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      Aisling Keane had passed the week after the events at the church and school in Belarus, and her subsequent capture and escape, recuperating from the mental and physical demands it had placed on her. Dragonfly was smart that way. After a big mission, the agents involved got some downtime. Not days off, of course. That sort of luxury was unavailable for an organization the size of hers. But a work week of memorizing the faces of known agents of other intelligence organizations and reading up on current problem spots wasn’t a bad gig.

      She’d spent her lunch hour each day trying new restaurants with Victoria Watson, her best friend from Investigation. Mia Pederson had joined them several times. Infomancers never got a break from the grind, she’d explained, but it was a situation that worked for her, since being inside the magical web was what she loved most in the world.

      After all that relative rest, it seemed like the optimal time to find and retrieve another wand to complement the one that had been carved into the wooden rings on her right hand. Her older sister Cait had possessed paired wands for some time, and her oldest sister Brianna had acquired her second one the previous weekend. Grash, the Dwarven craftsman who lived near their village, was converting it into a bracelet, but it wasn’t yet complete. Aisling thought she would probably do the same, since her rings were comparatively conspicuous and more of them wouldn’t help that situation.

      That was why she was currently trudging through a forest on the magical planet of Oriceran. Shimmer, her mechanical dragon partner, was absent from the current adventure. She wasn’t sure he would function properly on Oriceran, given his blended magical and technological nature, and didn’t want to risk discovering an issue at the wrong moment.

      Shimmer had disagreed, of course. He had a tendency to do that about almost everything lately, but she’d held the line.

      Fortunately, other non-mechanical allies surrounded her. Brianna was at her back, monitoring the forest they had already passed through. Ahead of her, Cait trailed Lewis, their father. A glance upward showed Aza, Cait’s dragon partner, soaring through the sky. The danger level was still low enough that he wasn’t using his camouflage scales. But that would change before long.

      They were headed for the deep woods, which had, according to her father, expanded to claim the place where the twin to her existing wand would be found. They’d geared up for the mission in similar but not identical ways. Lewis wore his battered leather jacket over a button-down shirt, cargo pants, heavy boots, and a hat. A shillelagh was strapped across his back. She thought the whole arrangement was very old school, which fit his personality perfectly.

      Cait had her special leather armor, an heirloom item that had been recently improved. She also carried a shillelagh but would be equally likely to use the sentient dagger sheathed at her left hip. Aisling and Brianna's armor was simple leather with some metal reinforcements and was heavily scarred from use. Cait was the strongest magically among them, although that might change with the addition of second wands for Aisling and Brianna. Of course, the stronger I get, the more likely I’ll be pressured to have children with a powerful wizard on behalf of the coven, like Cait is expected to.

      Aisling banished those thoughts from her mind as her father called, “We’ve reached the threshold. Remember, the powerful magic within the deep wood can create unexpected hazards. Be vigilant and careful.” His tone turned lighter. “Everyone except Brianna, that is. You should leave the thinking to us, dear heart.”

      Her sister made a rude sound from the back of the line, and everyone laughed. Lewis was skilled at finding the right words for every moment, in this case to break the anxiety she was sure the others shared as they entered the deep wood. Crossing the boundary wasn’t quite the same as stepping from day into night, but it had a feeling that called it to mind. From safety into danger, from surety into doubt.

      The surrounding sounds changed on the other side. The wind became more muted, and the insect noises louder. Aza had joined them on the ground, and his scaled head swiveled from side to side as he searched for danger. Aisling reached to her lower back and drew out the two cylinders strapped there. A press of their buttons caused the sword blades to cascade out of the hilts. She’d primed them each with magic as soon as they’d arrived on Oriceran, and they should be good for several extensions and retractions. On Earth, motors and batteries took care of that process. Sheaths on her wrists held knives she could cast at need, and attached to her belt were potions for healing and energy. She also carried a backpack containing sundry items, as did the others. The path to her wand was unknown and would likely be full of unanticipated challenges to handle.

      After five minutes of walking, they entered a small clearing. “Aisling, now’s as good a time as any,” Lewis decided. “Cait, Bri, Aza, let’s make a defensive circle.”

      Her allies took positions around her as she lowered herself to her knees. She focused inward to summon her magic. The pool of power inside her responded to her effort and energy flowed through her body to her right hand, where it exited through the five wooden rings that gave her precision control of her magic. She added an act of will to shape her intent for the power and spoke the words to reinforce it. “Out there is another like you, and you are meant to be together. Show me the way.” At the end of her invocation, she felt a pull toward the northwest and shared that information with her companions.

      Her father flashed a smile. “Good. I wasn’t sure it would work in here. I’m glad it did.” With their direction revealed, the party moved with intent through the jungle. Lewis used his wand to slash a path through the vines and other plants that occasionally choked the way. Her spell continued to provide guidance, and she called out directions now and again. No one talked beyond simple commands and warnings.

      Aza stayed at Cait’s side, but how he held his tail and the swiveling of his ears suggested he, too, was cognizant of the potential danger that surrounded them. The canopy overhead grew thick enough to block out most of the light, and each of them cast a spell to allow them to see in the relative dimness. Aisling almost summoned a fireball instead, more for comfort than illumination, but resisted the urge.

      As they got deeper into the forest, all the sounds fell away, leaving them in near silence except for the noise of their progress and the whick of her father’s attacks on the overgrown plants. The uncanny environment was oppressive enough that their steps slowed, then stopped, as if by unspoken agreement. The attack came a moment later.

      Aza roared suddenly, and they scattered. No other sign signaled the assault before the thumps as enemies dropped out of the trees above them and landed on the ground sounded. The attackers had doubtless been intending to drop on top of them, but Aza’s warning had prevented it. Aisling had thrown herself into a shoulder roll and surged back to her feet, spun, and then froze at the shocking sight before her.

      The creatures now among them resembled the kind of monkeys she’d seen in zoos, but each was bigger than Brianna, the most physically imposing member of her family. Six had landed and were already in motion toward each of them. The extra one had angled in Aza’s direction, which would doubtless prove to be a poor choice, as the dragon’s scales were largely indestructible. She flicked one of her swords in an invitation for the creature facing her to attack. He howled, an oddly high-pitched screeching sound that his allies echoed at the tops of their lungs.

      Brianna shouted, “That can’t be good.”

      Her father yelled, “They’re calling for reinforcements. We need to finish them and run before more arrive. Work fast.”

      Aisling didn’t need any further encouragement. She raced forward and snapped out her right-hand sword in a blow that should’ve pierced the oversized monkey through the center of its torso. Instead, it leapt up and over her blade with ridiculous agility and landed with its lower paws on her shoulders. She released the sword in her right hand, coated her fist with force magic, and punched as hard as she could as his weight forced her down to the ground.

      The blow took it in the rib cage. The additional burst of force she added to the impact hurled the monkey off her and sent it skidding along the ground on its side. Aisling leapt back to her feet, extended her hand, and used her telekinesis to summon her fallen sword. She charged at the giant monkey, which was climbing slowly to its feet, its pain obvious.

      Her path brought her close to the one engaged with her father, and she sliced the blade across the back of its legs. A growl of disappointment and frustration escaped her as the sword penetrated far less deeply than she’d hoped. She took that anger out on her opponent with a flurry of attacks with both blades. She slashed from both sides in a long-practiced pattern, striking high, middle, and low before stabbing both forward simultaneously. Had it moved to one side or the other to evade, the strategy would have defeated it.

      Her swords caught only air as the monkey simply jumped backward. She dropped her sword, summoned her magic, and blasted a cone of lightning at her foe as it landed. The creature shrieked in what sounded like a mixture of pain and fury and charged at her, bellowing. She shoved more power into her lightning and kept it trained on him. After a few more steps, it sank to its knees but continued the struggle to move forward. A moment later, it was down on all fours, and after that, flat on the ground.

      Aisling shouted, “Lightning.” The sizzle of her family taking her advice sounded at her back. She turned to find that Aza had ripped one of his opponents apart and was closely engaged with another. She blasted it with electricity until it, too, fell. Quiet returned as the last monkey was defeated, and they looked at each other, panting.

      The sound of crashing came from nearby and above moments ahead of howls of rage. Her father ordered, “Run,” and dashed off at magically assisted speed.
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      Aisling pumped magic into her body to increase her speed, but still lost ground on Cait, who had taken the lead over their father. Aisling called out directions as best she could, but the sense of the wand’s location was difficult to grasp in the haze of adrenaline and fear caused by their current flight. Cait yelled from ahead, “I see a cave.”

      Lewis, huffing and puffing, choked out, “Inside. We can defend there.”

      They all ran in, and the moment Brianna crossed the threshold, Cait summoned a wall of force across the mouth of the cave. A frenzy of giant monkeys slammed into it, but her sister’s power was sufficient to block them out. Her father sank to the floor to catch his breath, and Aisling tossed him the energy potion from her belt. She’d taken the precaution of wearing the potion packs that Brodie MacGregor had supplied, so had healing and energy available from those if needed.

      She retracted her right-hand sword and sheathed it, then summoned a ball of fire and used her telekinesis to move it around the dimly lit space. The room was far larger than it had appeared from the outside, and she wondered how much of the hill surrounding them was actually hollow. Simple designs covered the rough walls, showing some effort beyond just chipping out the chamber. Underfoot, the floor was carved stone.

      The most notable things inside were three pedestals, each about waist high, as wide as a twin bed, and longer than the tallest person she’d ever met. A skeleton on one of them drew a gasp of surprise from her when her eyes found it, and the others spun to look at it as well. The bones were clad in fine robes and looked to be slightly taller than she was.

      She asked, “Dad, what is that?”

      Lewis, an archaeologist by trade, stepped to her side. “That, my dear, is a skeleton. It’s what remains when flesh and skin are gone.”

      She bumped him with her shoulder. “Clearly, it’s a skeleton. Do you have anything useful to say about it?”

      He took off his hat and rubbed a hand over his forehead. “The size of it suggests an elf. Too big to be a dwarf or gnome, too small to be a Kilomea. Of course, it might also have been a wizard.”

      “Not a witch?”

      “Hips aren’t right. It was male, or at least that’s my guess based on what we see here.”

      The robes were dusty, but when Aisling rubbed her finger across the fabric, it was revealed to be a bright blue. “So, what do you think this place was?”

      Cait and Brianna had both joined them near the pedestal, while Aza had jumped up on the middle one and was staring at the skeleton from there. Cait suggested, “Some sort of morgue, maybe?”

