying.”

      Cait asked, “Why haven’t you hit them?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t make the plans, lady. I just do what they tell me. Well, mostly. If I had to guess, it’s because these people are heavy hitters and have serious defenses up.”

      Garrett interrupted, “So, you know where they’re based?”

      Eddie shook his head. “Got a general area, that’s all. The Dragons own a piece of every factory and warehouse in Chinatown, so it could be any of them.”

      Cait exchanged looks with Garrett. That was new information. They’d assumed the Dragons had interests in all the restaurants where they held their meetings but hadn’t twigged to their additional fiscal connections. Garrett handed a folded stack of bills to Eddie. “Thanks, man. We’ll get back to you later if we need more details.” His tone turned more serious. “Or if what you’ve told us doesn’t pan out.”

      Eddie laughed and put on his bad accent again. “It’s gospel, Constable. See you later.”

      He sauntered away, hands in pockets, and Garrett went over to Cait. “Well, we know more, at least.”

      Cait nodded. “Now we have to figure out how to get a look around Chinatown without offending Yoshino.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day was normal for a change. Cait and Aza made their regular trip to the fish market to source dinner for the dragon. She forked over currency in exchange for a big fillet wrapped in butcher paper. She said, “You’re getting to be an expensive companion.”

      He replied, How many times have I saved you? How much is your life worth?

      “I don’t have an actual number, but I’d say we’re nearing it. I’ll need to get a second job at this rate.”

      Get your dad to take you treasure hunting on Oriceran again.

      She smiled, thinking of the fun times she’d had with her father doing exactly that. “You know, I think that kind of trip is overdue. I need to make time for it.” Her walk home was interrupted by the buzz of her phone, indicating she had a text. The vibration pattern told her it was Shane, carried through the redirection channel Sabrina had created.

      
        
        Something for you to watch. Thirty minutes. Jazz will connect.

      

      

      Cait frowned and texted back for confirmation but didn’t get a response. “Well, that’s mysterious. Dinner will have to wait, buddy.”

      It didn’t. They found an alley nearby where Aza could cook the fish with his fire breath, and he gobbled the fillet in less than a minute despite how large it was. When he was finished, she opened a portal, and they stepped through to the apartment.

      She headed for her safe to pull out her infiltration suit, and fifteen minutes later, she was in her full Lexi Matthews disguise. She’d previously scouted the area around Shane’s apartment to be sure she had a way of getting there quickly in an emergency other than portaling directly into his place. She used that knowledge to move to the top of one of the taller buildings near his.

      His penthouse was a forty-five-degree upward angle from where she was, but she calculated she could get there on a strong blast of force magic. It wouldn’t be easy, but with the ever-increasing strength of her power, it was doable. Aza took off, and she released the veil that covered him as his camouflage turned him invisible against the night sky. He was present strictly as backup. If he had to get involved, bad things would happen since as far as she knew, there was only one woman with a dragon partner in town. For Lexi Matthews to also have one would bring on a great deal of suspicion and an onslaught of questions she lacked answers for in either of her identities.

      She picked a spot on the roof where she could rest her back against a support beam and sat down cross-legged. At the thirty-minute mark, a feed appeared on her phone, and she told her suit to route it to her lenses and earpieces. It showed an interior view of Shane’s house, and her boyfriend was seated in his usual place on the couch. There was a soft chime, and he said, “Hi, L.” He refrained from using others’ names except in person as a security thing. She didn’t buy it since anyone who could break into the feed could figure stuff out from context, but neither did she think it a problem. “I’m getting a visitor. A representative of Victor Huff. Thought you might want to listen in.”

      She replied in the affirmative, but he didn’t react to it, so she judged the connection was one way. The image from the camera Jazz had accessed showed a wide-angle view of the living room. Two guards who weren’t normally there stood in the back corners. Frankie sat diagonally across from Shane on another of the room’s three couches. The low table that usually stood in the middle was gone, replaced by a chair for their impending guest. The arrangement positioned the chair, Shane, and Frankie in an uneven triangle.

      She noted that Frankie’s hands were opening and closing rhythmically as if she were trying to deal with adrenaline or readying herself for a fight. Or both. Cait would’ve liked to be there as well, but it was not smart to expose her to whoever was visiting since she wasn’t well known in Boston’s underworld and had no desire to be. She also thought Shane enjoyed having her as his secret weapon.

      A guard she didn’t know stepped into the room and said, “He’s here.”

      Shane waved a careless hand as if he couldn’t care any less. “By all means, show him in.” A man entered a moment later, escorted by yet another guard. He was thin and precise and very irritating because of it. The guard guided him to the chair, and the visitor sat on the edge of it, spine straight. Shane said, “Welcome. Say what you’re here to say.”

      If the man was put off by Shane’s tone, which she thought was intended to insult, he didn’t show it. “I am Kendrick Hayle. I’m here as a representative of Victor Huff. He has decided that Boston would be better off without you in it.”

      Shane gave a derogatory chuckle, “You mean he’d prefer not to have the competition.”

      Hayle continued as if Shane hadn’t spoken. “He is prepared to offer you a tidy sum to go away. Seven-point-three million dollars. We calculate that is two years of your best possible income, given freely at no risk to you.”

      Shane gestured at their surroundings. “Look at this place. Why would I want to leave it?”

      Huff’s representative gave a thin smile. “All the creature comforts in the world are no use if you’re in the hospital or worse.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      Hayle sniffed. “Hardly. Surely you know my employer’s reputation and record of success. What I say is the simple truth.” He chuckled darkly. “And they say the truth will set you free. You can make a lovely penthouse life similar to this one somewhere else, I’m sure. I hear Canada is nice.”

      “I don’t like bullies.”

      “Mr. Huff will have what he wants. He always does. That is a good offer, and I urge you to make a wise decision.”

      Shane reclined on the couch. “Victor’s not going to get his way this time. The answer is no.”

      The man rose with a sigh. Frankie twitched, her hand moving toward the inside of her jacket, but the envoy made no suspicious moves. “Very well. You have forty-eight hours in which to communicate your final decision. You can leave a message at this number.” He drew a card from the breast pocket of his coat and extended it.

      When Shane made no move to take it, Hayle let it flutter to the floor. He headed for the door, shaking his head and observing, “What a waste. This is a beautiful place. What Mr. Huff’s people will do to it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

      When the door closed behind him, another bell sounded, and Jazz announced, “L, you’re on two-way comm now.”

      Lexi said, “Thanks for the invitation.”

      Shane laughed. “I thought you might enjoy an introduction to our friend Victor. I think our concerns about him are confirmed.”

      “I’ll say.”

      Frankie observed, “Seems as if Huff won’t be happy while you’re in the game. Perhaps it’s time for you to hang it up.”

      Jazz added, “Messing with Huff doesn’t tend to be a healthy choice, based on all we know about him.”

      Shane grunted. “I don’t like letting bullies get their way.”

      Cait said, “Don’t forget he killed Bailey. Taking a payoff is certainly a better option than winding up in the harbor.”

      “We think he killed Bailey.”

      “Denial is a river in Egypt.”

      Shane groaned and ran his hands through his hair, then shook his head. “I suppose I could mosey over to the West Coast. Build something up there.”

      Frankie replied, “I’ve heard San Francisco is nice. Always wanted to visit.”

      Cait found she had no conflict over the idea of Shane leaving, which reinforced her conviction that they weren’t a lifetime match. “Think hard. Being alive is way more important than being in a particular place. And, if it makes you feel better, it’s been my experience that bullies usually get what they deserve in the end.”

      Especially after they put themselves in my sights.
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      This morning it was Carl who made it to the club first, arriving in his downstairs portal chamber and hustling directly up to the second-floor lounge. He was dressed casually in jeans, a sweatshirt, and sneakers. As he entered the private area, he exchanged nods with the guards, who were more plentiful than usual for this morning’s event, and headed to the bar after a stop at the coffeemaker to start a cup.

      He knelt, pried off the false panel that disguised the room’s safe, and punched in the combination. A press of his finger to the biometric scanner popped the door open, and he pulled out several stacks of cash, the only currency Victor Huff’s people would accept. Cynthia’s voice came from the other side of the bar. “How stupid is it that we have to make this exchange like we’re in some nineteen-seventies gangster movie? And worse, in the morning? Seriously?”

      He shut the safe and rose. “Well, I guess if we want to give Huff the benefit of the doubt, this does deny investigators the proof that can be traced through electronic transfers.”

      Cynthia was clad in an expensive-looking sweatsuit, although he was sure it was called something else in the fashion magazines. She didn’t look any more pleased to be up and around this early than he felt. “Yeah, but at the cost of involving people in the mix. If there’s one certainty in life, it’s that people create problems. Not sure the one is all that much better than the other.”

      “I guess it comes down to whether or not you trust your people.”

      Cynthia moved to the coffeemaker and grabbed the cup that had just finished brewing, which he had intended for himself. “I don’t know. In general, people are weak and easily manipulated.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      She laughed. “Folks like us and Huff, I guess, excepted.”

      He gestured for one of the guards to stand near the money. “You know, you’re surrounded by security people who might take offense to such broad generalizations.”

      She waved a hand. “Anyone who’s earned our trust is by default not part of that category.”

      He busied himself with making another cup of coffee. “You don’t think the same can be said for Huff?”

      She sat down on the couch. “I think his organization is substantially bigger than ours. It seems as if it would be a lot easier for trouble to work its way in there. Not as much direct contact.”

      “I see the distinction.” Always working the angles, that’s you. Trying to divide his people by sowing doubt in them. I don’t think it’s gonna happen, though. After Victor Huff’s visit to explain the new reality of their business to them, they’d had the second-floor lounge thoroughly swept for bugs. They did that with the public areas of the club on a regular basis because planting surveillance downstairs would be difficult for even the most amateur operator to screw up.

      Audio and video spy devices had been found down there, as they often were, but they’d also been discovered in the lounge. They’d cleared those from the bottom floor, again as they regularly did, but left the ones that could only have come from Huff’s visit to the lounge in place.

      Cynthia said, “Anyway, I still think it’s weird wanting cash. I’ll die on that hill.”

      He laughed and lifted his cup in a mocking toast. “If you keep insulting Victor Huff, that might happen.”

      “I’m not afraid of him.”

      “I am. I like it here in Boston. I don’t want to have to leave.”

      She shook her head and put a sad tone into her voice. “You used to be a formidable person, but now you’re simply another businessman on the far side of the rules.”

      Carl couldn’t reject that characterization. “What are you?”

      “A trained assassin who’s not averse to going back into that business temporarily or permanently.”

      His counter was forestalled by a guard’s rumbled, “Company on the way upstairs.”

      A few moments later, the door opened, and a man stepped through. He looked like a boxer who’d been hit one too many times. His face had bulges where one didn’t normally find them. His voice was gruff as he demanded, “Your payment, please.”

      Carl got the impression he used that phrase a lot. He gestured at the bar top and the neatly stacked bills it held. The man lifted each packet and examined it before tucking it into one of several pockets on the interior of this jacket. “It better all be there.”

      Cynthia put a hand on her chest. “Surely you’re not suggesting we would do anything to cheat the wonderful…no, wait, the beneficent Mr. Huff.”

      The courier turned to her with a grim smile. “I’m saying it better all be there, or there will be consequences.”

      Carl sighed and waved at his partner. “Ignore her. She’s cranky. Anyway, thanks for coming.”

      As he headed down the stairs, Cynthia jumped up, ran to the door, and called, “Let’s schedule this for a reasonable hour next time, shall we?” She turned back a moment later, the courier not having replied. “I don’t think he likes me.”

      Carl gave a soft snort. “Imagine that. Do you think you gave him enough of a reason?”

      “No. I’m a very likable person. If he’s offended, he needs to learn to take a joke.”

      “Well, very likable person, I’m going back to bed. See you.”

      As he headed for the door, she replied, “Yeah. That’s a good plan.”

      A moment later, they portaled out of the building to a neutral location and then to different rooftops near the club.
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        * * *

      

      Cynthia looked down at the man who had threatened her with “consequences” as he walked down the street. I’ll show you consequences, worm. An SUV paced him, but he didn’t get in. She said over the earpiece that connected her to Carl, “He must have other local customers.” She couldn’t see her ally because both of them maintained veils to prevent them from being spotted by Huff’s bagman or any others who were running protection for him.

      Carl replied, “It makes sense. I mean, if you come all this way, you want to stop at more than one place. Even criminals are fundamentally lazy.”

      She growled inwardly but kept her voice level. “You should take this more seriously. Huff is dangerous.”

      “I’m taking it very seriously. I just enjoy the challenge more than you do.”

      Cynthia couldn’t argue with that. She preferred sure things, and Huff was not that. “Moving forward.” She opened a portal to the roof of the next building along the courier’s path and stepped through it. Her quarry stopped at a business. “Mark the corner market as another Huff victim. Seriously? There can’t be enough cash flow through there to be worth Victor’s time. It’s a damn family operation. What kind of jerk is he?”

      Carl replied, “A rich one.”

      “You don’t have a problem with that?”

      “With being filthy rich? No. I’d really like to do that, thanks. But if you’re referring to extorting money from the little people, then yes. I definitely have a problem with that.”

      She stared at the doorway and thought that if she had her rifle, she was at the perfect angle to ruin the courier’s whole day. “Good. For a second there, I was afraid we’d have to split up this partnership.”

      He laughed. “Bleeding heart.”

      “Yep, that’s me. He’s out and moving again.” As she followed, she wondered why Huff’s people were using physical transportation, feet and car, rather than magical. She asked, “Do you think Huff is anti-magical?”

      “Not from what I’ve heard. Maybe he just likes showing a presence. We have our people do it, after all.”

      Her quarry climbed into the SUV. “Guess that’s possible. He’s got wheels, so we’ll have to work a little harder to follow him. Let’s move it.” It took both of them working together to keep up with the car, leapfrogging and frequently guessing wrong about where the vehicle was going to go. The pursuit was as much fun as she’d had in a while, even though the stakes of the bigger game with Huff could wind up being life and death.

      They were close enough to watch when their target’s SUV stopped next to another SUV driving in the opposite direction on a side street. A bag was passed from the courier’s front window to the new one. Cynthia said, “A new player has entered the game. I’ll follow them. You follow the bagman.”