      Lewis replied, “Maybe where bodies lay in state before being buried. Or it could be a place of sacrifice.”

      Brianna growled, “If you’ve brought us somewhere with another cult, there’s gonna be trouble.” Aisling groaned inwardly at the reminder of a previous adventure that had involved a vicious battle with cultists and some weird automatons.

      He laughed. “Hey, don’t blame this one on me. We’re here for Aisling. Speaking of which, are you sensing anything?”

      She shook her head. “No. The spell is too broad. It’s telling me it’s everywhere in here.”

      “No time like the present to fix that, eh?” Cait suggested.

      Aisling nodded, moved to the side of the room, and sank to her knees. She’d mostly recovered her equilibrium from the battle outside, but it still required several minutes for her to get her thoughts into order. Once she’d accomplished that, she repeated the earlier spell. She’d researched the coven’s records, mostly handwritten journals from generations past, to find a spell to suit the situation. It operated by seeking an echo of an object, and, according to what she’d read, the alignment could be physical, like the material it was made of, or any one of a number of other things, including resonance imbued by the person who had used it.

      Aisling's version of the spell didn’t try to isolate what kind of connection it had, but simply sought out the echo. She thought of it like sonar. When her invocation was complete, it took only a few beats for her to have the new direction. She rose, brushed off her legs, and pointed toward the back of the chamber. “That way. And down.”

      Brianna hefted her shillelagh, which had been coated with a magically active metal that allowed her to strengthen the weapon with her power. Grash had said she could probably cast through it, but as far as Aisling knew, her sister hadn’t bothered to try. She was a brute force sort of person, and something that took two hits to kill rather than one just meant she’d have the joy of a second smash.

      Lewis called, “Cait, Aza, Aisling. You’re our best trap detectors. You should lead.”

      She nodded, stepped up beside Cait, and pushed power into her magical and physical senses. Her sister returned her shillelagh to its harness and drew her magical dagger, Eclipse, with her left hand. With her right, she generated a ball of fire and tossed it forward. Her magic caused it to hang in front of them at a consistent distance as they advanced.

      A wide hallway led downward at a slight angle for about a dozen feet before opening into another large room. The rectangular space was once again cut from the rock of the hill, but the walls were more finely decorated than in the previous one. Body-sized niches had been hewn into the walls and skeletons rested in them, one above the other, ten-high along both sides. Everyone wandered carefully around the space to examine the skeletons. Brianna observed, “Some of them have small jewels and ornaments.”

      Her father replied, “If they seem significant, take them. For knowledge, not value.” They had pursued treasure hunts in other tombs and historic locations on Oriceran and generally weren’t averse to taking what they found. In this place, though, doing so seemed wrong. A dual atmosphere of sacredness and darkness filled the space, perhaps influenced by the deep wood beyond the entrance.

      Aisling asked, “Do you think this place came before or after the deep wood?”

      Her father replied with no hint of doubt, “Before. It was cared for while these skeletons were emplaced, and they show signs of having been interred over time. Besides, this is far too large to have been built in response to the encroachment of the darkness.”

      Cait asked, “Why would they have done that at all?”

      Lewis shrugged. “Some people believe the dead can serve as guardians. So, if the deep wood came in, then placing enough of your ancestors inside it might help to make things better. I’m not sure in what way, but that’s the gist of it.”

      Brianna sauntered past her father. “That’s not very science-y.”

      He laughed. “Not the first time someone’s accused me of that.”

      Cait, who had moved to the far end of the chamber, called, “I found an opening. And a trap.”

      They all formed a semi-circle around her and Aza. Cait pointed at the thin, taut line that ran just above floor level across the room’s egress. The hallway was narrow and would require them to go single file. Aisling asked, “What do you think it does?”

      Her sister raised her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Not sure. This passage is an obvious kill box, though.” She tapped her fingers on her chin for a second, then said, “Brianna, you keep a force shield up behind us. I’m going to seal off this hallway so we can go through.”

      Aisling nodded. “And I’ll go in after you do that.” She drew a centering breath and narrowed her awareness to only the immediate area around her. Cait placed force shields over all the surfaces and gestured for her to advance. Aisling carefully avoided the tripwire and took a step into the hallway. Nothing happened, and she continued cautiously forward. The delayed trap activated when she reached the passage’s center point and fire lanced out from all directions.

      Cait’s shields kept her safe, and Aisling dashed through the remaining distance into the next chamber with no trouble. Aza followed immediately behind her and went right when she went left. Aisling called up a ball of fire and launched it on a spiraling path around the room. It was identical to the last one, save for a statue in the center. The stone figure looked like a cross between an angel and a demon, with a beautiful face atop a grotesque body that resembled a lion with large wings and wicked, twisted horns.

      The others filed in behind them, and her father observed, “That’s disquieting.”

      “I think we should knock its head off before it comes to life and tries to kill us,” Brianna proposed.

      Cait gave a short laugh that echoed in the room. “Oh, I’m sure that won’t happen. That would be too easy. No, it’ll shoot acid or something.”

      Each of them examined the statue carefully, with both mundane and magical senses, but discovered no hazard. The skeletons stacked in the walls provided no clues, either. As Cait walked toward the next hallway, a stone creaked underneath her foot, then shifted downward slightly. Her sister leapt off it as solid rock slabs dropped from above to block off both exits.

      Brianna had time to yell, “What the hell?” before the statue began to rotate. Its mouth scraped open and ejected a continuous stream of liquid. They snapped up force shields, and the stuff hit the barrier and puddled on the floor. The statue continued rotating after a full turn, with no reduction in the spray volume. Aisling noted that the liquid had an iridescent sheen to it as it passed through the light cast by their floating fireballs high above.

      “That doesn’t look like water,” her father observed a moment before the statue finished another circle and the liquid was replaced by a cascade of sparks. The room lit up in flames as the liquid ignited.
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      The flames burned hot, but Aisling's magic was adequate protection from it. Being immolated was, unfortunately, not a new experience for her. None of her family members were visible through the conflagration, but she had full confidence their defenses would be sufficient, as well. The coven’s magic teacher, Sashura, wouldn’t allow one of her charges to be unprepared for such an obvious form of attack.

      Eventually, the flames died down, and the walls dropped as the room appeared to reset itself for the next trespasser. As expected, the others were unharmed. “Let’s not step on that block again,” Aisling suggested.

      Cait cast a force barrier over the floor that led all the way through the next hallway and shielded the surfaces of the passage. Motion inside the rectangular corridor triggered flames just as the previous one had, but again, their defenses handled it. Lewis observed, “Whoever built this place apparently had an affinity for fire.”

      Brianna chuckled. “Hooray, we’re dealing with pyromaniacs. You bring us to the coolest places, Dad. Or wait—the hottest places.”

      Aisling groaned. “Do shut up, Bri.” Her sister responded by sticking her tongue out. “Real mature.” She lost her train of thought as her fireball revealed the details of the next chamber. The carvings on the walls and floor appeared to have been etched with greater care, as if its smaller size meant more effort could be expended upon it. Fewer skeletons were at repose in the walls, but each was clad in more impressive finery than the one they’d seen in the front room. The place was less dusty, as well.

      “Signs of more recent activity here,” Lewis reported.

      Cait asked, “Or perhaps more expenditure of magic to preserve these remains?”

      He allowed, “Could be.”

      Aisling closed her eyes and opened her senses completely. “The wand isn’t too far away now. Maybe another two chambers this size ahead, and a bit further down.”

      Brianna pocketed a medallion from one of the skeletons, but their search turned up nothing else of interest. They found an exit wide enough for them to walk three abreast, a marked contrast from the others. Cait shielded it, but no trap met them as they passed through. It took them downward and ended in stairs that led to another room.

      In place of the chamber she’d expected to see, the area they entered was a large, circular open space about the size of the front room. Platforms similar to the ones in the entry area were located around the edges of this one, twelve of them arranged in groups of three. Four had bodies resting upon them. Several tall, powerful Kilomea moved about in silence, ignoring their presence. Their large hands touched the bodies with surprising gentleness, the thick gnarled skin a marked contrast to the paleness of the dead. Aisling whispered, because it felt like a place where noise should be kept down, “This is weird.”

      Cait replied, “They seem as if they’re aware of their surroundings. I guess they just don’t care about us?”

      Lewis approached one and gave a slight bow. The Kilomea dipped his head in acknowledgment but offered no other reaction. He frowned. “That’s so strange.”

      A voice echoed from deeper in the chamber. “Not at all. Their entire existence is devoted to caring for the dead, which requires no speaking. They care not for the living.” A man walked out of the darkness. He had the pointed ears of an elf and a long face that had sagged some with age. His dirty gray hair was held back by a thin silver circlet. His robes were made from brilliantly multicolored patches. Aisling must’ve been staring, because he looked at her with a condescending smile. “You admire my garment. It has been created over time with pieces of the clothing that those who abide here have brought in with them. It is appropriate, for I am their Keeper.” The way he said the word sounded like a title.

      Her father asked, “How long have you been here?”

      The elf stopped moving and lifted a shoulder. “Years, certainly. Decades, most likely. One loses track.”

      Aisling's senses were telling her that something wasn’t right. “We’ve come in search of an item. I believe it’s with one of the, uh, bodies, along the back wall. May I go get it?”

      The Keeper shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The things our charges bring with them do not ever leave the tomb.”

      A noise caught her attention as four Kilomea gently lifted a dried-out body into its final resting place. The niches in this room were lined with carved stone and stacked only two high, as if their occupants deserved greater respect than those in the previous rooms.

      Cait asked, “Are you sure you can’t make an exception?”

      The elf made a small slashing moment with a hand, then tucked it back into his robes. “The rules are simple and inviolable.”

      Lewis sighed. “Well, I guess we chalk this one up as a learning experience, huh? Maybe we can find another that has some connection to the family.”

      Aisling grimaced. She’d wanted the power that the second wand would bring, and as far as she knew, this was the only place to get one that would have such a strong affinity to her current one. But they would clearly have to fight the Kilomea and the Keeper to acquire it, and a power up didn’t seem worth killing over. I’ll just have to figure out how to build up my technological power instead. She nodded. “I guess. Be well, Keeper.”

      She turned and headed for the exit, but before she reached it, mocking laughter came from behind and the elf added, “I forgot to mention that the rule applies to people, as well. Once inside, nothing here may leave.” The Kilomea, who had been going about their tasks only a moment before, charged the party.