      They conversed in short updates as they continued their pursuit. After a few blocks, she was sure of the car’s final destination, and it led her to where she’d expected it would. She lost sight of it as it turned onto the ramp into the underground garage of a skyscraper. “Well, that’s confirmed. Our intel that said Huff worked out of this building is verified. You get anything new?”

      Carl sounded disgusted. “No. He went to a bar. I’m pretty sure he’s in there drinking the pain of his job away.”

      “Little early, don’t you think?”

      “If my career was to be an enforcer for Victor Huff, I’d hit the bottle early, too.”

      Cynthia ventured neutrally, “We could quit playing and just gear up and go for him, you know? End this charade quick and simple rather than pursuing whatever convoluted plan you’ve got in your brain.”

      Carl sounded disappointed as he admitted, “I’m coming around to the idea, to be honest.”

      Yes. “Then let’s run it down and see what it’ll take. I’ll have our infomancers get to work on his security. Even if we don’t wind up using it for this purpose, you can never know too much about your enemies.”
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      Victor Huff was at his desk reviewing positions in his stock portfolio when Kendrick returned. The man set a leather bag on the desk surface. “It’s all been scanned and inspected. No dangers.”

      Victor rose, unzipped it, and pulled stacks of bills out. When he was finished, they made a single clean line from one edge of his desk to the other. “For some reason, I love seeing it like this.”

      Kendrick nodded. “It is an impressive sight.”

      He had thousands of dollars on the desk in front of him, and that was only today’s take. The big money had come in yesterday from those with weekend operations. The next largest haul would arrive at the end of the business week. Days like today were only a filler between the peaks, but that didn’t impact his enjoyment of the daily ritual. The sight of the currency that flowed into his coffers made the ephemeral part of his business real to him. It was the same reason he watched his stocks each day.

      Much of the money on the desk would flow right back out again to pay the people who kept the pieces of his empire running, but that was fine. Everything was fine. Huff asked, “Any problems?”

      “None that the couriers shared. I listened in to the questionable businesses, as usual. While our new friends at the nightclub gave our man some lip, it was nothing big. The contribution was correct, even rounded up.”

      Victor grunted in annoyance at the thought of the Thorns’ leaders. “You think they’ll continue to play nice?”

      His subordinate shrugged. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t. Better to make a touch less money by working with us than to have your place burned down and get killed by resisting. I’m sure you impressed them with your seriousness on the matter.”

      Victor chuckled as he started putting the cash back in the bag. “I think I did, but those two strike me as wildcards. Keep an extra eye on them from time to time. Let’s see if we can catch them planning to cause trouble before they actually do it.”

      “Yes, sir.” His assistant grabbed the bag, and they walked to his private elevator. The building had thirty stories. He directly controlled eight, in addition to maintaining security and physical operations for the whole place. His lift could access any floor, but only it and the highly secure employees-only elevator could get to his spaces.

      Only those who were in his database could use the latter, and they had to show ID, pass retinal and fingerprint scans, and finish with a voiceprint verification of their personal daily password before they could enter the lift. Also, it wouldn’t move unless everyone inside had been cleared. His mantra was that anything other than maximum security was no security.

      He descended to the main hub of his empire’s operations and stepped into what looked like a high-tech game company’s office. People working sat on colorful furniture, typing on laptops with intense focus, or occupied one of the workstations along the outsides of the room. A pool table dominated the middle of the space, and loud music throbbed over hidden speakers. Privately, he thought of this as the floor with the weirdest people.

      When his lead infomancer registered his arrival, the noise dropped to a reasonable level. The man approached him, clad today in jeans and an untucked dress shirt that exacerbated the smallness of his stature. Even the lifts the man wore only brought him up to five-foot-two. For all that, he was one of the best infomancers Huff had ever worked with. The man said, “Mr. Huff, good to see you.”

      “And you, Derek.” His assistant handed the bag to another infomancer, who took it to the back of the room. He had fourteen infomancers as regular staff on-site, with a much larger pool of subcontracted people working on parts of projects that wouldn’t give them the full picture of what they were doing. The magical computer experts handled his finances, plus electronic security for the building and anything else that fell within their skill set, including virtual attacks on his enemies. He paid an exorbitant rate for them but counted every penny as well spent. He asked, “Status?”

      “Impressive closure rate last week. Only three people didn’t pay.”

      Victor frowned. Someone always had an excuse for why they couldn’t make the payment, and the lack of accountability irritated him. “How overdue are they?”

      Derek cringed as he replied, doubtless knowing what the result of this conversation would be. “For two, this is their first week. For the other, this is the second.”

      Victor knew who that transgressor was since he’d been briefed on him the week before. He replied, “Burn the place down.”

      “Respectfully, sir, that business brings us a lot of money.”

      He waved a hand. “When he pays, it does. Discipline is more important. Let him live. He can rebuild his enterprise after the fire.”

      The man nodded. “Very good, sir.”

      “Updates on this building?”

      “We have a new tenant on the second floor. Another infomancy outfit. The huge bandwidth here is an irresistible draw for them.”

      Victor smiled in satisfaction. His building offered the best of the best in everything at rates comparable to less impressive locations. “Do we have them?”

      Derek smiled. “Of course. They’re fully compromised. Anything that happens on that floor, we’ll know about.” The same was true of every business that worked in this building, which was why he charged less than he otherwise might. The arrangement gave Victor access to all sorts of beneficial information.

      He’d used that advantage in the past to engage in insider trading on the stock market, create new revenue streams with advance knowledge of products that were about to be released, and apply targeted persuasion based on blackmail material he’d acquired on dozens of corporate executives. “Outstanding. Keep up the good work.”

      The infomancer beamed. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      Victor went back to the elevator, Kendrick a step behind him. His subordinate punched the button for the next floor in their regular routine, and the lift descended silently. Unlike the noise and bustle of the chamber above, this space called a library to mind. Books were everywhere on dark wood shelves of varying sizes.

      A section of the room held an assortment of ornate desks. Another featured six computer workstations. A glassed-in space in the back resembled a chemistry lab but wasn’t. His chief magical, an elf whose name was complex enough that everyone just called him “Zee,” set his book aside and crossed to them. “Good to see you, sir.”

      “And you, Zee. Is everything good?”

      “Yes. No attempts at magical intrusions from outside, and those companies that employ magicals within the building are behaving themselves.” Each floor was magically warded, which had cost a pretty penny. It ensured that a magical process or problem on one floor would not extend to the others, though. The precaution also prevented portaling in or out of the structure. His penthouse was the only exception to that rule, and then only if one knew the exact location of the small space that would permit it.

      “Excellent. My gut tells me Shane Brundall will play ball and head off into the sunset. If he doesn’t, we’ll need to assemble a modest team to take him out.”

      Zee replied, “Of course, sir.”

      Victor had soldiers aplenty, but so did other people. Where he differed was in the number of magicals he had in his direct employ. Again, that was expensive for him, but the combination of high pay, steady challenges, and good creature comforts was a compelling reason for the best in the field to choose to work for him. “Ten should do.”

      That was fifteen percent of his magical employees. On a day-to-day basis, they were involved in myriad things, including defensive measures, investigation, and research. They could all fight, so he had a wide array of options for dealing with anyone who made the unwise decision to resist him.

      “Yes, sir.” In particular, the elf enjoyed going out and mixing it up with other magicals.

      “Coordinate with security, but don’t act until I give the word. And stay low-key if you decide additional surveillance is required. I don’t want to spook him into precipitous action.”

      “Affirmative.”

      Huff turned back to the elevator. His thoughts, which should be focused on what he needed to discuss with the next set of employees in his daily ritual, wandered. Shane probably will be smart. It’s a savings in both cost and effort over the long run to pay him off.

      As he thought it, Victor couldn’t deny that a small part of him devoutly hoped Shane would resist so he could send his team in and show the other man what true power looked like.
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      The time had come to regain control of the wolves. Unbeknownst to Luciana, with whom she’d agreed to work against Kellam, Lady Rebecca Olanyr had visited the new leader of the pack several times. They had gone back and forth, with her politely explaining the arrangement she’d had with Elstan, the previous leader, and Kellam less politely indicating that he refused to be led by a witch, which was his go-to term for female magicals.

      She wasn’t sure if his objection was with her magical nature, her gender, or both. Regardless, he was deeply committed to not serving her. That would likely be fatal, as it turned out. She smiled as she opened a portal to the meeting place with Luciana and was quickly joined by the shifter, who was in human form and clothed, which Rebecca appreciated. The wolves’ casual nudity didn’t work for her.

      Luciana said, “Thank you for coming.”

      “I told you I would. Didn’t you believe me?”

      The mate of the wolves’ slain leader grimaced slightly. “My brain did. My heart was less sure.”

      Rebecca nodded sympathetically. “Your heart has been injured, and it won’t have a chance to heal until the source of that hurt is removed.”

      “Kellam.”

      “Just so. Are you ready?”

      Luciana gave a confident nod. “I am rested, healthy, and have right on my side.”

      Let’s hope that’s enough. “Do you believe the pack will follow you?”

      The change in her expression showed that she wasn’t confident about that. “I’ve been listening in at the edges of their gatherings when I can. Despite the time he’s had, Kellam hasn’t brought them around to his way of thinking. Vocal discord still exists, and I believe it’s widespread enough that they will at least hear what I have to say. I’m positive I can convince them if I have the opportunity.”

      Rebecca nodded more in encouragement than agreement. The wolf might be right, or she might be wrong. However, since the current situation wasn’t working out the way she needed it to, a change was required. If Luciana's plan succeeded, Rebecca would have a ready fighting force for her purposes again. If the wolves didn’t respond to their new leader voluntarily, she would give them a life-and-death reason to make a different choice. If they still balked, she’d eliminate them.

      Elevating one of the other packs to lead the rest wasn’t as good a solution as having Luciana at the head of the current prime group. No matter how it fell out, Rebecca would acquire the bodies she needed for the decisive moment that grew nearer day by day. When the moon is full, Croagh Patrick will be mine.

      Luciana asked, “I see no reason to change the plan as we discussed it, do you?”

      Rebecca chuckled inwardly. It was more an idea than a plan, but she wouldn’t undermine the other woman. “If you think it’s adequate, that’s good enough for me. The location we agreed upon?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then go. I’ll give you three minutes, then begin the spells.”

      Luciana, still in humanoid form, dashed down a path that ran through the forest to the clearing they’d selected. The location would allow Rebecca to watch from the shadows and interfere in the battle if it became necessary to do so.

      The optimal solution was that Luciana handled the killing. Doing so would give her the authority of being the wolves’ true leader, by their rules, even if Luciana was the only one who believed it. Her primary flaw was self-doubt, and if the pack got wind of it, they would be far less likely to acknowledge her as their leader.

      When a minute had passed, Rebecca opened a portal to bridge the short distance between her location and the pack’s resting place. It was the small hours of the morning, and the pack was asleep. She looked at them from the tree line and saw no particular organization to their sleeping spots as they snored and chuffed in their dreams.

      Her veil protected her from making any sound that would alert them to her presence. Sentries weren’t required because their senses were too well attuned to danger for anything to sneak up on them. That didn’t acknowledge the possibility of a magical popping in from nowhere and throwing a fireball at them, which was how she’d finish them off if her plans to co-opt them failed. Against ordinary foes, their defenses were sufficient.

      She opened her magical senses and whispered an incantation that allowed her to see the auras of each of the creatures. Another spell sent soothing magic out to those who were closer to consciousness, pushing them deeper into sleep. When that was complete, she created a barrier of sight and sound between the pack and its current leader to prevent them from detecting what she was about to do.

      She cast a different magic on Kellam, one to rouse him and place the need to visit a certain clearing in his mind. It took a full minute of effort before she was able to worm the notion deeply enough into his dreams that he awoke, but when he got to his feet, he paced in that direction without conscious thought. His mate, who Rebecca had tried to keep asleep, was so devoted to him that she shrugged off the magic and followed. Rebecca walked behind them, concealed within her magic as she maintained the power that caused Kellam to act as she wanted him to.

      She released her hold on them when they neared the clearing and faded into the trees to watch the encounter.
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        * * *

      

      Luciana stood in the small grassy area with her arms crossed and a scowl on her face as she watched Kellam and his mate walk in. At the sight of her, the current leader of her pack transformed to human, as did his mate. He snarled, “What is this?”

      She replied, “What do you think it is?”

      “Witch magic.”

      Luciana snorted derisively. “Are you saying I’m a witch?”

      He growled low at her tone. “Hardly. You’re nothing, but you’re working with the witch.”

      “Whether I am or I’m not, you won’t need to worry about it for long.”

      His laugh mocked her. “Are you threatening me, little one?”

      Luciana shook her head. “Stating a fact.”

      “I will enjoy breaking you.” He surprised her by rushing forward in human form to attack. That was fine with her since the differences between them were less pronounced in these bodies. She’d spent more time this way than he had, she was sure, which would offset his physical advantages. His arm whipped out in a punch, and she backpedaled to avoid it, then slapped the next blow aside and spun away.

      Luciana couldn’t meet him force versus force since his strength was greater as a wolf or a human. She was forced to backpedal again as his mate slashed long nails at her face. Her evasion limited the damage to a cut on her cheek rather than the sacrifice of an eye that her opponent was aiming for. Luciana feinted toward Kellam, then ran at his mate.

      The other woman had reacted to her initial move and wasn’t quick enough to recover in time to evade the attack. The elbow Luciana rammed into her temple in passing didn’t hit clean but was sufficient to drop her to one knee. She couldn’t stay to finish her off because Kellam had leapt at her.

      Luciana threw herself forward to avoid him, rolled, and got back on her feet in an instant. Getting caught on the ground would be fatal. She circled, keeping his mate between them. The woman stood up, shook her head, and spat a stream of curses at Luciana, as well as a couple at her mate, then stalked toward her. Kellam hung back, willing to let his partner have a shot.