      Cait snapped, “Aisling, take the Keeper.” Her middle sister had a tendency to assert control, and so far, her instincts had proven themselves out. Aisling threw a blast of lightning at the man with as much power as she could summon in that instant. It failed to penetrate as the sparkling forks of electricity illuminated the boundaries of a cylindrical shield.

      The elf laughed again, but it was malevolent rather than mocking. He snarled, “Your bodies shall strengthen our power. Once we’ve added you, we will claim more land, then more lives.” His counterattack, a barrage of shadow bolts, hammered into her own shields as she rushed toward him. The impact slowed her slightly and forced her to expend more magic to add shadow magic to her force shield to guard against it.

      She still wasn’t anywhere near as comfortable with that form of magic as with the others she knew, but her lessons with Sashura had changed it from foreign to simply uncomfortable. She risked a glance over her shoulder and saw that everyone else was fully engaged with the Kilomea, who appeared to have multiplied, but seemed to be holding their own.

      A clicking sound emanated from the corner of the room to her left, and her head snapped around toward it in reflex. A flood of black arranged in a serpentine line as wide as she was tall came from that direction, headed directly at her. She shouted, “Something new,” to warn the others, since she had no idea what it was, and raised her hand to extend a continuous cone of flame at the front of it.

      Aza swooped in and added his own fire to the mix, but it, too, failed to stop the horde. As the flood neared her, Aisling realized with growing horror that it was made of beetles, each one at least the size of her fist and many larger than that. As if the identification was a trigger, they fluttered into the air and engulfed her, covering her shield until she couldn’t see anything except dark, squirming bodies in all directions.

      She growled, “Eww, gross,” and added a layer of flames to the outside of her shield. The beetles emitted an odd screech, like metal scraping against metal, as they jumped away from the fire. Some continued to attack, while others tried to get past her. She sent cascades of fire to both sides to hold them back, but even with Aza’s help, it was all she could do to keep them at bay.

      Magic hammered her again as the Keeper threw shadow bolts at her, one after the next. She shouted, “Cait, beetles incoming,” and blasted herself into the air on a burst of force magic without releasing her shield. Her flight carried her up and over the elf to land in the back corner that wasn’t currently disgorging beetles. She ran at her foe as soon as her boots hit the floor. Her sword still occupied her left hand, and she drew one of her wrist daggers with the right as she closed. A burst of force erupted from it as she tried to knock him off balance, but it didn’t penetrate his defenses.

      The Keeper summoned walls of force between them. Aisling's magic-assisted momentum and angled shields were sufficient to break through them, but each slowed her progress. The beetles had apparently noticed her new position, as a stream had broken off the main bunch and was chittering toward her. With a scowl at the hideous things, she reached up and slapped the shoulder where her energy potion pack lay.

      Underneath her armor and clothing, the inner pouch broke open, and the adhesive transferred the magical liquid onto her skin, where it was quickly absorbed. The potion gave her a rush of magical strength that she funneled into a massive blast of force aimed at the Keeper, now only a couple of meters in front of her. His shield again prevented it from penetrating, but the sheer power of the impact knocked him off balance.

      His stumble allowed her to get inside his guard. She punched him in the face with the hilt of her sword, and while the shields moderated the damage, they didn’t stop it. An opportunity was open to stab him, but she resisted it. She was hesitant to kill these people unless no other option existed. For all she knew, doing so would strengthen the malevolence of the deep wood.

      A flicker of intent and a pulse of magic collapsed her left sword blade, and she used its pommel and the hilt of her dagger as punching tools. Aisling landed solid blows on his ribs that brought his hands down for protection, then punched him in his exposed face. Each impact drained energy from his shields, and after what seemed like an exhaustively long time, a series of blows finally penetrated.

      When the Keeper went down, the Kilomea who were still fighting disengaged and dropped to one knee. The beetles fell motionless. Aisling blasted the figure in front of her with lightning until he was unconscious, and the others did the same to the giant humanoid creatures. “Not sure how much time we’ll have before they wake, so let’s get this done and get out of here,” her father instructed.

      Aisling jogged to one of the resting places on the back wall. The skeleton of a woman in elegant robes lay in repose with her hands crossed over her chest. One held a wand, the other a sprig of holly. Aisling gently took the wand from her ancestor’s hand. She smiled softly at the idea of the connection they shared, then frowned. “She shouldn’t be in a place like this.”

      Lewis’ hand squeezed her shoulder. “Perhaps this is exactly where she needs to be, to keep the deep wood from spreading further. We can’t know, and we don’t have time to figure it out.”

      Aisling took one last look at her ancestor’s grinning skull, then focused her attention back on the moment. “Okay. Let’s get out of here.”

      Brianna asked, “Portal from here?”

      Aisling shook her head. “No, I want to do something out front before we leave the planet.” They retreated cautiously to the front room, walking on force shields the entire way now that they’d learned the place’s traps were not tied to magic use, and exited through the cave mouth.

      Cait sighed with relief. “Thank goodness the monkeys left.” Only then did Aisling remember that they’d been chased into the cave. It seemed almost like it had happened in another lifetime. She turned to face the cave, lifted her right hand, and used focused beams of force magic from each of her fingers to carve a warning message into the wall about what lay within.

      She didn’t have much room to work, so she simply said, “Danger. Those who enter do not leave,” and left it at that. She asked, “Do you think that’ll do any good?”

      Her father replied, “Some, maybe. Those who have been leaving bodies will already know they can enter safely, and probably haven’t gone deeper inside. But it might stop someone on a treasure hunt.”

      Rihanna asked, “Would it stop you?”

      He laughed. “Unlikely. But as your mother likes to point out, I’m not the smartest fellow around.”
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      Aisling arrived at work a few minutes late on Monday morning after dawdling in Victoria Square to people watch among those in the crowd. A musician had been playing a banjo with his hands and a bass drum with his foot while singing something Celtic sounding, any one of which would have been impressive, in her musically challenged opinion.

      She had stayed to listen to a song and now entered the building humming it. She asked the guard at the entrance, “Do you know who that is?”

      The man shook his head. “No. He’s been around a few times over the last week, though. The crowd seems to enjoy him well enough. Maybe he’ll stick around and step up to the bar circuit.” Live music was almost ubiquitous in Birmingham.

      As she passed through the detector arch, she said, “If anyone finds out who he is, let me know. I’d like to go see him.”

      “Will do. Have a good day.” The outer guards doubtless believed she worked for the government think tank that was Dragonfly’s official cover story inside the Council House. She stopped at the café and exchanged greetings with the baristas while waiting for her coffees, then hustled into Investigation and handed one to Victoria. Her friend took a sip and let out a pleased sigh. “Perfection.”

      Aisling grinned. “Thank you.”

      “I meant the coffee.”

      Aisling scowled and shook a threatening fist at her before she opened a portal back to her apartment. Shimmer dashed through, jumped up on the table that connected their workstations, and stared at them.

      Victoria laughed. “Well, nice to see you both.”

      “I thought you might like some company. I’m sure it’s real boring down here since I moved.”

      Her friend shook her head and managed to keep a straight face. “Nope. All good. Pretty relaxing, really. And I think the IQ level has gone up.”

      The insult drew a laugh from Aisling. “All right then. Be that way. You can buy your own damn coffee from here on out.”

      Victoria raised a hand in surrender. “You have my deepest, most sincere apologies. Please do not cut me off from the blood of life.”

      They had just gotten started sharing their weekend memories with one another when Aisling's phone buzzed. She looked down at it to find a message from Sophie Girard telling her to report to Franz Keller’s office. “Looks like I have to go visit the Dragon. Will you keep an eye on this dragon for me?”

      Victoria nodded. “Happy to. You know, maybe drop my name while you’re up there. Mention how awesome I am at my job. See if you can get me a raise now that you’re hanging with the fancy people.”

      Aisling rolled her eyes. “I think you overestimate my sway.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I don’t. You’re the golden child of the moment. It probably won’t last, so strike while the iron is hot, that’s what I say.”

      “Especially when it involves me doing the striking and you doing…nothing.”

      Victoria laughed. “Exactly. It’s the perfect arrangement.”

      Aisling threw a wave over her shoulder as she passed out of the investigation area and climbed the stairs. The path to Keller’s office took her through the art gallery. It always had tourists and locals inside, and today they included a bunch of kids being herded into line by a pair of chipper-sounding women. One of the docents was speaking loud enough for the whole room to hear and offering a commentary about the room’s temporary painting exhibit, on loan from another museum. Aisling hadn’t yet visited the Council House as a tourist, but often thought it was something she needed to make time to do.

      She passed through without attracting undue notice and arrived at Keller’s office shortly after. The antechamber that Sophie occupied was elegant and formal, as was Sophie herself. Of course, the fact that Aisling had seen Sophie at the shooting range punctured the image just a little, despite the woman’s perfectly styled hair and business dress. Aisling walked to the side of Sophie’s desk. “Who else is here?”

      “Ms. Lind and Mr. Blackwood.”

      Aisling straightened and brushed the lapels of her suit jacket. “Do I look okay?”

      The older woman smiled. “You always look lovely, Agent Keane. They’re waiting.” The last words had a tone of instruction, and Aisling headed for the inner office.

      The door buzzed as she reached it, and she entered with only a little trepidation. Keller’s office always struck her as uncommonly luxurious, with its dark wood paneling, heavy leather chairs, and the many portraits of people she didn’t recognize, presumably figures in Dragonfly’s history, that graced the walls. The Dragon was seated behind his polished wooden desk as he always was when she visited, and both Annika and Will occupied chairs on the right-hand side.

      Keller flicked his fingers to direct her toward her usual seat on the left. “Thank you for arriving so promptly, agent Keane. We’re here to discuss your most recent operation. I trust that you’ve fully recovered from your ordeal.”

      Aisling nodded. “I’m right as rain, thank you, sir.” For some reason, she always wanted to use language that sounded old-timey to her when she was in this space. “Did the raid produce any useful intelligence?”

      Annika replied, “Evidence we dug up after the explosion confirms it was the same group we found in the monastery.”

      Will’s face wore a frown that matched the dark tone in his voice. “It’s unfortunate we didn’t notice those bombs earlier.”

      Aisling gave him a thin smile. “I was a little busy, as I recall.” Being captured had removed much of the previous battle at the school and church from her memory.

      He waved a hand to push the comment away. “I actually meant the rest of us. But now that you’ve mentioned it, maybe you could quit getting Lance beat up?”

      She scowled. “Too soon, dude.”

      He chuckled. “It’s never too soon. You should know that about us by now.”

      “We’ve got a name,” Annika put in. “Apocalypse. We know they’re in Russia, but not sure exactly where.”

      The hologram display next to Keller’s desk on the other side of the room illuminated. It showed Mia, who looked to be in her office. The infomancer reported, “Here’s what we know about Apocalypse. My sources tell me the name is reasonably well known on the magical dark web. It’s associated with drugs, arms, mercenaries, and all sorts of other nasty stuff. If you’re in the market for anything illegal, it appears Apocalypse will be happy to act as the go-between to get you whatever you want.”

      Keller asked, “What are we doing to find out more about them?”

      Mia replied, “We don’t have many high-value avenues of investigation, unfortunately. We’re doing all the usual stuff like tracing numbers on the fragments of boxes that were recovered at the scene, looking into the purchase history for the buildings, and dozens of other things that probably won’t produce anything useful but have to be tried.”

      The infomancer shrugged apologetically. Aisling figured the lack of results annoyed her to no end. Mia continued, “My bots are currently performing facial recognition analyses on everyone we saw inside the church and schoolhouse. It’s a long process. First, they review the footage to find a viable subject, make sure they have the best angle they can get, and then run it through every database we’ve got access to, internal and external. I don’t know if it’ll turn up anything, but hopefully we’ll get a lead.”

      She held up her hands in a gesture that looked unusually helpless for the woman. “If they hadn’t blown up the base, this would be a lot easier. Smart move on their part, though, leaving us so little to go on. But if something’s there to find, we’ll find it.” The hologram faded into nothingness.

      “That more or less brings us up to the moment,” Keller concluded. “The question becomes, where do we go from here?”

      The last words were delivered to Annika, who replied, “We focus on other things while the infomancers do their work and get us something useful to work from.”

      Aisling asked, “Any other places we could get leads on this?”

      Will answered, “Not really. All we’ve got is data. No human intelligence.”

      “Don’t talk about Lance like that.”

      A laugh escaped Will, and he countered, “Oh, but it’s not too soon for that?”

      She shook her head. “Yours was about a specific and painful incident. Mine was about Lance’s natural state.”

      “I’m telling him you said so.”

      Annika interrupted. “Aisling, did you get any sense of location from when you were captured?”

      “No, unfortunately. It was really generic. Definitely felt like underground, but that’s all I’ve got. Did the fireball I threw pop up in any news reports?”

      Will replied, “The blast was too small to be detected by satellite, the infomancers say, and nothing showed up in Russian media. That’s one of the things Mia is searching for on the web and on social media. But my guess is they put out the fire fast enough that it didn’t get noticed. If you’re right and you were underground, there may not have been any visible evidence to detect.”

      Aisling resisted the urge to growl. “No tracking data from Shimmer’s infomancer relay?”

      Annika replied, “None. The location was almost certainly shielded, and by the time you created the portal, he wasn’t connected any longer.”

      She remembered her dragon’s broken form and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Well, damn. Guess we wait then.”

      Annika nodded. “We do. Keep working your way through those files and be ready to move on a moment’s notice when we do get a hit.”

      “Count on it.” She rose and headed for the door.

      Will followed her out. He smiled at Sophie. “Come out dancing tonight?”

      She fluttered a hand at him. “You’re far too young for me, Agent Blackwood.”

      “Age is just a semantic construction, my dear.”

      “Shoo.” She flicked her fingers at the door but was unable to hide her smile at the teasing.

      As they left together, Aisling said, “I hate waiting.”

      Will replied, “Sometimes that’s the job.”

      “I dislike it.”

      “We all do. Don’t worry, something will break, and then things will get way too exciting again in no time.”
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      Jameson Hart waited patiently as the guards frisked him again. The ones outside the hotel room had done so already, and the two that acted as personal bodyguards to Kali were maintaining their previous level of discipline by verifying the earlier result. They needn’t have bothered. It would be nothing short of suicide to bring a detectable weapon into the woman’s presence.

      Based on the ways he’d been searched, he thought he could probably sneak in a blade in a boot, or possibly a garrote hidden in the watch they hadn’t taken from him. But it was a reasonable possibility that they left those openings on purpose, as a test, and had a backup plan to deal with it if he was stupid enough to try.

      His calculations weren’t personal. Planning and analyzing was something he did automatically to calculate how he might turn any momentary circumstance to his advantage at need. It had saved his life more than once, and he considered it the single defining characteristic of a true secret agent. He’d shared the knowledge with few others, but those trusted allies had also been well served by the practice.

      As the man gestured him into the room, Jameson reflected upon what he’d walked away from. The comradeship he’d found in his former intelligence organization, the SIS, was something he occasionally felt the lack of. His life was rather disconnected from people other than his targets of late as he moved from place to place on various assignments. First, it had been on Vincente Sallent’s behalf. Now he was doing the same for Kali.

      He missed a couple of his colleagues, but not so much that he regretted their absence. What he did regret the loss of was the pleasure he’d taken in training new people. Doubt I’ll get to do that again anytime soon. But he’d made his choice, and he’d live with it. And if he continued to deliver superlative service that warranted lucrative rewards, it would be a very good living, which would compensate for a lot.

      Jameson stopped in front of the couch as he had before, but this time, Kali gestured for him to sit beside her. Her long black hair was draped over one shoulder, and her black dress was oddly formal, like she was going somewhere important immediately after meeting him. It was a different hotel than before, in a different city, but had the same floor-to-ceiling windows showing off a gorgeous view from the penthouse. A server, presumably one of her people, placed a small plate of olives and cheese near each of them along with a glass of sparkling water and a tumbler of whiskey. “Please, eat,” Kali urged. “We have much to discuss and won’t stand on formality.”

      He waited until she had sampled from her plate, then did the same with his. Certainly, it wouldn’t be difficult for her to poison him if that was her intent, but certain habits were ingrained. A small quirk of her lips suggested she’d noticed it. She asked, “Have you arrived at any new conclusions beyond your initial report?”

      Jameson had shared the details of his efforts to pay off Sallent’s two remaining subordinates and his subsequent surveillance of the women who’d claimed to be from Interpol. He shook his head. “I’ve been through all the records I have access to and have contacted several people who would be in a position to know. None can identify either of them. Thus far, I see nothing to suggest my conclusion that they’re Dragonfly is incorrect.”

      His employer nodded. “Tell me more about this troublesome organization.”

      He took a sip of sparkling water, which had a faint hint of lime to it. “A small intelligence agency, created by a coalition of countries that have banded together to share resources. Its personnel are drawn from those countries as well as from around the world.”

      “And their loyalties?”

      Jameson frowned slightly. It was a question he’d never come up with a perfect answer for. “Seem to change depending on the situation. Obviously, if the organization is working in specific defense of one of their countries, it is clear. But they often engage in activities that involve those who aren’t directly affiliated with it.”

      Kali’s lips twisted downward. “So why do they do it?”

      He lifted his palms as if to show they held nothing. “Your guess is as good as mine. The SIS felt the same. We don’t know. Perhaps it’s at the whim of their leader, Franz Keller. It’s not impossible that they might work for hire sometimes, on behalf of larger agencies. Or maybe they simply note something that offends them and go after it.”

      “Like Vincente.”

      Jameson nodded. “Exactly.”

      Her long fingernails tapped on the whiskey tumbler. “What do you think they were doing in Barcelona?”

      “Doubtless searching for clues about their fallen agent.”

      “You confirmed that one was Dragonfly?”

      He downed an olive before replying. “I did. SIS had a record.”

      Kali smiled. “Very good. But not of the two women?”

      The repeated question felt like a test. Tests irritated him. “They must be new.”

      She was silent for a time as she picked pieces of food from her plate and devoured them. When they were gone, she said, “In that case, I have a pair of projects for you. One is to identify every agent of Dragonfly you can and get their pictures back to me to create a record of them. Of course, if you notice other intelligence people, building our knowledge of them is valuable, too. But we must neuter or eliminate Dragonfly before the organization gets in the way of our other operations.”

      He nodded. “Right away.”

      Kali raised her hand, palm outward. “No. First, I need you to check in on a replacement for Vincente.”

      “So, he won’t be coming back?”

      She laughed. “That depends, I guess, on whether you believe in spirits.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time his plane reached Madrid, Jameson was tired. Kali’s people had given him the name of the hotel, directly across the street from where he would meet Vincente’s replacement, and he checked in under the alias they’d provided. The room he entered was on the small side, but it was clean and the bed was so comfortable that when he laid down to try it, he barely escaped its lure without falling asleep.

      He sat at the table and tapped several buttons on his phone. The sounds of systems greeting each other and trading security data emerged from it for almost a full minute before a male voice said, “Jameson. So good to hear from you.”

      “Same to you, Crispin. Do you have what I asked for?”

      “One personnel file on Lucia Hernandez, coming your way.”

      The phone buzzed with the sound of a successful file transfer. “Thanks much.”

      Before he could hang up, Crispin said, “Something you might like to know. We were hacked recently. Yours was one of the files that was accessed.”

      He frowned. “How long ago?”

      “A week or two. I only heard about it from gossip.”

      A flash of anger filled him, but he pushed it away. “And you waited until now to tell me?”

      The infomancer’s voice was annoyingly matter of fact. “You didn’t ask. If you’d like to consider a retainer, say the same amount as you’ll be sending me for today’s file to be paid weekly, I’d be happy to inform you of such things when they occur.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh. “Mercenary bastard.”

      “You are correct, sir.”

      “Done.” He fell asleep reading the file, then reviewed it again in the morning. His appointment with the woman wasn’t until five in the afternoon, so he spent the day resting, working out in the gym, and taking advantage of the hotel’s spa services, including a long massage. Money didn’t seem to be an issue for Kali, and she’d told him to enjoy himself on her dime. That’s the sort of person I can respect as a boss.

      Afterward, he headed back to his room, showered, shaved, and climbed into a business suit, shirt, and tie. He didn’t bother with a gun, as he was sure the woman’s security would be on guard against such obvious weapons. But neither did he go unarmed. His belt buckle was a knife. The belt itself had hardened edges so it could be used for slashing, and the heavy rings he wore on the middle finger of each hand held their own lethal surprises.