      That put Luciana in a bind since continuing to circle would bring her into his attack range. She stood her ground as his mate led with a looping punch from the right that she intercepted with a raised arm. The other woman followed up with a quick jab at her stomach, and she blocked it with her free hand. Her foe snapped her head forward to connect with Luciana's forehead, and the female wolf yanked her head back, then overbalanced and fell backward.

      Kellam’s mate jumped at her, but Luciana got her legs up, caught the woman between them, and used her momentum to propel her over her head and into the trees. Luciana surged to her feet as the other woman crashed into branches.

      Kellam had advanced while Luciana was busy with the other one, and the punch that caught her in the shoulder numbed her left arm. She gasped in pain. The sound brought a grin to his face to accompany the knee strike he sent toward her solar plexus. She dropped her working elbow on the knee, causing him to emit his own grunt of discomfort.

      A blast of lightning flew past her, and a scream came from behind. She backpedaled from Kellam, who had also been shocked by the sound, to see that the other woman was on the ground. The burns all over her skin looked nasty, possibly fatal, and her opponent shifted into wolf form to heal.

      Kellam scowled at his mate, then at Luciana. “Cheating. Just like you.”

      Lady Olanyr walked out of the tree line, laughing. “Hardly, Kellam.”

      He snarled, “You!” Hatred dripped from the word.

      Lady Olanyr lifted an eyebrow. “Yes. Me. Now you two have a fair fight. Kill him, Luciana.”
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      Luciana stomped a foot as if she would attack. Kellam, unnerved by the sudden interference of Lady Olanyr, shifted to wolf form. She copied the move since, although she had a size disadvantage in this body, it was not as great a hindrance as the challenge she would face in her human one trying to fight a wolf.

      Kellam’s physical language was fierce and angry. A steady stream of snarls emerged from his muzzle as he circled confidently, keeping his eyes locked on hers. Her instincts screamed at her to run. She’d fought males before, but rarely ones as strong as Kellam.

      However, she’d practiced and trained with Elstan to help him hone his skills, and in the process, she had improved hers as well. That would hopefully come as a surprise to the wolf attacking her. She wasn’t positive that would be enough, though. Lady Olanyr is here. I hope she’ll intervene on my side as long as I’m not obviously outmatched.

      When Kellam charged, instinct replaced thought. His teeth were aimed at her neck, trying for a swift kill. She tucked her chin down to protect her throat and scampered to the right, then snapped at his flank. A quick move took him out of her range, and they disengaged for all of a second.

      His next act was what she’d expected, a standard in both play and battle. He lifted his front paws as his back ones propelled him forward. He’d anticipated that she would evade to her right based on the angle he’d taken, and he would have been correct if she’d tried to dodge the attack. Instead, she leapt to meet him.

      His bulk stopped her momentum as they clashed while his continued. She grunted as the impact stole her breath, but she managed to graze his face with her teeth, missing his eye only by an inch. She landed and scrambled away.

      He was after her as soon as his paws hit the dirt. For several seconds, she was on the defensive, able to do nothing other than avoid getting caught from behind. A quick turn gave her an opportunity to spin and face him.

      He stopped his run and began to circle again, a chuffing laugh emerging from his throat. It was obvious he felt he had the battle in hand, which was a natural mistake, given his position as leader of the shifters and hers as both female and outcast. During her training with Elstan, she’d developed more than basic combat abilities. She’d created an arsenal of techniques the purists in the pack would frown upon.

      They’d use words like “honor” and “tradition,” both of which excluded her since, by tradition, females were not permitted power within the pack except through a mate. She wouldn’t heed that rule and didn’t see the point of following any of the others with her life in the balance.

      When he charged her again, she adopted a submissive posture, falling onto her side and letting her legs go limp. The position was uniquely female, and it caused him to falter in his charge, pack instincts warring with his killing desire. His indecision brought him close enough for her to attack. She wrenched up from the ground and leapt at his throat.

      He yelped and backpedaled, but not before her teeth sank into the flesh above his left front leg. She whipped her head around to rip it, then spat the chunk she’d torn out on the ground and circled away.

      She mimicked his earlier laugh to give him a taste of his own mockery. He responded with a snarl but didn’t immediately attack her. He favored the leg as he circled, clearly testing whether it would support him and doubtless thinking he was subtle enough that she wouldn’t notice. She’d done sufficient damage to slow him and make him worry about relying on that limb for fear of increasing the injury.

      Confidence replaced doubt inside her. First blood was hers, and where before she’d seen a glimmer of possibility that she might win, now various possibilities spun out in her mind, each ending with the other wolf dead. She stayed close enough that if he attempted to switch forms to accelerate his healing, she could rip out his human throat. He would be no match for her in that circumstance.

      She calculated a one-in-four chance he would do it in the belief that she’d be stupid enough to match his action. If he did, he’d quickly learn his error.

      As they continued circling, she wondered why Lady Olanyr wasn’t intervening. Together, they could put him down with ease and turn their attention to bringing the pack under their control. Her magic had evened the odds with her lightning attack, but she now seemed disinclined to act.

      Kellam attacked again, driving at her, low and vicious. She scampered away from the assault, but his teeth grabbed her leg and bit down. A quick move yanked it away before his jaw closed, but he’d inflicted an injury to match his, only lower. She made a show of testing it, then hopped as if it couldn’t bear her weight.

      While it would be excruciating to do, she could use the leg. Given that it might not last through that action, she’d have to be decisive when the moment came.

      She looked around and saw Lady Olanyr’s eyes glinting in the shadows, with another pair beside her. The magical was in position to handle Kellam’s mate should she rise again, assuming she was capable of it. The other female shifter hadn’t moved since she’d hit the ground.

      Her attention was jerked back to the moment when Kellam attacked again. This time she backpedaled quickly enough that he couldn’t catch her, which forced him to overextend and opened him to a counterattack. She lurched forward, and their bodies collided. Each snapped at the other’s neck, and both succeeded in marking the other and spilling more blood.

      Kellam got the better of the exchange since he scored a slash over one of Luciana's eyes that interfered with her vision on that side. Her eyes flicked over to Lady Olanyr, who continued to watch passively.

      As they circled again, Luciana felt the first signs of weakness from the blood loss. She’d been in this place before and knew how much time she had left. While it wasn’t a crisis, it was a clock she couldn’t ignore.

      It was time for another tactic her pack would call dirty. Luciana had prepared the ground for the fight in advance. She rushed at her foe, then dodged back from his attack and turned as if she were terrified to dash for the protection of the trees, ignoring her injury. He surged forward to follow her as she headed for a specific fallen log. She leapt over it, with him snapping at her hind legs, and he followed.

      She knew where the trap was, and her leap carried her to the side of it. He didn’t and chose the logical path. His paws hit the dirt where hers would have had she lacked knowledge of what waited there. A thin but strong and wickedly sharp wire sliced his front legs, and he stumbled and fell.

      Luciana was on him before he could rise. She dug her teeth into the place she’d wounded him before, ripping off flesh above his leg. He made a sound that was half-snarl and half-whimper as he tried and failed to get to his feet. She dove at his neck, but his gnashing teeth met her face and forced her back.

      She limped in a slow circle around him, which forced him to shift position to keep her in his sight. With each growl of pain, with each yelp he couldn’t disguise, she reveled in the damage she’d done to him. This was the wolf who had slain her mate. He had taken advantage of Elstan’s weakened state to make his play for the pack. She didn’t delude herself that her actions were justified because he had been dishonorable first. She didn’t care. He’d killed the male she loved, and he would die under her teeth to pay the price for that death.

      When Kellam had weakened enough that he could no longer keep track of her, she stepped into his line of sight for a final time. His teeth pulled back in defiance, but she saw the knowledge in his eyes. She darted in, closed her teeth on his throat, and ended his life. When the blood stopped pumping from the grisly wound at the final beat of his heart, she transformed back into human form.

      She turned to Lady Olanyr. “Thank you for making it a fair fight.”

      The other woman replied, “You are welcome.” From beside her, one of the pack members who had not shown any particular loyalty to Elstan or Kellam stepped out of the shadows. Lady Olanyr asked, “Do you agree that it was a fair fight?”

      He rumbled, “I do.”

      “And you will say so to your pack?”

      “I will.”

      Lady Olanyr smiled. “Very good. Then let’s go inform them of the pack’s new leader.”
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      Cait had spent Tuesday wandering around Chinatown to identify all the factories within the radius Garrett’s contact Eddie had set as the likely hideout of the new players in the city’s underworld. She’d continued to walk the streets until she’d narrowed the prospects down to five based on their visible structure, available ingresses and egresses, and the potential for being spotted by others while moving in or out of the space.

      She was aware that she was assuming a lot, but if she didn’t trust what her instincts told her, the total universe of possibilities would be too high. Now, the day after her initial foray, she’d checked in at the office, taken the subway to Chinatown, and was once again walking around the perimeter of the area Eddie had defined. She muttered, “You’d think it would be difficult to hide a strike team in the middle of the city.”

      In her earpiece, Sabrina laughed. The infomancer was at the marshals’ office, probably working in her room. “Why would you think that? I can name way more places to hide in a city than out in the country.”

      “Yeah, but there’s so much traffic and so many people here. Seems like the risk of discovery would be greater.”

      “That’s presumably why they’ve chosen an unconventional hiding spot. I mean, the first place you’d look for strangers would be in hotels, right?”

      “Fair.” With Sabrina’s help, she was able to eliminate two of the factories from consideration over the next couple of hours since they evidenced too much activity. Sabrina had pulled the nearby traffic cameras, which showed that those factories operated on a twenty-four-hour basis with four shifts, which meant someone hiding out there would be at greater risk of discovery, given all the people coming and going. She couldn’t erase them solely on that basis, but in combination with other factors, she was comfortable removing them from the list. “Do you have anything on the other three?”

      Sabrina replied, “Not a damn thing.”

      “Then what use are you?”

      The infomancer laughed. “I’ll remember that the next time you’re, like, ‘Hey, I need someone to investigate this super-secret organization on the down-low.’”

      Cait chuckled. “You’re right. I take it back. Still, any ideas?”

      “We need to put surveillance on the factories, but if they’re magicals, they’ll probably have defenses up against that. So, we need a sensor that can punch through whatever they’re using.”

      “I don’t know if that exists.”

      Sabrina replied, “Seems like someone would’ve come up with one by now. In any case, I think you know the only place you’ll be able to find them if they do exist.”

      I do, and I’m probably overdue to put in an appearance. “I guess a trip to the Purple Market is in order.”

      After spending the rest of the afternoon watching the buildings in the unfulfilled hope that her quarry would take pity on her and show themselves, Cait returned home by way of the fish market. With Aza fed, she changed into her Lexi Matthews look, donning jeans and a tight blouse instead of the infiltration suit. She left that in the safe, though that meant she’d have to return to the apartment to change. More comfortable changing here than on a rooftop. She pointed at Aza, who was lying on his back on the bed as always. “You can digest as a cuff. Move it, buddy.”

      He shrank, flew over, wrapped himself around her upper arm, and used the camouflage ability of his scales to disguise himself as jewelry. No matter how many times she watched him do that transformation, she found the process astounding. She did magic, but he was magic, and moments like this illustrated the difference. She warned, “Behave yourself.”

      He laughed in her mind. Me? I always behave.

      She sent back, Yeah, sure. A portal took her to a spot near the Purple Market, and she made her way to the city’s underground bazaar for the sale and trading of magical items. She went first to Billy, who watched over the place from his usual stool. His thick glasses made his eyes huge, but they still failed to draw her gaze away from his garish green and blue bowling shirt. His beard was trimmed and combed, and he patted it absently as she approached

      She hopped up across from him with a broad smile. “Long time no see, Billy.”

      He nodded. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about us.”

      Cait laughed. “As if you seriously thought about me.”

      He made a helpless gesture. “What can I say? I remember the pretty faces. I’m an old lech like that.”

      She was pretty sure she’d never met anyone less like a lech than Billy. “I’ve got a problem I hope you can solve.”

      “People who come here usually do. Shoot.”

      “I have several locations I need to plant surveillance on. It doesn’t have to be visual but has to be more than audio. The issue is that it’s almost certain those inside are using magical protection. So, I need something that’ll cut through that.”

      He let out a low whistle. “You’re not asking for much, are you?”

      Cait was aware of the enormity of the request. “I know. I also recognize that it’ll be expensive, but the issue is pressing, so I’m kind of stuck.”

      He shrugged. “I can’t say that anyone here has what you need, but your best bet is Reggie. He’s in the middle of the room, probably rebuilding a watch.”

      “Right, I’ve seen him here before. He seems to like working on meticulous things.”

      “Exactly. If anyone’s figured out the intricacies of what you’re looking for, he’s the dude.”

      She hopped off her stool and fist-bumped him. “You’re a lifesaver, Billy.”

      He shook a scolding finger at her. “Just remember to come back and see your old friends a little more often, huh?”

      “Will do.” She headed for the man he had suggested.

      A placard on his desk said Reginald, and he fit the name. Thin and precise, he was clean-shaven, his hair was perfectly slicked down, and his suit looked as if it had originated on Saville Row and had last been pressed five minutes before. She waited quietly and watched him work. After several seconds of tinkering with a watch on the table in front of him, he set his tools down, sighed in satisfaction, and glanced up. “May I help you?”

      “I hope so. May I sit?” He gestured at the chair, and she took it. “I’m looking for a surveillance device that can overcome magical protection. Billy says you’re the only person who’s likely to have one.”

      He replied in a soft English accent, “I believe William is accurate in that assessment.”

      “You have something like that?”

      He nodded. “It captures audio but also uses a kind of sonar to map an area. It defeats magical concealment because it actively uses the surface it is on as a magnifier and signal conductor.”

      Cait chuckled darkly. “I don’t have a chance of understanding the technology behind it, do I?”

      He made a similar noise. “Are you a technomancer?”

      “My sister is.”

      “Then your sister might understand it.”

      She laughed. “I’m looking for three.”

      He nodded. “I have three.”

      Cait summoned her will and asked the dreaded question. “How much?”

      He named a price and added, “I don’t negotiate.”

      She winced at what it was going to cost her. I need to make an Oriceran treasure run. This is ridiculous. I wonder how Diana and her team fund their stuff. She considered the question, then answered herself. Probably government black budgets. I should get one of those. “Deal.”