      Jameson walked out the side exit of his hotel, out of sight of the woman’s building, and traveled a circuitous path to approach it from the back. He passed through the lobby at a relaxed pace and scanned the faces around him for trouble. Finding none, he entered the elevator and pressed the button for her floor.

      The lift delivered him into a hallway with a number of doors, and he found hers and knocked. It was opened by a hard-looking man in casual clothes, who moved aside to allow him to enter. A voice called, “I’m in here,” and he followed it into the kitchen. The woman he’d seen in the file was standing at the island with a wine bottle in one hand and a corkscrew in the other. She had long blonde hair that set off her tan, full lips, and was on the voluptuous side, which looked fantastic on her, especially in the yellow sundress she was wearing. Lucia Hernandez gestured at the tall chairs on the opposite side. “Have a seat.”

      He complied and watched while she extracted the cork and poured cabernet into a pair of glasses. She slid his glass across to him and leaned against the counter at her back. “So, our employer sent you to check up on me, huh? Should I be worried?”

      Jameson smiled. “To get acquainted might be a more appropriate description than to check up on you.”

      Lucia gestured at him with her wineglass. “So, what do you already know?”

      “You grew up here in Madrid. Both parents present throughout childhood. Two siblings. Lower middle-class upbringing.” She gave a slight nod, as if that fact were important to her. “You distinguished yourself academically and earned a scholarship to university, where you excelled.” He shrugged. “Pretty normal tale of someone clawing their way up to the next socioeconomic class.”

      She snorted. “It is. Except for the part where the notion of working most of my life away for anyone other than myself doesn’t appeal.”

      “So, you became an entrepreneur.”

      Lucia laughed. “Is that what your file or whatever actually says?”

      Jameson gave her a wry smile. “No. It says you became a criminal.”

      She pointed one finger on the hand that was holding the wineglass at him. “Far more accurate.” She finished her drink, stepped forward to refill it, and poured more into his as well. Resuming her prior position, she continued, “And that more or less brings us up to speed, does it not?”

      He waved at their surroundings. “You seem to be doing okay.”

      “Would anyone be of interest to Dea Kali, were they not?”

      “No, I expect you’re correct.”

      Lucia gestured with her chin at him. “So, what’s your deal? Enforcer?”

      “Troubleshooter. I solve problems of various kinds.”

      She smiled. “I happen to have a problem right now, actually. I know this great romantic restaurant nearby but have no one to go with. What do you think? Can you solve my problem, Jameson?”

      He answered with a wide smile. “I am pleased to be of service.”
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      Maslov Anokhin stared with a twisted grimace at the sight of his ravaged body in the mirror. The flames the witch had thrown at him had been relentlessly fierce, the magic fire resistant to being extinguished. He had burned for what felt like an eternity before he was able to smother the flames and had left his hospital bed against his doctor’s orders. But he was functional, and that was all that mattered. Willpower could overcome pain.

      Two-thirds of his torso was covered in bandages, and despite access to the best healing technology, the doctors had informed him the scars would be severe. Fortunately, only a quarter of his face was disfigured, from his left temple, over the corner of his mouth, and onto his chin. That was raw and repulsive, but he had a solution for it.

      Maslov set his half-facemask in place, simple flat metal polished to a shine on the outside, and sterile healing gel on the interior. It gripped his hair and curved to grasp his chin in an undamaged spot. The flat visage covered all his nose except the underside. He pulled on a black shirt over his bandages, a button-up tunic over that, and added matching trousers and boots.

      His movements were still stiff. Each time the wounded area flexed, pain lanced through him, and he risked further damage everywhere, but especially where the witch had stabbed him with her sword. But he refused to let it stop him. The doctors who had protested had been replaced, one after the next, until he discovered one who understood his needs and would work around them. He’d arranged to have those who’d declined his wishes transported to a northern penal colony where their medical skills would be welcomed.

      He exited his bedroom with his walking cane in his right hand. He limped on the damaged side but didn’t need the tool’s support yet. That might change as his energy flagged throughout the day, which was why he carried it. He refused to rely on others for simple tasks, as their attention needed to be on complex things. Like business. And payback.

      Irina, one of the triplets—twins now, he reminded himself—waited outside the door. Neither of the two women who were his closest lieutenants had expressed any pity over his damage. They were too smart to make such an error, and they understood his need to remain undiminished without his having to explain it to them. Had they not, they would have joined the doctors who’d failed him.

      They walked together in silence to the door of his command bunker. She opened it and followed him inside. This underground facility had been his first base of operations, from the time before he’d transformed the office building into his headquarters. It had reclaimed its former role and was now his only home. He had not left it since his return and would not do so for anything short of exacting revenge on those who had hurt him.

      Of course, that might not be necessary. If his people could put their hands on his enemies, he had a chamber ready for them in his bunker. He intended that they should stay with him for an extended, exceedingly painful time, and had medical facilities on site for them to ensure their survival for as long as he cared to.

      The control room was rectangular. A large display covered one wall, with rows of desks facing it, similar to the arrangement in the hotel. In the middle of the rear third of the room stood a heavy reclining metal chair that resembled something you’d find in a surgical facility. He carefully lowered himself into the seat and nodded at the doctor standing in the corner. The man moved forward and attached a tube from the armrest of the chair to the port in his arm, then stepped away.

      A thin trickle of painkillers entered his system, and he let out a long breath. He never took enough to compromise his mental ability, not even when the pain was at its worst. But without at least a little relief, he’d be unable to function at all. “Bring Anatoly.”

      Irina spoke several words into her phone. A small glow emanated from a thin slit in the metal chamber located in the back corner of the room. The entire bunker was protected by redundant anti-magic emitters, but the design permitted magic in one small area. Irina crossed to it, looked through the peephole, and nodded. Maslov made a vague gesture, and she released the locks and opened the door.

      His operations director, Anatoly, emerged, with Kira at his heels. The woman’s curly red hair was styled into a beehive sort of look on the top of her head that seemed impractical. Anatoly walked over to stand in front of him, and Maslov snapped, “Report.”

      The man’s eyes slid away from the silver mask. “The hotel and office building facilities appear to be safe. We’ve discovered no evidence that either location has been compromised. No external surveillance discovered, and no infomancy attacks detected. Our people have scoured the news, social media, and the web, but have found no mentions of the hotel or office building beyond the usual expected ones. It appears both the small fire at the office building and the existence of our base there have gone undetected.”

      Maslov nodded. He’d anticipated that would be the outcome, but it hadn’t been guaranteed, and still wasn’t. The fact that someone had been in his building and escaped bothered him more than it should have. It was just a place. But it had been his place, and one he’d been proud of. He pushed those feelings away. “And the facility in Belarus?”

      Anatoly’s frown deepened, and he adjusted his glasses, a sign of his nervousness. “As we anticipated, a total loss. The underground bombs performed as expected, although unfortunately our enemies detected them before they exploded and suffered no losses.”

      Maslov grunted. He’d hoped to kill a few more of them after giving the order, but he hadn’t been in his right mind at the time. “Better that the evidence is gone, regardless.” He fell silent.

      After a time, Anatoly asked, “What would you like us to do now, sir?”

      He frowned at the man. His thoughts had returned to the feeling of being on fire and had gotten trapped there, as they sometimes did. It took him a moment to refocus and remember what they were talking about. “Get the next site up and running. First priority. But at the same time, examine everything we have to discover how they found the first two so it doesn’t happen again.”

      Anatoly nodded vigorously. “Yes. I will.”

      Maslov raised a hand in warning. “No electronic communication at the new facility. Face-to-face only.”

      The other man blinked in surprise. “That will require a great deal of magical support.”

      He rewarded the comment with a thin smile. “I’m sure you can find the right people and persuade them to help us, voluntarily or otherwise.”

      Anatoly gulped. “Yes, sir.”

      “You’re dismissed.” His operations director returned to the small room by himself, and Kira locked it from the outside. Another flash of light came as the portal materialized to take him away.

      Kira checked the chamber, then confirmed, “He’s gone.”

      “I have a mission for you.”

      She walked forward to stand in front of him, where Anatoly had been. Her hands were locked behind her back, but she made the somewhat rigid pose look casual. “Whatever you wish.”

      “Find out everything you can about this Dragonfly agency. They’ve hit us hard, twice now, for no reason I can discern. If they assume those actions don’t entail dire consequences, we will soon show them the error of their beliefs.”

      Her lips bent upward into a cruel smile. “Any action other than observation?”

      His expression matched hers. “You may freely eliminate anyone you feel the need to, save one. Find the woman who did this to me, but do not under any circumstances kill her. I want her alive and well. She will endure the same pain that I’ve felt until I’m bored from inflicting it.”

      The twin behind his shoulder asked, “And then?”

      He chuckled. “And then you will have your turn to take whatever vengeance upon her you wish. But in the end, it is I who will claim her life, but only after she begs me to for a very, very long time.”
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      Aisling raised a hand to shield her eyes. The sun had broken free of the clouds while she and Victoria had been having lunch inside the restaurant. They’d shared gossip and spun ever more ridiculous tales about their coworkers, culminating in the idea that Brodie MacGregor was actually an international criminal who was hiding out as part of Dragonfly. Victoria had suggested, “Clearly, that’s the only reason we have someone of his quality here.”

      Aisling had responded with faux outrage at the insult, and they’d been unable to speak for almost a minute due to unstoppable laughter. The memory made her chuckle as they stepped into the flow of pedestrians on the sidewalk.

      She asked quietly, “Shimmer, see anything interesting?”

      The mechanical dragon had been enjoying the sunlight as well, flying around mostly aimlessly, as far as she could tell. She’d kept a subtle magic connection with him active so she’d know where he was, and his path had taken him in random directions but had never exceeded a kilometer from her. He was nothing, if not precise.

      “Until you exited the building, no. But I have now detected motion that does not fit expected patterns.”

      She touched Victoria’s shoulder and muttered, “There might be trouble.” Her friend stiffened, and Aisling squeezed her arm gently. “Just act normal. It’s probably nothing.”

      Shimmer had closed to almost over their heads. He reported, “You are definitely being followed. I see a man behind you walking more quickly than those around him. He’s wearing sunglasses and casual clothes, a white shirt and blue trousers. No one else is with him.”

      “Does he look dangerous?”

      “Analysis suggests a low level of risk at this time. He is engaged in surveillance-type activities, not attack preparation ones.” She wasn’t sure how much to trust Shimmer’s analysis, since it depended on factors she hadn’t programmed herself. But Mia was one of the most competent people she’d ever met, so chances were good that he was correct.

      She let her eyes wander the crowd ahead and around her, careful to keep her actions natural and unfocused, trusting her instincts to warn her of any dangers. Aisling murmured to Victoria, “We have someone following us, but Shimmer says that’s all he’s doing. So, here’s how we’ll respond. We’ll split up. You continue walking back to the base. If they trail you, I’ll have Shimmer provide an escort, and I’ll follow behind them.”

      Victoria nodded and replied, with what sounded like forced confidence, “I can do that.”

      “You’ll be safe no matter what they do. Shimmer and I promise. Have we ever let you down before?”

      Her friend laughed. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      Aisling kept her grin inside, having accomplished her goal of getting Victoria’s mind off the idea of danger. “I’m pretty sure they’ll follow me. And if they do, I think we’ll take the opportunity to get a good look at them.” If she felt the need to escape, her magic would make doing so easy.

      Victoria murmured, “Remember what I said about coming out into the field more often? I was clearly out of my mind. Forget I mentioned it.”

      “No chance. You're part of the team, now.”

      Victoria sighed. “I don’t like you.”

      Aisling chuckled. “I know. Now go.” Her friend continued forward, toward the square, and Aisling made a turn. She knew the blocks bordering the Council House well, having made a point of learning the territory when she’d started at Dragonfly. The street she was on was populated with restaurants much like the one she’d just left. But the one around the next corner was home to small shops, which made it a great place for counter surveillance, as people would be stopping, starting, and moving around unexpectedly as they window shopped. As she turned onto that street, she lifted her phone and asked, “All right, did any follow Victoria? Is the one we identified still with me? And do we have any others?”

      “Victoria is clear. I’ve spotted two on you, the man and a woman. She was ahead of you, but when you turned, she shifted directions suddenly and followed. The man has just crossed to the other side of the street you’re on.”

      Aisling nodded. “Standard tactics. Get whatever shots of them you can from up there, but don’t let them see you.”

      “My optics are good, but far from perfect for the situation,” the dragon informed her. “You might consider a future upgrade in this area.”

      She let the comment pass unacknowledged. “I’ll try to get them in closer so I can capture images with my lens. You’re the backup plan.” For situations like this, she had an app on her phone that would record the feed from her lens. She tapped the button to start recording.

      Shimmer’s laugh, which sounded more normal each time she heard it, was the initial reply. He followed it up with, “I’m not sure I appreciate being thought of as a backup plan.”

      She grinned. “Know your role.” It was a standing piece of banter between them as he continually pushed to do more, and she shoved back against his craziest ideas.

      Aisling stopped to look in a store window, a classic counter-surveillance tactic. In its reflection, she saw the man walk by on the opposite side of the street, carefully not noticing her. She smiled and nodded as if someone had said something interesting over the phone, then remarked, “Now he’s in front where I can keep an eye on him, instead.”

      Shimmer replied, “The woman is very slowly walking toward you. She’s in a long skirt and a short top.” Aisling refrained from looking in her direction, not wanting to give away her awareness of the surveillance.

      She sauntered to the next shop, which sold jewelry, looked in the window for a moment, and walked inside. “Keep an eye on them, buddy.”

      “Will do.”

      The phone went back into Aisling’s inner jacket pocket as she asked the storekeeper to show her some earrings. She held them up to her lobes in a mirror, decided she actually liked how they looked, though they were a little “night look” for her business casual outfit, and bought them. As she walked toward the exit, she raised the phone again and asked, “Locations?”

      “Both are in front of you now. I’ve detected a third behind.”

      Aisling turned left, toward the ones who were ahead of her. “Surveillance teams often work in threes. Lance also said that good operations tend to use multiple units. Fly up higher and see if there’s anyone else around who looks troublesome.”

      Shimmer told her to turn right at the next intersection, which required crossing the street. She did so, and walked past the man they’d first seen, who’d frozen at her turn. Her eyes stayed forward as she smiled into her phone and gave no indication that she recognized his presence.

      After she made one more turn at his direction, Shimmer said, “A second team is nearby. This one also includes two men and a woman.”

      Aisling wanted to frown but kept her face still. “That’s a lot, just for me. I think it’s time we brought this game to a halt. Find me somewhere I can be out of sight for a moment or three.”

      “Walk faster, turn the corner, and there’s an apartment building with an arched entryway. If you duck in there, no one will see you for at least ten seconds.”

      She followed his instructions and darted into the sheltered space. A quick spell cloaked her, and she moved further down the street to a spot with fewer pedestrians and more cover. She hid behind a lamp post where no one would stumble over her and pointed her phone back in the direction she’d come. The first man rounded the corner and stared in all directions, clearly confused. She snapped his picture as a supplement to whatever her lens was capturing.

      The woman arrived a short time later. She stayed on the opposite side of the street and carefully didn’t look at the man, but they walked forward in tandem. It was clear they were searching for her. Aisling got more pictures, then decided, “This has been fun, but it’s time to go back to work. If I get near number three, or the second team, let me know.”

      She picked her way cautiously along the street, smiling inwardly as she passed between the searchers. Moving in public spaces while cloaked was a challenge. If she’d had more room, she would’ve launched herself up to the rooftops, but the press of people and traffic didn’t allow it.

      After several turns, Shimmer reported that she’d left them behind.

      She found another doorway and released her veil, then continued walking back toward Dragonfly headquarters. As she neared Victoria Square, a sedan pulled up in front of her. Its arrival was abrupt enough that she stopped to look at it.

      A man climbed out of the passenger seat, and she recognized him from pictures she’d seen. His charcoal suit was perfectly tailored to set off his runner’s build, and the emerald tie echoed the color of his eyes. “Ms. Keane, I am Edward Smithton. Call me Eddie.” He flashed identification that showed he was part of SIS. “If you’d be so kind as to come along, my superior would like a word with you.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe this why?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t actually know. He asked me to tell you that it would be of mutual benefit if you met to discuss a common acquaintance.”

      Given that Jameson Hart was originally part of that organization, she couldn’t reject the opportunity. “Okay then, let’s do it.”

      As she climbed inside, Shimmer said, “I’ll let Victoria know what’s up and follow you. If it’s an emergency, just call my name, and I’ll rescue you. Again.”
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      The sedan didn’t stand out among the other vehicles as it pulled into the flow of traffic. Aisling was alone in the back seat, just Eddie and the driver in the front. If she was being played, it seemed like a very hands-off way to do it. Eddie twisted to face her. “You were on to us, weren’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. From outside the restaurant.”

      “Well done. The surveillance team wasn’t top-shelf, but they’re pretty good. You must be, too, to have detected them.”

      Aisling pretended disinterest by staring out the window. “What gave away that I’d spotted them?”

      He chuckled. “That you decided to go shopping. You don’t usually split up from Ms. Watson when the two of you have lunch together.”

      She swiveled her head back to him with a frown. “How long have you been watching me?”

      Eddie returned a thin smile. “Not you specifically. No reason to be alarmed about it. We watch everyone from time to time. Your agency’s headquarters location is fairly well known in our circles.”

      “And yours isn’t?”

      He laughed. “We’re the least clandestine intelligence agency on the planet, I think. Although secrecy can be had when we need it. Portals are a wonderful thing to obscure comings and goings, as you well know.”

      Aisling's sudden worry had subsided. His arguments made sense. “I certainly can’t argue with that.”

      “You used magic to evade our surveillance?”

      “Maybe.”

      Eddie laughed again. “Fair enough. At least give us some credit. We didn’t throw a black bag over your head and toss you in the trunk.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You think you could pull that off?”

      His expression turned serious. “In point of fact, no. Standard practice with magicals is a sniper bullet from afar. Nonlethal options are usually limited to surprise attacks with darts, traps, or perhaps slipping someone into the kitchen of a restaurant to drug your food.”

      Aisling scowled. “I’m not sure I appreciate the turn this conversation has taken. Where are we headed again?”

      He raised empty hands. “Apologies. Just talking shop, no menace intended. We’re going to a nearby hotel, where my boss is waiting to chat with you.”

      A change of subject seemed to be in order. “You appear to know quite a bit about me. Tell me about you.” She didn’t think the question would achieve anything and was surprised when he answered. Maybe he’s feeling bad about describing my murder.

      “I’ve been with SIS for about ten years. Military before that.”

      “What branch?”

      Pride was evident in Eddie’s response. “Royal Air Force.”

      “Not a ninja, then, huh?”

      “No. I prefer my fights to happen at a distance.” He cringed, realizing what he’d said, and continued. “In any case, I’m an agent now.”

      “How do I know you’re not planning to spirit me away or something?”

      “You’ll have to take that on trust, I’m afraid. But you’ll notice we don’t have an anti-magic device, we haven’t asked you for any weapons, and you’re aware of where we’re going. I have no doubt your magic could free you at any moment you felt it necessary.”

      You don’t have an anti-magic device that you’ve shown yet, you mean, but okay. “That’s the correct answer. Did you grow up around here?”

      Eddie laughed. “Birmingham? No. But England, yes. I’m sure the accent gave that away. Hexham. Nice place. Upcountry. Not much to do there, though, which is why I jumped to enlist as soon as I was eligible. Where are you from?”

      “A small village near Westport, in Ireland.”

      “Our records say you’re a witch. Is that true?”

      Aisling grinned. “As far as you know.”

      He laughed again. She thought he was laying it on a little thick. She was funny, but not that funny. “Not much trust at the outset, huh? That’s pretty normal for interagency communication, too. It’s why relationship building is so important.”

      “That’s what you call kidnapping me, is it?”

      “You could have refused.”

      “Fair.” The car pulled up in front of the hotel and a uniformed man opened her car door. She climbed out, and Eddie walked at her side into the building. The lobby was elegant but not opulent, and she had very little time to appreciate it as they crossed it directly to the elevator.

      The middle-floor suite Eddie escorted her to was small but had a comfortable seating area just inside the door with a couple of couches and a large monitor on the wall that was playing ocean scenes. A man she recognized stood, crossed to her, and extended his hand. “Edward Peters. I believe we’ve met, though I don’t think I got your name at my get-together.”

      She projected a confidence she didn’t feel. “Aisling Keane. A pleasure.”

      He shook his head with a rueful smile. “Getting played in my own house is not a positive check in my personnel file, Agent Keane.”