      An hour later, she was on a rooftop near one of the factories, clad in her infiltration suit. She had placed the three devices in a backpack. Each was the size of a toaster, which meant she’d have to be careful about putting them where they wouldn’t be noticed. Reginald had recommended positioning them against a structural part of the building, ideally something metal. There must be a bunch of metal in a factory, right?

      She stabilized her veil and launched herself through the air on a blast of force magic. Her landing on the roof of the metalworking factory was almost soundless. She pried open the skylight with a tool from her suit and peered inside. A grid of steel beams lay about ten feet below her, and she offered a word of appreciation to the universe for those who’d built the place. She used the winch on her belt to lower herself to the nearest beam, placed the device on it, and secured it with the pair of magnets the technomancer had provided. She switched it on and whispered, “Are you getting this?”

      Sabrina, who was on her home system, replied, “Affirmative. Looks good.”

      “Excellent.” They wouldn’t know if it worked for at least an hour, which, according to Reginald, was how long it took the equipment to map and understand a structure. Afterward, most of the work was comparative, he’d explained. She would have to look at snapshots from different moments to see what had changed.

      She winched back up. “Let’s hope the next two are as easy as this one was.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Shane climbed out of the autonomous vehicle and shot his cuffs, twisting the cufflinks for good measure. He was in his best suit, a bespoke black rig with a deep scarlet tie over a purple shirt. Frankie stepped up beside him. She was wearing a dark blue dress and holding a clutch purse, inside which was a small revolver. She also had knives hidden around her body, though her outfit didn’t leave a lot of room for such things.

      The bar they were headed to was called The Barrister’s Refuge, and one only gained access to it by being a member. That cost an exorbitant amount and was only sold on an annual basis or by invitation from a member. He’d never been inside since this level of ostentation was not his thing. However, Victor Huff owned a membership, and since he’d set the location for their meet, Shane would get a look at this exclusive destination.

      He opened the door, which was set with crystals in a pattern that was hard on the eyes, and stepped from darkness into subdued light. He wouldn’t have chosen to meet for drinks at eleven o’clock at night, but he hadn’t done the choosing. A maître d’ in a tuxedo smiled as he entered. “You must be Mr. Huff’s guest. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      His subtle rebuke that Shane was a couple of minutes late was annoying, and he imagined what the man would look like bleeding on the floor from a gunshot wound in the leg. The smile that image summoned discomfited the host. The man nodded at Frankie. “Please, both of you, come this way.”

      He led them to a single table nestled in a far corner, with another nearby that separated it from the rest of the room. He and Frankie took seats at the further one, then ordered from the server, who appeared as the maître d’ departed. They had barely tasted their drinks when Victor arrived with a beautiful woman on his arm. He was dressed in a pricey suit and looked like any other executive. She was stunning, with a fall of blonde hair that caught the eyes and a scarlet dress that refused to release them.

      Shane and Frankie rose to greet them, and the ladies moved to the other table while he and Victor sat at the one he’d initially chosen. Shane began, “Kind of you to invite me. I haven’t been to this place before. Its reputation is well deserved.”

      A drink arrived for Victor, who hadn’t had to order. He sipped it, then replied, “My pleasure. However, given how much I’m paying you, you should probably offer to take care of the bill.”

      Shane laughed. “In the words of an old movie, show me the money, and I’ll be happy to oblige.”

      Victor pulled an overly thick phone from his jacket pocket and tapped it a few times. “The transfer has been initiated on my end. Once you accept it, you have forty-eight hours to leave town. If you’re here after that, I’ll consider you in breach of our agreement.”

      Shane rewarded the dictate with an insolent smile. “This is the place where you would intone, ‘And you do not want to be in breach of our agreement,’ isn’t it?”

      His host laughed. “That is understood, is it not?”

      “It is. I have to ask. Why?”

      Victor stared at him for a long time as if he were trying to decide what sort of animal he was, then shrugged. “One gets tired of solving every problem with violence. Besides, it’s not that great a fee. By increasing our efforts in the areas you were influencing, we’ll probably make the cost back in real-time. After that, it’ll be profit.”

      Shane replied, “It’s really about the money for you?”

      Huff gave a condescending laugh. “What are we, Shane, friends? Hardly. You don’t know me. If it makes you happy to think money drives what I do, it’s all the same to me.” He finished his drink and rose. Frankie flinched but didn’t react further, and Victor chuckled again. He held out a hand, his associate took it, and they walked out of the building.

      Shane and Frankie stood next to each other to watch them go, and he shook his head. “Weird. Very weird.”

      She replied, “Yeah. We should do a full bug sweep on ourselves when we get back to the penthouse.”

      “You’re coming back to the penthouse?”

      “Stow your libido, chucklehead. I’ll only be staying long enough to be sure he doesn’t follow you and try to kill you.”

      Shane gestured ahead. “Well, okay then. Lead on.”

      They made it to the penthouse without an issue, but once they were inside, Frankie stopped walking. She mumbled, “I don’t feel right,” then crumpled.

      He dove forward, caught her, and set her on the rug, then snapped, “Code Red.”

      A moment later, the house AI announced, “Jazz, Lexi, doctor online.”

      His hands worked to arrange Frankie in a more comfortable position as he said, “This is Shane. At the penthouse. Frankie just collapsed. Assume we’re under attack.”

      The doctor said he’d get there as soon as he could, and Jazz told Shane, “Putting your building into lockdown.”

      Lexi growled, “Be there in a flash.”
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        * * *

      

      Cait had been about to enter the third factory when the emergency communication came into her suit. Instead, she opened a portal to Shane’s apartment and sprinted through it. The landing spot was in his bedroom, which was empty, so she ran to the living room. He knelt over Frankie, holding her head. The fallen woman was flushed to the point that Cait could almost see the heat radiating off of her. She pulled off her mask and dropped it as she knelt and pressed her fingers to Frankie’s carotid. “What happened?”

      She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Shane this upset. He forced the words out through overwhelming rage. “We were with Victor Huff, having a drink at The Barrister’s Refuge. He and I were at one table, and his date and Frankie were at the other. When we got back here, she just collapsed.”

      Memories of her encounter with the Chemist turned her mind to the idea of poison. “Okay, let’s see what we can do for her.” Activating the earring that was her magical connection to her sister, Cait said, “Hey, sis, it’s Lexi. I’ve got a problem, and I need your help right away.”

      Aisling replied after a short pause, “Lexi, right. I’ll grab my kit.” Cait created a portal, and Aisling stepped through. When she saw the figure on the floor, she asked, “Poison?”

      “That’s my guess, which is why I called you.”

      Her sister ordered, “Draw the inner stuff.” After grabbing the materials she needed from the kit, Aisling walked over to Shane and pushed him back so he would be out of the magical area. She said, “You must be Shane. I’m Lexi’s sister. Nice to meet you. Stay out of the way and be quiet unless it’s important. Time matters.”

      Cait and Aisling sketched the necessary magical shapes and symbols. When it was done, Cait sat beside Frankie in the circle reserved for her. Aisling knelt outside the spell circle in another one connected to it by a line to act as a power reservoir.

      Cait looked at Shane. “No matter what happens, don’t interfere, or she’s dead, and we probably will be, too.” She activated the wards and, gripping Eclipse’s hilt in one hand, dove inside Frankie’s mind.

      Her senses registered the real world again an unknown amount of time later. The battle against the poison had been different from what she’d faced during her experience, with no personification of the enemy, only waves of ever-expanding algae she’d had to fight. She pulled the energy potion from her belt and drank it to avoid passing out. Frankie’s color was better, and the woman’s eyes flickered open.

      Cait smiled down at her. “Welcome back.”

      Frankie mumbled, “Lexi? You were in my mind, but you looked different.”

      The doctor had arrived during the process since a man she didn’t know knelt beside Cait and put a needle into Frankie’s arm without Shane tackling him. His voice was friendly as he told his patient, “You need to sleep.”

      Cait patted Frankie on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Hallucinations are common. You’ll be fine.” She stood and turned to her sister, who was packing her gear, including a vial of blood she hadn’t noticed her draw. She hugged Aisling, opened the portal to Ireland, and closed it behind her.

      Finally, she turned to Shane. She knew she looked a mess, with her hair disarranged by her cowl and her makeup smeared from the mask, not to mention the trial she’d gone through with Frankie. She managed a tired smile.

      He smiled back. “You should come see us in San Francisco, Lexi. We could have a good time.”

      Cait nodded. It felt like goodbye, which was probably best for everyone involved. “You need to get out of town before Victor tries again, and you should take her with you.” Her voice softened. “And I’ll definitely visit, as long as you promise it will be fun.”

      He laughed and reached out to hug her. “The funnest.”

      When they broke the embrace, she grabbed her mask and portaled away. From the top of the factory in which she needed to place her last device, she activated the comm. “I’m going to need you to hack another infomancer.”

      Sabrina replied, “Why?”

      “To get rid of the recordings of Aisling.”

      She could hear Sabrina’s frown. “Why was Aisling there? Where were you? Never mind. You can tell me later. Who is it?”

      “Goes by Jazz.”

      “Oh, yeah, I know that dude. He’s a good guy.”

      “You can take him?”

      The infomancer yawned dramatically. “In my sleep.”

      Cait laughed. “All right. Do that while I get this last surveillance device planted. Then I need a long shower and a longer rest.”
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      Cait got the final device installed without any trouble, then enjoyed the well-earned rewards of a long shower and a longer rest. Relieved of the need to spend her day in Chinatown, she did her normal marshal tasks in the office and regularly checked in with Sabrina, who was keeping an eye on the feed from the devices. It was an uneventful and even pleasant workday.

      Cait felt like she owed her friend for her help on the project and decided to make a down payment on the debt. She retrieved several pizzas and a couple of bottles of red wine and took them to Sabrina’s apartment. Needless to say, the infomancer was wholeheartedly into the arrangement.

      With the pizza consumed, much of it by Aza, who was lying on his back on the floor snoring, she and Sabrina sat on the couch drinking their first glasses from the second bottle of wine. Sabrina said, “So, you think Frankie was poisoned, or you know Frankie was poisoned?”

      Cait replied, “Before I dropped into her body to fight it, I was pretty sure it was deliberate. When I got in there, it was obvious.”

      “Would a disease look and act the same?”

      “I wondered the same thing after my episode and asked my mother about it. Turns out she knows a lot about magic she hasn’t shared with the rest of us. Or as she put it, ‘Hasn’t burdened us with.’”

      The infomancer cackled. “My mom does the martyr thing now and again, too. I think it’s in the rulebook.”

      In Cait’s experience, witches, both with and without children, liked to talk about their sacrifices for the greater good. “She said disease can look like that, but it’s usually a slow progression. The speed of expansion of the algae or whatever it was meant it had to be poison. I suppose if Frankie had been dying of something else, it might look the same. It was beyond my expertise, but for my money, it was poison.”

      Sabrina nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “I guess I should admit I have a poisoning phobia at this point. That might influence my opinion.”

      The other woman replied with a chuckle of understanding. “I think that’s an entirely reasonable reaction, given the encounter with the Chemist. Do you know how it was done?”

      Cait frowned. She’d asked herself that question every hour since the event. “Not really. I mean, the logical answer is that Huff’s arm candy did it. They were at a table together and all.” She waved a hand in frustration. “Too many other possibilities exist to be sure it was her. It could have been someone in the kitchen. Hell, it could’ve been intended for Huff’s girlfriend, and the drink orders got screwed up. I don’t know.”

      “Your gut?”

      “The woman did it.”

      The conversation turned to the frequency with which older rich men made a point of being seen in public with beautiful women who were far too young for them. Sabrina’s opinion was that any score against the wealthy was a worthy endeavor. Cait was trying to poke holes in the argument when a shrill beep came from another room. Sabrina shot off the couch and headed for her bedroom and the computers it contained. “That’s the system alarm for the devices in the factories.”

      Despite the day of watching, they hadn’t been able to narrow down which of the factories, if any, held the rumored soldiers. Cait arrived behind Sabrina as she pulled the pictures up. One of the warehouses showed still images of people entering a room but not through a door the devices had mapped.

      Toggling between shots revealed that it could only be a portal, based on the position of the entrance and the fact that in one frame, the relevant spot in the room was empty, and in the next, half a body was present. The one after that showed the person in the room and a foot coming through behind him.

      Cait said, “Could be real. I’m going to change into something a little less comfortable. Keep me updated.” She opened a portal and stepped into her apartment. Aza had awoken at the sound of the alarm, and he dashed through with her. She’d prepared her infiltration suit earlier in anticipation of an emergency and headed for where it hung on her closet door.

      She slipped on the top and bottom portions of the outfit, then sat to don the boots with their reinforced striking points at the heel and toe and the soft sole that quieted her footsteps. Her fingers tapped the slight protrusions on the hilts of the stilettos in the back of each as she secured them. Her backup knives were in wrist sheaths, ready for action, and the feel of that weight as she dressed reminded her that she needed to give them to Aisling.

      Eclipse had replaced them since she could cast through the sentient dagger, which was sheathed on her left hip. Above it rode the Taser, which gave her three nonlethal shots, including the reloads on her belt. Cait unlocked her safe, pulled out a Glock 22 pistol with the serial number removed to make it untraceable, and shoved it into the holster on her right thigh. She slipped two fifteen-shot reload magazines into her belt to match the one in the weapon, all loaded with anti-magic bullets.

      The belt also held the brain that operated the suit, her electronics kit, half-size healing and energy flasks on both hips, her explosives pack, and four small grenades. She pulled out the smart wire from the belt buckle to be sure it slid smoothly, which it did. That item, the winch attached to it, and the harness built into the suit had been very handy while planting the devices. She touched the hilts of her four throwing daggers, a pair at the bottom of each rib cage. I’m ready. She unzipped the seal on her upper arm and said, “Move it, buddy.”

      Aza shrank and transformed into a cuff in her palm. Cait slipped him around her biceps and zipped the panel closed. Finally, she pulled on the suit’s gloves, thinking again that she should have them modified to be the sort of shock gloves Diana Sheen’s team wore to give her another nonlethal option.

      Before pulling on her cowl, she changed her hair color to Lexi’s and dabbed on makeup to cement the disguise, though she doubted anyone would have occasion to see it. She asked, “Which warehouse?”

      On the comm built into her hood, Sabrina replied, “Number two, the textile one. If I’m reading the images right, those people are on the lowest level.”

      Cait searched her memory for how that location had felt and opened a portal to it. She stepped through onto the roof, veiled, and stalked to the edge overlooking the door that led to the basement. Force of habit took her around the skylights at an angle where she wouldn’t be seen from inside.

      Nothing happened for several minutes other than Sabrina describing movement within the structure. The routine was broken when four large SUVs pulled up beside the building. The door opened, and black-clad figures flowed through it and straight into the vehicles. Cait reported, “I count twenty. Five in each vehicle, plus the drivers.” She couldn’t assess whether the drivers were combatants, so it was important to add them to the number of potential enemies.

      The SUVs rolled away, and she unzipped her cuff to release Aza. She veiled him as he flew into the sky to follow the cars, then pursued them herself, portaling or magically leaping from one rooftop to the next after them. After several minutes, she concluded that they were headed toward the Thorns’ territory and reported that to Sabrina. The infomancer could call in emergency services or police anonymously using a process they’d arranged at the start of her adventures as Lexi. Aza, who was closer to the vehicles, reported, They’re splitting up.

      She growled a curse and asked, “S, do you have any drones?”

      Sabrina replied, “The only ones nearby are police drones. It would take me time to hack them and would also carry a solid risk of detection.”

      “Damn it.” Her mind raced, arriving in short order at the only solution. She sent to Aza, Okay, you take one pair. I’ll follow the others.

      He said, One group turned back into Chinatown. The other is still going forward.

      I’ll get the ones who are sticking around. You follow the rest.

      Deal.

      Cait didn’t critique the decision. Several valid reasons supported it, including the reality that the dragon was much faster than her and could keep up with the vehicles if they drove onto the highway. At the same time, she acknowledged that a threat to Yoshino, if that was what this event portended, mattered more to her than danger to the Thorns’ soldiers or leaders.

      She followed them as closely as their route and the buildings allowed and was surprised as they took a serpentine path through town, which made her task easier. She sent, “It’s like they’re driving at random. I can’t tell what they’re up to.”

      Sabrina replied, “Killing time for a coordinated effort?”

      “Could be. Maybe they’re planning to hit the Dragons here and pick up any in the other territory at the same time.”

      Aza could hear her words through their connection. He replied, I don’t think so. They’re near that nightclub.

      Sabrina said, “Uh-oh,” after Cait relayed his words.

      Cait didn’t speak again for a few seconds as she flew across a two-lane street. She landed cleanly and replied, “Yeah. Keep your finger next to that alarm button for police, fire, and medical. If Aza sees them get out of the cars, we’ll hit it.”

      Two minutes later, Aza said, They’ve stopped. Doors are opening. Want me to burn them?

      Cait sent back, No. There’s no plausible reason for Cait Keane’s dragon partner to be there, and we can’t risk you being seen. She told the infomancer, “S, sound the alarm.” Her vehicles had ended their strange serpentine path and were now driving with purpose. Cait followed, her mind concerned about what the black-clad soldiers planned to do, what she could do to stop them, and whether she’d made the right call by keeping Aza from solving the problem with fire.
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      Cynthia peered through the window at the gyrating bodies below and frowned. Why do the people tonight seem so annoying? She and Carl had a schedule of when each would oversee the club, and this was her night. The headache that pulsed at the back of her eyes hadn’t responded to the first dose of painkiller, nor was the gin and tonic she held in her hand doing much to help.

      The only other people present in the lounge with her were a pair of guards positioned next to each of the two doors leading into the room, and the bartender, a twenty-something woman with short blonde hair and aggressively punk makeup who didn’t seem happy to be in here rather than out on the floor. Only a few of the club’s bartenders were cleared to work in this space, and though the pay was better than what they’d get in the public area, even accounting for tips, she was sure it was boring for them. It has to be. It’s boring me out of my wits.

      She threw the rest of the drink back and held up the glass. The bartender came over, put on a smile, and asked, “Same thing again?”

      “Please.” Her eyes returned to the people dancing below and the ever-changing light show that bathed them. She imagined what it would look like if she dropped a fireball into the middle of it. She exhaled a long sigh. Maybe the straight life isn’t for you. It wouldn’t take much effort to jump back into the assassination game. A few weeks of training to get back to top functioning, and then this dreadful dullness would be a thing of the past.

      A sudden surge in the mass of people below distracted her from her thoughts. She scanned the area for its source and saw that the crowd had formed a circle around two men who were throwing ineffectual punches at each other. Again, how boring. Cynthia shook her head. “People are so bloody stupid.”

      The guard beside the door that led into the club replied, “Security is on it. Same old, same old. Nothing to worry about, boss.”
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        * * *

      

      The black SUVs stopped in the street beside the club on the side on which the fire escape was located. Inside, the Cui Siwang soldiers examined the feeds from the club. Their people had placed sensors inside each evening, most of which disappeared the next day. They had provided a basic understanding of the club’s routine, as well as an indication of when the owners were present.

      Beside those images was another from a camera positioned inside the owners’ room on the second level. The team’s infomancers had identified the signals entering and leaving the building and discovered one they couldn’t identify. A couple of days of hacking had given them access to it. That was how they’d chosen this night to act, triggered by the female leader’s arrival.

      The leader stated, “The plan is unchanged. Execute now.” As one, the doors opened, and five men stepped out of each vehicle. One dashed toward his pre-planned position, while three others sought cover that would give them line of sight on the exits at the front and back of the building in case their quarry tried to escape through them.

      That left six soldiers in the quiet one-way lane. Each was clad in heavy black tactical armor, including high-tech full-head helmets that looked like the protection motorcyclists and race car drivers wore. The base layer of dark fatigues was obscured by bulky armor plates attached to a metal skeleton. It had servos to assist with the weight of the gear. Power cells and a computer brain sat in a protected box at each soldier’s lower back beneath the small backpack atop the armor.

      Each man was armed with a large-caliber automatic carbine, a sidearm should their primary weapon fail, and grenades in belt holders. Specialists carried additional equipment required by their talents. He spoke to one now. “Portal.” The magical used his wand to create a connection between their position and the top of the fire escape. First through the rift was the demolition expert, who outlined the heavy locked door that directly accessed their target with det cord, then stepped back through the portal.

      The leader ordered, “Go.” With a crash that was muffled by the automatic systems in their helmets, the door exploded into the room. “Move, move, move.”
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        * * *

      

      Cynthia was up and running the instant the door imploded. Her instincts had snapped her attention in that direction a moment before, probably from an out-of-place noise, so her surprise wasn’t total. Her peripheral vision revealed that the door had twisted and bent around one hinge that hadn’t let go. That was an unfortunate thing for the security guard who had been standing beside it since the power of the explosion whipped the door around on that point and flattened him between the metal and the wall.

      Her focus was on her destination, the armored bar in the corner. The unlamented Leonard Rosetta had possessed a healthy fear of being attacked in the club when he’d owned it and had taken precautions like the heavier-than-average door that had just crushed one of her guards. The bar was another. It looked normal but was heavily reinforced with steel plates.

      Cynthia pulled the bartender, who had frozen in the face of the noise and thunder, down behind its protection. A gunshot was followed by a grunt and the thud of a body hitting the floor as the intruders shot the room’s other security guard.

      She wrenched open the floor panel that concealed the lounge’s hidden weapons, chiding herself for the complacency that left her lacking a gun of her own. More shots were fired, and bullets slammed into the bar and the wall behind it. She shoved a pistol into her waistband at the small of her back and checked to be sure the shotgun was ready to fire.

      Looking at the frightened bartender, she hissed, “Lay on the floor, cover your head, and don’t move. They’re not here for you, so don’t give them a reason to notice you.” The woman complied without argument.

      Cynthia reached for her magic and tried to summon a portal, only to find that she was unable to. Anti-magic emitter nearby. Bastards came prepared. She popped up for a quick look at the room and spotted three men, with more entering from the fire escape. One was doing something with the door that led to the club. She yanked her head down an instant before bullets hammered into the bar. No time, no options. The only thing to do was move.

      She gathered her strength, then burst out of hiding, firing the shotgun blindly at the new arrivals as quickly as she could pump it and pull the trigger. Return fire seared her upper arm, causing her to put the last of the weapon’s five rounds into the ceiling. She dropped the gun, raised her arms to cover her face, and leapt at the one-way window overlooking the club.

      Cynthia curled her body as she hit it and smashed through. Glass accompanied her as she fell and slammed into the dance floor with a grunt of pain. The crowd ran screaming and managed to avoid breaking her fall. Gunshots came from the front and back of the building, and bullets zipped toward her through the broken lounge window. She lurched to her feet and dashed for the corner diagonally across the floor from her.

      Her speed was such that she banged into and through the door of the small maintenance area rather than stopping to open it. Tools hung on the wall, locked behind a wire cage, and a ladder that led to the roof was bolted to another. She was momentarily out of the intruders’ view, but her magic hadn’t come back, which meant she still didn’t have enough distance from them. Curses escaped her as she climbed, the wound in her arm burning each time she used it to propel herself up another rung. Pain had never stopped her, and it wouldn’t now.

      She bashed open the hatch and pulled herself up onto the roof a moment before bullets seeking her flew through the hole. She panted as she forced herself to her feet. Against her hopes and wishes, her magic still wasn’t accessible. She drew her pistol, stuck it over the opening, and fired two shots to discourage pursuit. The brass hadn’t hit the roof’s surface when she took off at top speed toward the building closest to this one, intent on escaping the radius of whatever her unknown attackers were using to suppress her magic.
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      Cynthia’s sneakers pounded on the tar and gravel roof of the nightclub as she sprinted toward what she hoped would be freedom. Bullets slammed into the roof behind her and whipped past on both sides, forcing her to dive behind a large HVAC unit. The landing scraped her bare arms, and she cursed herself for wearing a fashionable top with spaghetti straps for the evening, especially since the only people who might have been impressed were the guards and the bartender.

      She stuck the pistol around the corner and fired blindly twice, mentally counting the number remaining in the Glock’s magazine. Thirteen left. She had no magic, and she had no reloads. She didn’t even have the knife she normally kept in her boots because she hadn’t worn them. Anger at herself and her attackers mingled, distracting her, and she slammed her will down to block it.

      Cynthia crawled around the far side of the unit and risked a look. An attacker was moving slowly toward her to flank her, but he hadn’t noticed her yet. She sighted down the barrel at the center of his helmet and pulled the trigger three times. The first two bullets didn’t penetrate, but the third one got through. Wet redness jetted out of the hole as the man collapsed.

      Answering fire punched into the equipment as she stalked back around it. Ten rounds left. A thump vibrated through the metal as one of her opponents slammed into the opposite side of the equipment. She readied herself to run again and took off as a grenade sailed over the unit. It detonated when she was ten feet from her former position, and fragments peppered her legs. It didn’t feel like any sank in, but the burning sensation suggested some had sliced through her jeans and cut her flesh.

      The damage caused her to push harder and run faster, though every step she took lanced more pain through her body. Fortunately, adrenaline prevented it from overwhelming her. She saw the low wall at the edge of the roof coming and focused hard, keeping both the spot she intended to use as a launch point and her planned landing space locked in her vision. As she neared it, a bullet smashed into the back of her shoulder and messed up her gait. She almost made a fatal stumble but recovered in time to take a running jump, land with one foot on her launch point, and hurtle into space over the alley that separated the buildings.

      Cynthia had never felt more vulnerable than during the seconds she was in the air. After a subjective eternity, her feet hit the opposite roof and she collapsed, her legs too impaired by the damage they had taken to keep her upright. She rose to a knee, spun, and fired four shots back along her path. Six left.

      Three of the four bullets caught the nearest guard in midair. He made it across the gap but crumpled when he hit the roof. She thought her rounds had struck him in the legs or hip but didn’t stay to verify that. This building took up more space along the street than the nightclub and she ran for all she was worth, darting around equipment whenever she reached it to break her pursuers’ line of sight.

      Finally, blissfully, she felt her magic return. The smart thing to do was to create a portal and get the hell out of there, but Cynthia was furious at the people who were trying to kill her. Furious with herself for getting caught in this stupid position. Furious with Carl and his idiotic plans. Furious with everything.

      Instead of fleeing, she reached out with telekinesis. An air conditioning unit ripped free of the small shack it was attached to, probably a maintenance shed, and flew through the intervening space like a missile at the nearest black-clad soldier. The man brought his hands up as if to block, but her projectile struck with enough force to lift him off his feet and propel him off the roof. Her smile grew as she imagined the crunch his body made when it hit the ground.

      The remaining attacker fired, but she had stolen a sheet of metal from a piece of nearby equipment and held it in front of her like a shield. She shouted, “You came into my place and tried to kill me? You’re gonna wish you died before this evening ever started. It will take hours…no, days for you to die once I get my hands on you.”

      The shouted words garnered no response, and she swore under her breath. She’d hoped to push him into taking an action that she could exploit, but he kept firing. When his magazine ran dry, she hurled the metal at him. He scampered to the side to evade it, and her rush got her to him before he could reload his weapon. She grabbed the rifle and used it to yank him off-balance, intending to bring him around into a knee strike.

      Instead, he slapped the button that released the strap and spun away, leaving her holding the unloaded gun. His pistol was in his hand as he faced her again, so she hurled the rifle at him like a basketball player making a chest pass. He was forced to twist to knock it away, and she used the interval to close with him. Her left hand grabbed his wrist, and her right punched over it to slam the gun out of his grip.

      He brought his left arm around in a punch at the back of her head, but she ducked the arm she held and stepped through, wrenching the limb in its socket. He leapt into a somersault to relieve the pressure on his arm, which came as a shock and caused her to release it. As soon as he landed, he spun into a backward kick aimed at her head, but she intercepted it with a two-arm block.