      “Call me Aisling.”

      He chuckled. “And you can call me Edward. Helps to differentiate from Eddie over there. Have a seat.”

      As she complied, Eddie asked, “Something to drink?”

      “Ginger ale, if you have it.” He nodded and moved away.

      Peters said, “No hard feelings about the other night. It was business for you, I was foolish, and I’ve learned from the experience. I hope whatever your organization got was worthwhile. Our records show that the file for Jameson Hart was accessed, which is one of the reasons I wanted to meet.”

      “But why with me? Surely you know I’m low in the hierarchy.”

      He leaned back and swirled the ice melt in his glass. “I’m aware. I’ve met several of those above you previously. But, given that we have a shared history, and since one doesn’t encounter that many magicals in our field, I thought it might be useful to chat.”

      “And do you still think so?”

      Peters laughed. “I do. So, what do you know about Jameson?”

      “One of your people. Went rogue, don’t know why. Worked for Vincente Sallent in Barcelona. Most recently seen at the site of a building fire involving one of Sallent’s former employees.”

      He nodded. “You forgot to mention the part where he kidnapped one of your agents.”

      She accepted the can of ginger ale from Eddie, popped the top, and took a drink. “Didn’t seem pertinent.”

      “Actually, I think it’s quite pertinent. He has a particular dislike for your organization.”

      “Why?”

      Peters shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. Parts of his file are sealed, even from me. I would tell you if I did, since it wouldn’t cost me anything. My guess is that it’s tied to his leaving SIS, though. Maybe ask someone on your side. So, are you after Hart?”

      Aisling shook her head. “Not at this time. Although if he shows up, I won’t pass up the opportunity to rough him up and bring him in.”

      He leaned forward. “Well, I believe he may be after you.”

      “You, Dragonfly, or you, me specifically?”

      “Both.”

      Aisling frowned. “What makes you think so?”

      He drank off the rest of the liquid in his glass. “Someone who didn’t have clearance accessed our intelligence files. We don’t know who, but we’re confident it was someone inside the organization. Unfortunately, Jameson has always had friends. And I’m not sure they all cut ties when he left.”

      She nodded. “I get it.”

      “The files contained information on Dragonfly. Including what we have on you personally.”

      “Seems as if your security could be better.”

      He winced slightly. “It could. And I’m making that very thing a high priority. I just thought you should know about it.”

      Aisling took a delaying sip of her soda before replying, “I’m not sure I enjoy being in your debt, Mr. Peters.”

      He laughed. “I’m kind of fond of the situation myself. Consider it a payback for your little adventure at my home.”

      “Fair, I guess.”

      He rose, and she did the same. “Eddie will take you back. A pleasure to have met you officially, Aisling.”

      She smiled thinly. “And you. Thanks for the unusual invitation. Maybe I’ll return the favor sometime.”

      He grinned. “Well, you know where I live.”

      Aisling laughed inwardly. Yeah, I suppose I do. Perhaps I’ll drop by for poker night.
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      Aisling arrived at work early so she could use the fabrication equipment before Brodie and his team got busy with it. The vacant space woke up as she and Shimmer entered. Lights flicked on, the computer with its holographic display activated, and the 3-D printers whirred as they performed their startup diagnostics.

      Shimmer hopped up on a table and looked around as if surveying his domain, then jumped back down to the floor, ran across the room, and leapt up onto a different one, where he repeated the process. Aisling shook her head. “You’re a goofball.”

      The dragon laughed. “You only work in this space. I was born here.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No more Batman movies for you.”

      Shimmer let out a snort, which was a new thing he’d picked up to taunt her with. “Like you could stop me. I could be watching fifty of them right now and you wouldn’t even know.”

      “First, there aren’t that many in existence. Second, don’t forget you are made of magic and technology. Without the magic part, say, if someone should let that reservoir run dry, you’d have problems.”

      “A definite design flaw. You should fix that.”

      She turned to the workstation, confident she’d accomplished all she could with that conversation. She pulled her swords from behind her lower back, where they were hidden under her suit jacket, and placed them on the computer’s sensing surface. A couple of minutes later, a complete 3-D model of the hilts’ exteriors rotated in midair before her. The weapons resisted internal scans, as Grash had said they would, but she had all the knowledge she needed about their operation from an earlier analysis.

      Her task was to add another layer of material to the hilts attached to a computer chip that could handle simple processing. Aisling called up the schematics she’d generated for the way the switch operated on a side display for reference and then added a representation of a flexible sensor surface beside the hilts in the holographic projection. She manipulated it in midair, stretching the flat sensor material until it was an appropriate size to fit around the hilt of the sword, with a cutout for the switch. A little more effort copied and adapted the design to the other sword.

      Aisling paused to consider where to put the computer chip, and finally decided that just under the upper ridge of the handle was the best spot. It would be out of the way there and unlikely to be impacted during a fight. She pressed the print button and two of the 3-D printers shifted from diagnostic into functional mode. A moment later, she had two thin sheets of what looked like cling film. She wrapped them carefully around the hilts of her swords, retrieved the computer chips from a different machine, cemented them in place, and connected the two.

      A series of verbal commands called up the programming interface for the chips. The code was simple, basically a test for a given condition that would permit the switches to function. Grash had known during their construction that she intended to do this, and he’d left a junction in the system where she could insert that switch.

      When the chips were ready, she called up the interface for the sensor film. She commanded it to register her grip and put the weapons through a series of movements, holding them upright, reversed, at the top of the hilt, and at the bottom. She repeated the process several times, then switched hands and did it again.

      The system did its magic. When it signaled completion, she tested them to be sure they operated the way she wanted them to. The result was just as she’d hoped. She pushed a thin thread of magical lightning into the coating that caused it to contract around the handle and assume its final shape. She flicked the blades out and wove them in a complicated pattern to celebrate her success.

      Sounding bored, Shimmer asked, “Are you finally done?”

      Aisling ignored his complaint, held up her swords, and examined them with a critical eye. “Yep, I think so.”

      “Good. Now you can get to the important stuff. More upgrades for me.”

      Before she could reply, Brodie’s gruff baritone interrupted. “I see Shimmer is up to his usual tricks.”

      Aisling turned to face Dragonfly’s technology expert. He was wearing a stylish leather jacket today that looked new, and his goatee was neatly trimmed. “Always. That’s why I wanted to get here early, so he wouldn’t disrupt your operation too badly.”

      “And I appreciate it.” He turned to Shimmer. “What sort of upgrades are you looking for, beastie?”

      “No specific ones identified.”

      He smoothed his mustache. “Well then, how are we supposed to improve you?”

      The dragon countered, “Aren’t you allegedly the inventors?”

      Brodie laughed. “He’s got us there. Speaking of which, is all your equipment working out okay?”

      Aisling nodded. “I have no complaints. Just finished upgrading my swords, actually.” She threw him one, and he pushed the button to extend the blade, but nothing happened.

      He examined the hilt more closely. “Paired only with you?”

      “Yep. Seemed like a smart precaution.”

      “What if you’re wearing gloves?”

      Aisling frowned. She didn’t usually wear them in any situation where fighting might be necessary, because they would cover her rings. “I never thought of that. Fingertips should be enough for the sensors, so I guess I would have to get ones with part of the fingers cut off.”

      Brodie handed it back, pulled up a stool, and sat next to her. “Seems like a viable solution.” He scratched his beard with one hand, then said, “I don’t want to bring up a bad memory, but I’ve been meaning to ask. Is there anything that might’ve helped when you were captured?”

      Aisling had endured a couple of nightmares about the experience, but nothing at the level of true trauma. She thought the fact that she’d burned her captor up probably had a lot to do with that. He wasn’t a danger to her any longer. “I can’t think of anything that would’ve worked when I was tied down. Unless it was an implant or an exoskeleton or something. I couldn’t reach it even if I’d had it, so even if I’d had tools on me, they wouldn’t have helped.”

      He nodded. “I’ve been trying to think up something that might’ve worked in that situation, and I can’t figure it out, either. The exoskeleton had crossed my mind, but it would be almost impossible to hide from any sort of search. Implants hadn’t occurred to me, though. Could you do that without impairing your magic?”

      Aisling's head tilted as she considered his words. “That’s a really good question I absolutely don’t know the answer to. I’ll see what I can dig up next time I’m home.”

      “What about upgrades for Shimmer?”

      Aisling snapped her fingers. “You know, one thing that would’ve been super helpful is a stronger signal, so he could be located through the blocking.”

      Brodie drummed his fingers on the desk. “That had occurred to me, too, but I’m not sure how to pull it off. It might be possible to turn all of his scales into transmitters, or for them to work together as an antenna. I’ll play with it and see what I can come up with. What else?”

      “What do you have that might counteract an anti-magic emitter?”

      He was quiet for half a minute, then shook his head. “Nothing I can think of that would be portable enough to pull it off. Creating a carveout means doing a phase inversion on the signal, which isn’t hard in itself. But having the power to override an anti-magic emitter, even a small one, would require something too large to conceal.”

      “What if you put it in Shimmer?”

      Brodie regarded the dragon. “You’d have to lose almost everything inside him to make it work. And I’m pretty sure he needs the skeleton and all.”

      Aisling shrugged. It was the response she’d expected. “It was only a wish. I’m sure you’ll come up with something interesting down the road.”

      He rose with a smile. “That is my job, after all. You know, if your Dwarven friend could build another one of those swords, it would be a fun thing to have around.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think your staff would like it as much as you would.”

      He grinned, showing white teeth in his dark beard. “That’s their problem. Anyway, I better get to the back.”

      He sauntered off, and Shimmer said, “That was not a productive upgrade session.”

      “My swords are now usable only by me,” Aisling countered. “That’s highly productive.”

      He fluttered his wings. “Why do you persist in thinking everything’s about you?”

      She shook her head with a dramatic sigh. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go get to work on our actual job.”
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      Jameson Hart pulled a piece of gum from the blister pack and returned the container to the inner pocket of his jacket. He was dressed casually, in jeans, loafers, and a light blue button-down with a sports coat on top. Sunglasses protected his eyes from the brightness of the day. The outfit blended in well with the businesspeople hanging out in Victoria Square on this particular Thursday late morning.

      He doubted anyone was watching him, but if someone was, they still wouldn’t have seen him palm the small device out of the pack. He pressed it against a light post with a subtle move that would also have gone unremarked had anyone noticed him. It was the last of his surveillance devices. He’d been in the square for about a half-hour, sauntering around seemingly without direction while planting them.