      The armor plate on his shin sent pain throbbing up her arms, and the wound in her upper arm burned in sympathy, but she had no attention to pay to them. Any punch that landed on his armor would do more damage to her than to him, and she didn’t like her chances of getting through his helmet with her unadorned fists. She focused her attacks on his arms and legs where the armor had gaps, kicking at the latter when an angle presented itself and trying for a joint lock or an opportunity to break an elbow.

      Unfortunately, the man was a talented fighter. In her experience, the number of people who were skilled at rifle, pistol, and unarmed combat were few, but she had drawn the short straw with this one. He made use of his armor as well, striking not just with punches but with armored forearms, elbows, knees, and shins. His attacks were quick and direct, denying her the opportunity to capture one of his limbs.

      That she’d lost access to her magic again added to her burning frustration. Each blow she struck had the potential to end the fight, but none had done so yet. Each blow he struck, whether or not she blocked it, hammered a body that was damaged and weakening. Feeling desperate, Cynthia tried something dangerous. She ran at him and faked high, then fell to the roof and spun at the last minute to take his legs out from under him.

      Her shins struck armor on the back of his legs, which she thought was unfair, but the move unbalanced him, and he fell on his back. She rose and stomped her heel on his helmet, smashing it against the roof as the man attempted to rise. She repeated the blow, then twice more, skipping out of range when he tried to grab her legs. After the fifth stomp, his movements were slower, and his helmet was cracked.

      She knelt, ripped his headgear off, and threw it over the side of the building. She hoped it would hit the guard she’d knocked over the edge. She shouted into his face, “Who are you? Who sent you? Tell me who I have to kill next.” When he didn’t respond, she slapped him and screamed, “Tell me!”

      When he refused to reply, she rose and drew her leg back in preparation for kicking him in the side of the head. She didn’t care if he lived or died and was no longer concerned with who’d sent him. Her time in Boston was done. She would portal from here to her apartment, grab the essentials, head to Syndicate headquarters, and put this whole experience in the rearview.

      Her kick never landed. She felt, if only for an instant, the incredible burning pain of the sniper’s bullet as it slammed into the back of her skull. Then she felt nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The soldier on the roof was disoriented, but not so much so that he failed to recognize the burst of wetness from his attacker’s head for what it was. Her body collapsed on his, and he pushed her off with a groan, then rose unsteadily to one knee. Nausea threatened to overwhelm him, and he stayed motionless as he battled against his body’s desire to expel everything in his stomach.

      When he had himself under control, he pulled the backup comm from his belt and activated it. “Nice shot.”

      One of the snipers who had dashed off to watch the front and rear exits, as well as the rooftops, replied, “Thank you. It’s unfortunate that we had to resort to the long gun. It will make the fiction that this was an attack by the Dragons less believable.”

      “True, but from what we know of the other leader, he is more likely to react with emotion than considered thought. This will help.” He reached into his belt and pulled out the token they all carried, a scrap of cloth ripped from a kimono. He dropped it on the body and nodded when it landed with the dragon facing up.

      Their leader’s voice came over the radio. “Good work, team. Clean up the fallen and portal back to base.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      A minute after Aza reported that the other team was attacking, the vehicles Cait was pursuing stopped outside a restaurant. Ten figures piled out of the cars. Two ran in different directions while the remaining eight rushed through the entrance. Cait sent, Aza, get back here, then portaled into the alley beside her current perch.

      As she ran between the two SUVs toward the restaurant, the sound of gunfire and the sudden disappearance of her magic caused her to draw her pistol. Three punches slammed into her back, and after catching her balance, she spun to see that the driver of the nearest SUV was aiming a rifle through the open passenger window. She reflexively grabbed a grenade on her belt and hurled it into the SUV, then dashed through the door and to one side before he could shoot her again. That would take the shooter out of the fight.

      Given that two had run off, that left one more driver at her back and six hostiles inside. Three of the latter were visible in the room, firing indiscriminately at customers and men in suits who looked to be standard issue guards for the Dragons. Cait aimed her pistol at the nearest one’s head and only then took in the attackers’ exceedingly martial uniforms.

      They were wearing metal exoskeletons topped with overly large helmets that doubtless provided protection in proportion to the heavy armor that covered their bodies. She pulled the trigger, and the helmet deflected her first round without it accomplishing anything. The second in the same location caused a crack to form. It took three more shots before she got a bullet through, in part because it was difficult to track the spot as he twisted toward her, but eventually, he went down.

      Cait dove and rolled out of the way as the other two slewed their weapons toward her. The bullets chased her as she bounced up and ran toward the kitchen, which was separated from the dining room by a counter that was about four feet off the floor. She hurdled it, enduring a rain of bullets striking her leg armor before they made it through.

      She scuttled behind the cooking line and hissed, “Go hide,” to the startled cooks, part of her mind going on a tangent in an attempt to determine why they hadn’t fled from the gunfire. Her hands ejected the partially spent magazine and exchanged it for a full one with automatic movements, and she slotted the first back into her belt.

      After a deep breath, she surged back into motion. Her route took her through the door into the dining room, then she ducked into cover and pointed her pistol at the first attacker she saw. She squeezed the trigger until her rounds penetrated his helmet and put him down. She accepted several bullet strikes in the process, but none inflicted more than bruises.

      As the remaining guard on the ground floor tracked his weapon toward her, she drew and fired her Taser at him. The darts stuck, and electricity sped down the line. The attack didn’t affect him, and she was forced to draw back into cover again as bullets sought her. She muttered a string of curses. Sabrina, who knew enough about combat to stay quiet to avoid distracting her, asked, “Do you want an alarm for your location, too?”

      Cait replied, “Yes. Make sure they know guns have been fired, and send a lot of ambulances.” She drew one of her throwing knives with her free hand, ran out from cover, and hurled the blade at the remaining soldier as a distraction. He ignored it, and a bullet punched into her leg between the armor on her thigh and knee. The limb collapsed under her, and she went down. From a prone position, she sighted on the man’s foot and pulled the trigger four times.

      Howling, he dropped and released his rifle to catch himself as he hit the floor. Now that she had a second to process it, she identified places his armor didn’t adequately protect and put a bullet into each. One struck his hip, another penetrated a couple of inches below his rib cage, and the last delved into the back of the arm that was nearest to her. He let out a shout that was muffled by his helmet and writhed on the floor, no longer interested in anything but his pain.

      Cait kept her gun trained on him as she lifted her mask to expose her lips, then grabbed the healing potion on her left hip and drank it. She grunted as it pushed the bullet out of the wound and rose to her feet when the healing was complete. The first floor was a mess between the injured and those whose wounds had carried them across the line separating this world from the next.

      Gunfire rang from above, and she dearly wished she could blast everything she saw with magic. She adjusted her mask and stored her flask as she walked by the man she’d put on the floor. Her eye was caught by his backpack. She groaned at the scientists who had so effectively miniaturized anti-magic emitters, despite her use of the tools in the past.

      Cait stopped at the bottom of the stairs and risked a look around the corner. A soldier stood at the top, his gaze on her, and bullets stitched the wall beside her as she yanked her head back. She growled, “Okay, enough of this garbage.”

      She pulled a grenade from her belt and threw it up the stairs. It exploded with a thunderous crack that her suit’s electronics handled with ease, and she charged around the corner and up the stairs with her arms raised to protect her face. Bullets fired by the soldier at the top slammed into her forearm armor. He had apparently had not been not disturbed by her flash-bang. She lurched to the side, dropped her arm, and squeezed her pistol’s trigger repeatedly, aiming for his rifle. She felt like she was trying to fight a medieval knight with a pea shooter.

      One of her rounds struck true, and the soldier stopped firing and let the weapon fall. Her gun was empty before she made it to the top of the stairs, and in the interim, he’d drawn his pistol. She reached him before he could fire and knocked his arm up with her right hand, yanked Eclipse from its sheath with her left, and stabbed the dagger through his arm in a spot his exoskeleton armor didn’t cover.

      Her foe howled, and she wrenched the blade back and forth as she ripped it out. A gout of blood followed it. Cait grabbed the back of his head and pulled to send him tumbling down the stairs. She’d cut something important, so she didn’t imagine he’d be joining the fight again. Her boot slammed into the door separating the stairway from the second floor, and she charged through. Aza said, I’m outside. What do you need?

      The first room was empty except for the black business suit-clad bodies of two men. Cait recognized one of them as a guard she’d seen in attendance on Yoshino. Damn it. She sent to the dragon, Just watch. If you see reinforcements, let me know, and if you spot Yoshino or Kono, do the same.

      As she moved in a crouch toward the other exit from the room, she made a mental count of the opposition again. One driver and the two who ran away are still up on the outside. Six came in. I put three down. Three left. Her Taser was useless, and the remaining stun and flash-bang grenades on her belt would be no better. She paused before moving into the next chamber to switch the magazine in her pistol for a full one, leaving her with two partially loaded mags when this one was empty.

      Cait drew Eclipse and felt a tingle of connection from it. Though not useful at the moment, the realization that the dagger’s consciousness continued in the face of an anti-magic emitter was reassuring. Now ready to move, she muttered, “Okay, three on one. You got this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Aza flew circles in the sky and stared hard at everything below him. His sense of Cait's location told him exactly where she was within the building, and he used her as a center point for his flight path. He risked a low pass, trusting his speed and camouflage to keep him hidden, to peek inside the SUVs.

      One driver was awake and holding a rifle. The other was unconscious in what looked like an uncomfortable position. He flapped to gain altitude and looped around the scene once more. He’d been instructed to watch for reinforcements and presumed they would come from either the warehouse or the Thorns' territory. Movement from the latter direction caused him to extend his flight toward it, but it turned out to be a couple of cars racing down the empty street.

      As he came back around again, he focused on Cait's location and descended to pass along the building at that height. The windows whipped by, but he got enough of a look to recognize a pair of figures. He warned, Yoshino and Kono are in the far corner of the room from your position. I also spotted at least two others dressed in black. Weird helmets. Rifles.

      Cait replied, Thanks for the info, buddy. Keep up the good work.

      Although he’d rather crash through the window and take care of the soldiers, Aza ascended to make another pass around his partner’s location, on the lookout for potential trouble while trying to ignore the actual danger unfolding below.
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        * * *

      

      Aza’s information confirmed what Cait had guessed, although she suspected he had under-counted the enemy’s numbers. She rushed into the room with Eclipse in her left hand and her pistol in her right.

      The scene was as the dragon had described it. The Dragons’ leaders were in the far corner, behind an improvised barricade made of a desk and a file cabinet tipped on one another. She only knew their location because the soldiers were shooting at it, punching chips out of the wood and making dents in the metal.

      One of the three shooters was down on one knee, presumably because of the bloody wound on his leg. That suggested at least one of her allies was armed.

      She rushed toward that one on the assumption that engaging him first would give her the best chance to thin the enemy numbers fast. She fired at the other two as she ran, striking their helmets with her rounds. Her expectation had been that they wouldn’t penetrate, and they didn’t, but the attack caused them to turn in her direction instead of continuing to shoot at Yoshino, which was a win.

      The soldier on one knee was slow to react, and Cait slid to the floor behind him and jammed Eclipse into his lower back. Her motion caused the blow to miss his spine, but he rewarded her with a scream muffled by his helmet as his body stiffened like someone had touched him with a high-voltage wire. She dropped her pistol and hooked a hand under the shoulder of his exoskeleton as she rose. The suit’s motors helped her bring him to his feet.

      She ducked behind him for protection against his allies and looked at the wound to judge how long her human shield would last. It didn’t look like that would be very long from the way blood was departing his body. Her eye caught a small square box at his lower back, and she noted its similarity to an item she saw regularly: the “brain” of her suit, which sat in a similar position on her belt. That information suggested a potential vulnerability.

      Cait shoved Eclipse into its sheath, shoved the man forward, and advanced behind him as bullets from the other soldiers punched into his armor. None made it through to strike her, but he became damaged enough that he couldn’t stay upright. As he collapsed, she pushed him at the one on her right and ran at the one on her left, who was closer to Yoshino and Kono. She took several shots to her body armor as she moved in, including to the forearm plates she’d lifted to cover her face.

      Finally, she was close enough to knock his rifle aside. He punched at her head, but she ducked it, maintained her hold on the weapon, and pushed it across the soldier’s body so it pointed at his ally, who was occupied with deflecting the dead man she’d propelled at him.

      Her opponent kicked at her, and she blocked the rising leg with a raised foot, wincing at the impact of his shin armor on the reinforced heel of her boot. Her gear was designed for speed and agility, while theirs was made to endure punishment. The longer the fight went on, the more that advantage would work for the soldiers.

      He released the rifle and punched with his left hand, and Cait dodged and skittered around behind him. Her steps were faster than his turn, which gave her the opportunity to shove her last shock grenade into a seam between his back armor and the part of his belt that held the box she suspected drove the suit. She dove away from him as the grenade went off and wreathed him with electricity. Several areas on his exoskeleton began to smoke, and his movements became jerky and erratic.

      She turned her attention to the other soldier and found him swiveling his rifle toward her. He managed to get a shot off before she grabbed his weapon and pushed it aside. The round slammed into the armor plate covering her forearm and numbed her right hand. She shoved her arm through the rifle strap, then tried to use it and her other hand on the rifle’s butt to pull him off-balance.

      Instead, he hit a release that detached the strap and belted her in the back of the head with his free hand. Cait took several involuntary steps forward, reflexively spun to block his follow-up attack, and blinked away the stars filling her eyes. She needed to stay close to the man since if a quick blow like that had rung her bell so effectively, one that he had time and space to wind up for would probably kill her.

      Instead of punching, which was what she would’ve done, he’d drawn his pistol. She spun to her right and whipped her leg out in a back kick that knocked the weapon out of his hand and sent it flying across the room. She fell into a horse stance to avoid the punch he threw at her head with the other fist, then drew Eclipse again and snuck in a quick slice at his leg. The dagger connected, and the black fabric darkened as blood flowed into it.

      Cait blocked his next punch with a raised forearm, armor clashing with armor, and felt a familiar sensation as the bone inside fractured. The sudden onslaught of pain narrowed her world to this fight. She stabbed again, but he twisted, and the blade only caught armor. His next flurry of punches missed when she danced away, and she intercepted several more kicks with the soles of her boots. In return, she connected a few more times with Eclipse.

      The realization that she was slowing faster than he was from the accumulated damage pushed her into aggressive action. With a snarl at the pain it caused her, she threw herself at him in a moment where his arms were wide, one for balance and the other winding up for a punch. She shoved Eclipse upward at the spot where his helmet met his body armor at the base of his throat. It penetrated slightly before the armor stopped it.

      With a loud shout, she switched hands to use her right to steady the dagger, crouched, and then channeled all the momentum of her legs and rising body into an upward palm strike on Eclipse’s hilt. The blow pushed the blade in farther. The soldier tried to backpedal when the immediate threat to his life inspired him to focus on defense. Cait moved with him and pounded the weapon with her left palm again and again, driving it in farther.

      His back struck the wall, and his arms flew up. When they came down, they would break her collarbone or shoulders, and both the fight and her life would be over. She put everything she had into one final smash that drove the dagger into his throat. He grabbed at it but collapsed before he could pull it free. Cait was struck from behind by a series of impacts that caused her to stumble and fall toward the wall in front of her.

      She barely managed to get her right arm up to protect her head before she crashed. The arm snapped at the point of the previous fracture, and she fell with a scream of outrage and pain. Her stunned brain tried to figure out where she was in relation to the shots but couldn’t put it together. A pistol barked one shot after the next from her left in quick succession. She threw herself over to look at the room and saw the one whose suit she’d damaged on both knees with his weapon pointed at the floor as Kono’s rounds knocked him off-balance.

      The soldier fell. Cait forced herself to her feet and stomped on his cracked helmet. It broke, and a crooked line spread around the outside. Another kick caused the top half to fly off. She growled, “I have some questions for you.”

      He didn’t respond. He couldn’t respond because a knife had just sprouted from his throat. She turned and saw Yoshino standing with an arm extended in perfect posture for one throwing a weapon.

      Exhaustion hit her, and she fumbled at the healing potion on her right hip with her left hand. Yoshino approached, drew it from her belt, and raised her mask only enough to bring the flask to her lips. Cait drank it greedily. She grunted in suppressed pain as the bones knitted back together, then flexed the hand with a sigh as the painkilling part of the liquid did its work. She said, “People are doubtless waiting out front in case we try to go that way. They probably have the rear covered, too. What’s beside this building?”

      Kono replied, “Office space. A lawyer, I believe.”

      “Good. I have a solution for that problem, then.” She pulled the explosives kit from her belt and outlined the side wall of the room and building with det cord. She slipped a detonator into it, then moved behind cover. “Fire in the hole.” She pressed the button and the cord exploded, followed shortly by the sound made by the outlined piece of wall as it crumbled.

      When the dust settled, an opening led into the adjacent structure. She grabbed the pistol she’d dropped and shoved it into its holster. “Let’s go find a window on the far side of that building and get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Aza had heard the explosion. He figured everyone within a block of the place had heard the explosion and the shattering of windows. He’d been flying above the building at the time of the detonation, high enough that he could watch the streets on either side. Motion had caught his eye and was now burned into his mind. A spot on each of the two rooftops looked like everything around it, except they’d moved when the explosion had gone off. He warned, Don’t come out. Hostiles are out here.

      Cait replied, Check it out, but be quick about it. We’re sitting ducks in here.

      He dove toward the one on his left. When he got closer, he could see a cloth that replicated the roof. He recognized the metal tube peeking out the front as a gun barrel and snarled, then continued his dive and landed hard on the cloth. The man beneath it made a satisfying squish when the full-size dragon body struck him.

      Aza took off and climbed again, trusting his camouflage to protect him but also wary that his next target might have an indication that the first was no longer in play. Now that he knew what to look for, he spotted the other gun barrel pointed at the restaurant’s door. He flew a quick circle to come in from behind, but instead of dropping on this one, he flew close and stabbed his claws through the cloth. They sank into flesh. He curled his talons to maintain his grip and lifted the man, then stopped and hurled his burden across the street to slam into the front of the restaurant. The enemy hit the wall and fell to the pavement.

      With a satisfied smile, he sent, Okay. You’re good now.
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        * * *

      

      Cait used the smart rope in her belt to lower her and Yoshino to the ground. The other woman clung to her with her arms around her neck, their faces an inch apart. When they landed, Yoshino said, “Thank you for rescuing us, Marshal.”

      She flinched, and Yoshino laughed tiredly. “I know how you move. You cannot hide that under a costume.”

      Kono slid down the rope to land beside them. “Madame, we must go.”

      Cait said, “I think their anti-magic emitters are in their backpacks. Once you get a little distance from here, you should be able to have someone portal you away.”

      Yoshino nodded again, as did Kono, then they walked rapidly down the block. She groaned when a wave of weariness hit her. All right, Aza. Let’s get home before someone else figures out who I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Carl pulled himself from one rung of the ladder to the next and fought back the rage that filled him. None of his people knew what had happened on the roof. None had been willing to go up and find out. More accurately, none of those who had responded to the alarm had been willing to do so.

      The guards who had been present at the time of the attack were all dead. Their bodies indicated that they had been taken unaware without an opportunity to defend themselves. When the alarm reached him, he’d tried to portal to the club, only to find the route blocked. He’d portaled nearby and cautiously closed from there, not sure what danger he might discover and unwilling to rush heedlessly into it.

      When he’d arrived, a minute before the guards had joined him, he’d found only bodies. The club was deserted but for corpses. Several patrons were down, their lives ended by the attackers’ bullets. All of his guards were down. He’d glanced at the lounge and seen the shattered window but hadn’t gone up. The broken door into the maintenance area had caught his attention, and he’d had a flash of insight that the fight had made it up to the roof. In due time, he’d watch the video to figure out what had happened and who he had to kill to balance the scales.

      Carl felt the vibrations as the guard ascended behind him and forced himself to keep moving. What he really wanted to do was have a drink or five. He emerged onto the darkened roof and cast a spell to allow him to see better. He stood where he was and surveyed the area, saw the bullet holes in the HVAC equipment, and calculated what had happened. Cynthia had fought, based on the blood that stained the roof at his feet.

      He walked to the edge of the building, stepped up on the low wall, and jumped over it with a magical assist. His footsteps slowed as he approached Cynthia’s body, which had fallen awkwardly to the roof’s surface. Part of her head was missing, but he recognized her from what remained.

      A scrap of cloth lay on her body, and he used magic to lift it and bring it to his hand. He peered at it, taking in the jade dragon on its silken ivory field. He felt strangely empty as he stared at it. The scrape of a boot at his side informed him that the guard who’d followed had made it over the alley gap. Carl said, “Someone wants us to think it’s the Dragons.”

      The other man replied, “You don’t think it’s them?”

      He considered further but came to the same conclusion. “This isn’t their style.”

      The man moved closer to examine Cynthia but didn’t touch her. “I’m not sure about that, boss. This is a lot like the other time someone went after her.”

      Carl sighed at the empty feeling the sight of his former partner engendered. “True.” He knelt and arranged the body, stretching her legs out so they were straight, then crossing her hands on her chest. During the process, he kept his eyes from traveling higher.

      When that was complete, he opened a portal to a location he hadn’t visited in a decade, stepped through, and grabbed a heavy black cloth from one of the metal shelves in the narrow room. He let the portal fall closed after he crossed back to Boston. Alarms would be going off at Syndicate headquarters to alert those in charge that someone had accessed the chapel.

      With a gesture and a word of magic, Carl lifted Cynthia’s body and held it straight with his power. A portion of his mind directed magic to support the other half of the cloth as he snapped it out and over her. He used a combination of muscle and magic to wrap it around his former partner and cocoon her in its soft embrace. The traditional folds that secured it required a pattern he’d learned long before during his training in this part of the Syndicate’s craft.

      His organization believed that every assassin had to understand the reality of death in a personal way, and their members died in sufficient numbers each year to give each recruit the experience of it. Before his training, he’d been casual about the notion of killing others. After he’d seen the reverence with which the shells of departed assassins were handled, he’d developed a greater respect for all dimensions of his craft, which was, he understood, the point of it.

      When it was done, he opened another portal to that room. A stretcher that hadn’t been there previously waited in the narrow aisle between the shelves. He levitated her body over it and lowered it gently into place. Carl touched her cloth-covered foot. “But Neca But Necare. Aeternum Vale, Cynthia.”

      He stepped back through and closed the rift behind him, putting Cynthia, all that they’d shared, and his surprisingly deep feelings for her in a vault at the rear of his brain to deal with at a more appropriate moment. Without a word to his guard, he headed toward the club. Anger filled him, a hot rage that he was hard-pressed to control. As he stalked across the roof, he employed the mental techniques he’d learned during his training to push it away until he could use it.

      He jumped down onto the fire escape and waited for the guard to join him before he entered the building. When the man arrived, Carl said, “The Dragons wouldn’t have left a marker. They wouldn’t need to. I’d assume it was them. The cloth is a clue that it wasn’t.” A couple of pieces fell into place. “Whoever did this thinks he’s clever, and I just happen to know of a clever person who’s recently entered our lives.”

      They walked into the lounge, and he winced at the sight of the destruction the battle had caused. Behind the bar, one of his bartenders was huddled on the floor with her hands over her head, trembling. He set his hand on her back, and she started and cried out. He said soothing words and helped her up to a sitting position. She was undamaged, just frightened.

      Carl opened the safe built into the bar, pulled out a stack of cash, and put it in her hands. “Go home. We’ll be closed for a while. I’ll have someone give you a call if we open again.”

      She nodded, and her voice quivered as she asked, “Cynthia?”

      He shook his head. “She didn’t make it. They were after her and brought too many for her to defeat.”

      “She said that. I-I liked her.”

      Carl rose, pulled her to her feet, and pushed her gently toward the fire escape. “I did too.” After she was gone, he crossed to the door and examined the device the attackers had put on it, probably hoping he’d be stupid enough to enter the room that way. He recognized it since he had used the same model. It was military hardware, not accessible by just anyone.

      He knelt and picked up a bullet casing, noted the caliber, and dropped it as he stood. “That little trap doesn’t fit the Dragons’ sense of honor, and they wouldn’t have gone out of their way to kill guards who weren’t directly involved in the combat. No, this was someone else.” He could only think of one individual with the motive and ability to do him or Cynthia harm, aside from the Dragons. “Victor Huff. It had to be him.”

      The thought settled into his mind like the last piece of the puzzle. He turned to the guard and ordered, “Get an expert in here to disarm that, then close the club. We’re out of business for a while. Summon those you know we can trust to our backup operation site. Pay severance to anyone you don’t have faith in.”

      The man nodded and moved to the task. Carl took one more look at the trap and shook his head. “Victor, you’re going to wish you’d never met me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day, Cait visited Yoshino with Garrett at her side. The news of the attacks had spread through the city, jumping from one organization to the next at the speed of surprise and alarm. Cait had pretended to be surprised, then called to arrange a meeting.

      Kono responded almost instantly, clearly awaiting her contact, and provided an address a block from the restaurant. They walked into the bank and were escorted to Yoshino, who waited in a secure room near the vault. The chamber was decorated, and Cait figured it might be normally used by those handling safe deposit boxes like in the movies.

      Kono stood in a corner behind his patron. Yoshino sat at a polished wooden desk, as prim and proper as always. She was dressed in a simple navy business suit with her hair pulled back. Her makeup almost hid how tired she was, but Cait had interacted with her enough to catch the telltales.

      Kono said, “Please sit. Thank you for coming to us.”

      Cait took the seat on the right, and Garrett settled on her left. This was one of the least posh places she’d ever met Yoshino, assuming one excluded the events of the night before. She quietly asked, “Were you behind the attack on the Thorns?”

      Yoshino’s manicured eyebrow rose slightly. “Of course not. Staging a violent attack upon myself to throw off responsibility would be rather extreme.”

      Cait smiled. “We had to check.”

      “I understand.”

      Garrett asked, “Do you have any reason to believe the attack on you was related to the other one?”

      Kono replied, “Clearly. The combatants were dressed alike. It is obvious that their plan was to eliminate the leadership of both organizations.”

      Her colleague pressed, “For what purpose?”

      Yoshino shrugged. “Likely to gain power.”

      Cait asked, “Do you know who they were?”

      The other woman looked back over her shoulder. “Kono, would you escort Marshal Bradley to the scene of the attack and take him through what you remember?”

      He nodded. “Certainly, Madame.”

      Cait looked at Garrett and tilted her head toward the door. He rose and followed Kono through it. When they were alone, Yoshino stated, “I owe you my life.”

      “Aza deserves some of the credit.”

      “Your dragon.”

      She chuckled. “To be accurate, my dragon partner. Ownership is not implied. If anything, it is the other way around.”

      The other woman smiled. “That sounds like an interesting arrangement.”

      Cait rolled her eyes. “Trust me, it is. He’s the one who spotted the snipers. We still might have avoided them, but that was far from guaranteed. They were in reasonably good positions, even with the change of building.”

      Yoshino’s head dipped in a nod. “Then I thank him as well.”

      Cait replied, “He appreciates it. So, these men originated in a factory in Chinatown.”

      “As I understand it.”

      “One the Dragons have ownership in.”

      Yoshino’s neutral tone revealed nothing. “Yes.”

      Cait asked, “The soldiers were yours?”

      The other woman’s head moved from side to side. “Not exactly.”

      “Would you care to explain?”

      Yoshino locked eyes with her. “I must have your word that this will remain off the official record.”

      The seriousness of her tone reinforced the look on her face. “You have the leverage to guarantee it.” Cait hadn’t been sure how to bring up the woman’s identification of her in her infiltration suit the night before, and the words just popped out.

      Yoshino stood and came around the desk, and Cait rose uncertainly to meet her. The other woman bowed lower than Cait had ever seen her do before, then straightened and spoke in an earnest tone. “As I said, I owe you my life. You are assured of my goodwill in all things for as long as I live, provided you do not knowingly deceive or betray me. I will not share your secret, but I will have your word before I speak.”

      Cait was sufficiently moved that she felt the weight in her chest. She cleared her throat and replied, “You have it.”

      Yoshino smiled and returned to her seat, and Cait took hers again. “When the conflict between the Dragons and the other gangs intensified, we were losing. While Leonard Rosetta was content with the status quo, so was I. We had our skirmishes, but it was never an existential risk for either party. The Thorns changed that, and I needed help. I reached out to an organization. They provided soldiers who failed in their first attempt to kill the Thorns’ leaders. I figured that was the end of their involvement.”

      “Clearly, it wasn’t.”

      Yoshino chuckled darkly. “Clearly. They sent replacements. I tested them to establish their loyalty, and it was not to me. They claimed their goal was to eliminate the female leader of the Thorns, and that thereafter, they would be at my service. Instead, they appear to have wanted to make a play for power of their own.”

      Cait frowned. “Who are they?”

      Yoshino looked uncomfortable as she replied, “The Cui Siwang.”

      The words didn’t mean anything to Cait, but she filed them to research later. “Do you think they’ll continue to be a problem?”

      Yoshino’s concerned frown told the story. “I’m certain they will. I only now see that they sought a way in and have likely had designs on the city since I came to power, perceiving me as weak.”

      Cait countered, “Which you are not.”

      “Which I am not.”

      Cait considered the new information. “What now?”

      Yoshino’s eyes lost focus. “I must reflect on that question for a time.”

      I can see where that would be necessary. “When you know, will you tell me?”

      The corner of the other woman’s mouth twitched up in a smile. “Off the record?”

      Cait laughed. “For sure.”

      “Then yes, I will.”

      The marshal pushed to her feet, figuring she should check on Garrett. Yoshino rose as well and held out a hand to her. An item rested on her palm. “Please, accept this.”

      Cait took the object and examined it. It was a circular ivory pin with a raised dragon on it, covered in scales carved with amazing precision. Small gemstones were set in a few places, and the minimalist approach made each splash of color more vital. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Show this token to any of my people, and they will act as if you are one of my lieutenants.”

      Cait looked up in disbelief, but the other woman’s face was serene. Holy hell, she’s serious. She lowered her eyes. “You honor me.”

      Yoshino replied, “You have earned the honor. Please take care of yourself, Marshal Keane.”

      She met Yoshino’s eyes. “And you, Madame Yoshino.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      After a long day spent investigating the two attacks, Cait grabbed enough pizzas to feed everybody twice over and took them to Sabrina’s with three bottles of wine. They’d stuck to amusing topics while eating too much and knocking down the first bottle.

      Now they were seated on the couch in the living room. Aza was on one of the room’s comfy chairs, with Princess lying on the back cushion over his head. He’d gorged on pizza and was consequently zonked out. Sabrina looked at him and laughed. “Your better half is over it.”

      Cait chuckled and swirled her wine. “I’m over it.”

      “Which ‘it’ are we talking about?”

      She waved her free hand in a wide circle. “All of it. Every tiny little bit of it. You name a thing, and I’m over it.”

      Sabrina said, “Let’s take them one by one. The Thorns.”

      “Definitely over them. I imagine our old friend Carl Winston is pretty ticked off about now, though.”

      “At whom?”

      Cait gestured with her wine, almost spilling it. “That is an insightful question. It would make sense for him to blame the Dragons since that’s who he’s fighting, but as far as he knows, Yoshino doesn’t have access to soldiers of that caliber. He might not automatically assume it’s them. Maybe he’ll think it was another gang or a coalition of other gangs.”

      Sabrina replied, “Carl being uncertain about who he needs to get revenge on isn’t good for anyone.”

      Cait made a derisive noise by blowing through her lips. “We’re assuming Carl will behave like a normal person and actually care. That is not guaranteed.”

      “Well, his club is closed.”

      Cait asked, “Really?”

      Sabrina replied, “Yep. We get all the hot gossip on the infomancy boards.”

      Her friend never failed to amaze her. “Anything on there about the Dragons?”

      “Are you over them, too?”

      “Less so than the Thorns.”

      The other woman laughed as if she’d made a joke. “Fair. Aside from the tidbit that Yoshino was attacked and apparently escaped, there’s nothing. All the infomancers who work things located in Chinatown have found that security has been substantially increased.”

      That sounded like a logical thing to do. “Good. More power to them.”

      Sabrina asked, “What about the people who were really behind the attacks?”

      Cait frowned. “The Cui Siwang? I don’t remember telling you about them.”

      “You didn’t. I wormed it out of you because I’m very clever, and you’re far too trusting.”

      Cait shook a finger at her. “Naughty.”

      Sabrina beamed. “I know. Anyway, what is their deal?”

      Cait paused to top off her glass and fill the one the infomancer extended to her. “I know next to nothing about them, and don’t you go looking. From what Yoshino says, we don’t need that kind of trouble.”

      “She doesn’t like them?”

      Cait snorted. “That’s saying the least. Between you and me, I think she’s afraid of them.”

      Sabrina frowned. “Okay, that sounds serious.”

      “Right? I would’ve said nothing bothered her.”

      Sabrina waved a hand. “This topic is boring. Let’s talk about something else. Victor Huff and Perpetuity.”

      Cait shook a fist. “Wherever you are, I’m over you, too.”

      Her friend’s laugh was more like a giggle. “Then you don’t want to know what I found?”

      Cait turned her attention back to the infomancer. “Of course I do. Stop being ridiculous.”

      “I’ve put together a chain of conclusions based on everything we’ve discovered so far. I’m not saying this is the answer, but I feel good about it.”

      “Percentage?”

      “Eighty. Eighty-five, maybe.”

      Cait knew the other woman well enough to recognize that if she was that certain of it, it was likely to be solid. “Spill.”

      “I should’ve realized it immediately, but Perpetuity is organized around the needs of a political campaign.”

      Cait frowned. “What?”

      Sabrina leaned forward and rested her forearms on her thighs. “Think about it. At the base level, you have the people who want to change the world. Those are your campaigners—the grassroots folks, the ones who knock on doors.”

      Cait nodded. “I can see that.”

      “The middle level is the money people. They’re the donors, the ones who fund campaigns. They serve two purposes, direct donation and connecting Perpetuity with other wealthy types. When we were inside their system, we saw billionaires and multimillionaires represented.”

      The fun haze Cait had possessed a few moments before evaporated in the face of the new information. “Okay. I see that, too.”

      Sabrina’s expression was dead serious, as if her happy buzz had also departed. “The ones who are interested in power? We assumed they sought soft power outside the political arena, but what if that’s not it? What if the purpose is to support the election of candidates chosen by the organization?”

      Cait nodded slowly. “I hate it, but I get it. How does Victor fit into that?”

      Sabrina leaned back with a sigh and took a big gulp of her wine. “That’s where my story ends. I have no idea. Maybe he’s only in there as a money person, but knowing what you know about him, does that sound right?”

      “It doesn’t. He’s all about power.”

      “Then the question is, is Perpetuity using him, or is he using them? And if so, for what?”

      Cait blew out an annoyed breath. The evening had gotten serious. “I have two things to say. One, I don’t know what’s going on, but it feels like I’m on a train speeding toward a cliff and have no idea how long it’ll be before I get there.”

      “Here in Boston?”

      She waved. “Here. At home. Probably on Oriceran, too. Everywhere.”

      Her friend nodded in understanding. “And the second thing?”

      Cait tilted her head to the side. “What?”

      Sabrina replied with exaggerated patience as if she was talking to a not-too-bright child, “You said there were two things.”

      “Oh, yeah. I need more pizza and more wine, stat. If my life is about to go up in flames, I’m gonna live a little before it happens.”

      Her friend laughed. “That, right there, is why I like you.”
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      Hey! Look! A Normal ending.

      I apologize. I don’t know what got into me over the last couple of books. But it’s out of my system now. Of course, there’s only one more to go!

      I had thought maybe Kobaris would survive. But as I was doing my detailed outline of the chapter and wrote that he would create a portal to the world-in-between, he needed to die. That’s just next-level nasty.

      Cynthia was never going to make it, despite how much I liked her character. Of the two, Carl is the one who’s been there for the start, so he’s the one who has to be there at the end. Plus, she wasn’t the revenge type. He definitely is.

      Everything will come to a resolution in the next book. Well, almost everything. Having decided that the next series will involve Aisling, I’ll be pulling a couple threads from this one. Right now, those are probably Oriceran Treasure hunts and the Syndicate. But I’m sure there will be more. And visits from Cait, Aza, and maybe even Sabrina.

      I think Sabrina is an awesome character. I like her attitude, her talents, and her flaws. She’s been a blast to write.

      We’ll see both the SOG and the Federal Agents of Magic in the last book of this series.

      Due to a switcheroo in my household, I now share my office with two guinea pigs. On the one hand, they’re adorable, and it’s hilarious when they start jabbering at one another, or when one (Noodles) starts cussing me out for not bringing him fresh vegetables when he thinks he should have them. On the other hand, I now have to be VERY aware of any cats in the room, because they really want to get in the cage to visit. Predators gonna predator.

      My day job has turned to absolute chaos, with the sudden addition of another class to teach. It’s a struggle, but I’m managing. So far. Is it spring break yet?

      Right now, as I write this, I’m on the plane for the Superstars conference. One of the things that I was really excited about was getting to meet Jim Butcher. I loved the Codex Alera series, and of course Harry Dresden is fantastic. Note the tense, though. Someone in his household got sick, so he pulled out rather than risk infecting us all. Which is for the best. But darn. Maybe next year.

      With me on this trip are the Rainbow Six audiobook, which is enjoyable, as well as the Sandman II and III audiobooks, AND the Black Jewels books. I don’t imagine I’ll get to all those unless I decide to skip the conference and do nothing but listen to audiobooks.

      I’ve started Battlestar Galactica again. Like I said, comfortable media is what I need when I start to get overwhelmed. But I’m skipping the stuff that annoys me, so it’s overall a more pleasurable experience. My wife and I have started Poker Face, which we’re digging hard. I got busy and couldn’t watch any more of The Last of Us, but I’m looking forward to that once I get back from my trip. I have the last two episodes of the Sandman on my phone for this trip, plus several Andors and a couple Peacemakers. I’m interested and hopeful for what James Gunn will bring to the DC Universe.

      I rewatched the first Black Panther with my kid, who hadn’t seen it. Both of us loved it. Chadwick Boseman was something special. When I get back, it’ll be time for Black Panther 2.

      I’m replaying two of the best videogames of all time, in my book, Dishonored and Dishonored 2. There are two special trophies in the game, one for if you don’t kill anyone, and one if you don’t even get seen by anyone. I can’t think of anything that would make me miserable more than trying to accomplish either of those things. I always play games like this through the way they’re “supposed” to be played first, in this case by stealth and trying not to kill everyone. But once that gets tiring, I’m off to kill all the things that were annoying me. That’s where I am now.

      Barring calamity, I should have stories to share from Superstars at the end of the next book. I’m really excited to be able to go. And, like all things in my author career, it’s only possible because of you. Thank you so much for reading my tales and supporting my writing.

      On to book twelve!

      Until next month, joys upon joys to you.  

      

      Standard monthly reminder - 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!

      Important note (that you may have already seen in Books 1 and 2 and 3): I’ve written a Cait short story for you to enjoy, about her earliest days with the Special Operations Group. You can find it here: https://BookHip.com/DPKPMTF. It’s yours for the minor commitment of signing up for my newsletter. I have absolutely no problem if you want to then unsubscribe for my newsletter. But with social media as quirky as it’s been of late, I’d love to have a channel to communicate with you that I can depend upon.

      Before I go, once again, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of 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!Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      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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      I’ve started a project answering questions for my son about my life. I realized after last year’s fifth round of cancer, and then chemo this time that he was expecting me to die sooner rather than later. It’s been a lot for him to deal with and there isn’t much I can do to make it better, except tell him stories that I can leave behind – eventually. Hopefully, a long time from now. I’m going to let you guys listen in as well.

      My author notes for this year are going to be answers to questions and all of you can get to know me better, too. Maybe inspire, maybe give you a laugh along the way.

      Today’s question is: What is one of the most memorable camping trips you’ve been on?

      This is one I'm pretty sure you don't know about me. I've been a camper all my life. It started with Brownies and then Girl Scouts and weekend camping trips with tents and campfires. That was back in the '60's when they let kids build the fires, pitch the tents, roam the woods. We didn't worry so much about everything. 

      Then as a teenager I was a camp counselor for a summer, and we would camp in the Blue Ridge mountains with just tarps and ropes and carry in and then carry out everything. 

      The real test of a camper is first if they can make do with what they have, do they know how to work with the environment they have (always put your tarp opening downwind so the rain doesn't blow in your face, put your bedroll on a pile of fluffy leaves, not the hard, packed ground, keep gum, food, snacks, all of it in a sealed container high off the ground, build a fire so there's ventilation from all sides, drink water from a fast moving stream and not still water), and they leave no trace behind that they were ever there. 

      By the way, another sign of how times have changed. We never worried about drinking from a fast-moving stream back in the '70's but these days everyone would tell you to purify the water first with a tablet.

      Then as an adult I became fast friends with a Cherokee Shaman and was invited to vision quests and slept under the stars from time to time. Eventually I was asked to be the fire keeper at one of the sweat lodges. I can really build a good fire.

      As for the most memorable trip, it was probably back when I was a camp counselor at St. George's camp in Virginia in 1977. No cell phones because they weren't invented. Ditto with computers and the internet. No newspapers because no one bothered to go get one. No TV, no radio, no magazines. For an entire summer all I knew was what was right around me. We all went local and hung around outdoors. There had been a long drought that summer and when it finally rained, we all danced outside, getting wet and laughing.

      Every two weeks we would take campers and hike up the mountain and sleep outdoors with tarps under the stars. No light pollution in those parts in those days and the sky was littered with stars.  

      Everything was easier because it was so simple and direct and in the present moment.

      There was no existential angst about something somewhere else that I had no control over and couldn't help solve. It was bliss.

      It's got to be a good lesson for daily living. Go really local and let go of 24-hour news in all its forms. Limit social media, which is really disembodied friendships and hang out with actual humans while looking at their faces and not a phone. Notice where you're walking, make note of where you're driving, and occasionally sleep under the stars. It will make everything else melt away and bring clarity to what you want to do. A way to declutter your life. Love you. Love, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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