      The apparent lack of intent in his wandering might have drawn eyes to him, but he doubted it. The Dragonfly agents had no reason to suspect someone was in their backyard watching them and doubtless felt confident their security procedures were adequate. He’d chosen cameras that would self-destruct with a small pop later that evening on the off chance that Dragonfly did a nighttime check of their surroundings. In any case, he would be long gone by then, assuming the wizard he’d hired showed up to portal him home.

      Jameson sat on a bench at one side of the square and held his phone to his ear. The device concealed the earpiece that he was actually using to communicate. “Status?”

      One of Kali’s infomancers replied, “All cameras are active. Facial recognition programs running. If we get a hit, we’ll send the data to your lens.”

      He nodded. “Good, good, going fine, then. Any new information?” The people passing by would doubtless think he was on a business call.

      The infomancer chuckled. “You’ve got company, I see. How nice for you. No, nothing new.”

      “We’ll just see what develops then, shall we?” He took the phone down from his ear and poked at it as if he was reading through the day’s news. In fact, he was watching the main exit of the Council House through one of the cameras. He would have preferred to do the surveillance by drone but was sure the local airspace would be watched by Dragonfly’s people. His sunglasses were large enough to hide much of his face, and he’d grown out his beard since the last time he might’ve seen a Dragonfly agent. It wasn’t more than thick stubble, but it hid his jawline.

      The danger of performing surveillance in person was the ease with which he might change from hunter to prey, especially when his picture was in the official records of the SIS and who knew what other agencies. He noted faces as workers emerged for lunch, but neither of the women he’d seen in Barcelona were among them. It was disappointing, but not unexpected. The spy game often had lots of famine in between its feasts.

      Jameson spent the afternoon shopping on the side streets and having his own late lunch in a nearby restaurant while keeping one eye on the cameras through his contact lens display. He was back in the square waiting when the end of the workday came and a flood of people emerged from the Council House, the normal staffers intermixed with faces that popped as Dragonfly. As the tide slackened, the women he’d been hoping to see emerged together. He murmured, “There they are.”

      A different infomancer than the one from the morning came back, “Got them. Snapping pictures and recording video.”

      “I’m going to follow.”

      “Affirmative.”

      Jameson trailed behind them as they went to a nearby restaurant. He chose a different one across the street with outdoor seating and took a table that let him look in through the glass window to watch them. They looked like any other post-work revelers as they drank glasses of beer and shared a plate of something.

      The sight triggered a strange pang inside him. When he’d been with SIS, he’d often been part of similar outings. Since leaving the agency, he operated almost exclusively alone. He’d found a bit of community among those who worked for Vincente Sallent, but that was over now, and he doubted Kali’s underlings were the sort one went out for a drink with. He wasn’t a person who regretted his choices. Once he committed to a decision, he only looked forward. That trait had saved him more than once in the field. But still, seeing the two of them out enjoying themselves made him feel his own lack of connections.

      After a second drink, they walked out and wandered down the street. He dropped bills on the table and followed at a distance. A quarter-hour or so later, the blonde entered an apartment building. He reflexively remembered the address and trailed the redhead as she headed to an alley and turned into it. By the time he hurried forward and got a vantage on the lane, a magical portal was closing behind her.

      Jameson didn’t get a good look at what was on the other side before it vanished, but hopefully the video recording from his lens would provide some information. He was about to signal the wizard to pick him up when something caught his eye. A woman who had been wandering down the street opposite him as he’d trailed the Dragonfly agent had reversed direction, and now walked with a purpose back toward Victoria Square. He followed and ordered, “Get some pictures of that woman in the green shirt.”

      “Can you get in front of her?”

      “Standby.” He increased his speed, still on the opposite side of the street. Eventually he drew close enough that the infomancer was able to get a better image, which he flashed onto Jameson’s lens. “Any hits?”

      “None yet. I’ll send these pictures on to Dea Kali.”

      “Sounds good.”
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        * * *

      

      Rajani Tristesse, known as Kali to the world, frowned at the images on the tablet her personal assistant, Charlotte, had just handed her. “And what do we know about these people?”

      Charlotte replied in her soft voice, “The first two are surely Dragonfly agents. We have evidence of them being in Barcelona, pretending to be Interpol. We have not yet managed to acquire names or other information.” Everything about Charlotte was soft, from her curvy figure to her almost-white hair and pale skin.

      “Do we not have someone on the inside of that organization?”

      The other woman shook her head. “No. Not yet.”

      Rajani’s lips curled down in a frown. “Unfortunate.” She set the tablet down and took a meditative sip from the mug of tea at her side. “No matter. Check to see if any of our people embedded in the other agencies can access any information. Then, run them down in the usual way.” Her infomancers spent a lot of time performing research on her behalf.

      “Yes, Dea.”

      She lifted the tablet again and tapped her finger on the third picture. “Who is this?”

      Charlotte answered, “Irina. We don’t have a surname. She is a member of an organization located in Russia. It is best known by the name Apocalypse, and is engaged in drugs, terrorism, and mercenary activity.”

      She raised a sculpted eyebrow. “And she was following these women?”

      “That is how it appeared to Jameson Hart. It is our analysts’ conclusion as well.”

      “Interesting. Do we know anything more about the organization?”

      The other woman shook her head. “We have had no reason to investigate them previously. But we can certainly do so now.”

      Rajani picked up her mug again. “Make it happen. If they are interested in these women specifically, or in Dragonfly, perhaps their attention can be used toward our own ends.”
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      Aisling’s Friday had no specific deadlines or projects, although eventually someone would come and demand that she join them for training. Dragonfly was weird that way. Sometimes, she knew beforehand what she’d be learning. The rest of the time, it felt like they were testing her by dropping it as a surprise. She’d wondered more than once if she was on some secret super probation that no one had mentioned.

      She shared that thought with Shimmer as she walked across Victoria Square and he flew overhead. His snort in reply conveyed his perspective on her worry quite well. “Thanks for the caring concern, buddy.”

      He replied, “You need to keep busy. When you have too much time to think, your brain goes off in all sorts of crazy directions. It’s like you’re bad at thinking.”

      “I’m going to have Mia extract any code related to mental health from your next iteration.”

      Shimmer’s tone sounded amused. “That outcome relies on her agreeing to it and me permitting it, neither of which is likely.”

      Aisling looked down at the ground so he wouldn’t see her smile. “I never should’ve let her put in that AI.”

      His laughter mocked her. “But you did. And now you’re toast.”

      The guards stared at her oddly as she made her chuckling way through security. She paused beyond them, and a moment later the dragon came prancing through the detectors after her. They went off, of course, but the guards knew him by now and waved them onward.

      She stopped by Investigation intending to chat, but Victoria was more frazzled than usual. She didn’t even look up from her desk. “Don’t distract me. I’m on a deadline. They dropped this on my desk this morning and want results today. It’s from your church or school or whatever thing.”

      “And they’re hot over it now?”

      “Yes. I agree it’s stupid. If you didn’t bring me coffee, you need to leave. If you did, drop off the coffee before you go.”

      Aisling walked back to the café, got Victoria a coffee, and dropped it off. Then she and Shimmer headed down to the equipment design level. The item she was working on was bigger than the 3-D printers could handle, so she called up the software for the robotic assembly room and worked with it instead of her usual design program.

      After a couple of hours, during which Shimmer made several pointed suggestions interspersed with generalized criticism, she had the hologram of a new charging pedestal for the dragon floating in the air in front of her. Brodie came through the airlock mid-morning and looked over her shoulder. “Wireless power, speed controlled by how much of his body is laying against it, good choice.”

      Aisling grinned up at him. “You’re the one who designed the charging function into the scales. I’m just taking advantage of it.”

      “But you were smart enough to see possibilities. That’s important.”

      “I told her to do it,” Shimmer insisted.

      Brodie laughed and Aisling countered, “You did not. Quit lying.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m going with the dragon on this one,” Brodie decided.

      Aisling muttered, “Let’s see how you like being a frog for a while.”

      “If you turn me into a frog, how can I help you improve that pedestal?” He stepped closer to the holographic interface and flicked quickly through menus. She’d never seen him actually doing design work, only the products of it, and his speed and confidence were impressive. In moments, he had added several capacitors to hold a charge in case of a power loss, as well as holders for refills for the dragon’s flame breath weapon.

      Shimmer said, “Thank you.”

      Aisling added, “Much appreciated.”

      The dragon asked, “What about the signal improvement?”

      Brodie laughed and shook his head. “You’re never happy, are you?”

      “I’m always happy. I’m never satisfied. There’s a difference.”

      Brodie looked at her with a grin, and she threw up her hands. “I don’t know. He’s a sassy little monster nowadays. I’m going to have words with Mia about it.”

      “You recognize the chances are good that she programmed the AI to be a sassy little monster, right?”

      “Oh yeah. I know. This just reeks of her. But that doesn’t mean she gets away without a tongue lashing.”

      Brodie coughed to hide another laugh. “Well, that seems fair.” He turned his head to look at Shimmer. “And to answer your question, I’m still working on that. We’re already doing a lot with the scales. The only way I see to accomplish it is to make them thicker, so I’ll have more than only the surfaces to work with. But I’m not sure how that will impact the skeleton.”

      Shimmer replied, “I could be bigger.”

      Aisling countered, “Stealth is an important thing for you, buddy, as is being able to get into places I can’t. Making you too big defeats those purposes.”

      Brodie patted the dragon on the back. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out in a way that makes everyone happy.” The activation of the airlock drew everyone’s attention, and Lance walked through it. He was mostly healed, at least from an outside perspective. His movements looked a little stiff to her, but it didn’t seem to bother him. He clapped his hands together and raised both arms to point one finger at her and the other at Shimmer. “You two. You’re coming with me.”

      He put dramatic menace in it, and they both laughed. Shimmer replied, “Where are we going?”

      Lance grinned. “Fridays are for training. Not explanations.”

      They said their goodbyes to Brodie, who promised to start the fabrication run on a pair of pedestals, one for her apartment and one for the office. Lance led them upstairs and out through the Council Hall’s main entrance. Aisling had been resisting the urge to pester him, but once they were outside, had to ask, “So, what are we doing? Going out for a long lunch? That’s the kind of training I can get behind.”

      Lance slipped sunglasses on against the early afternoon sun. “Working on teamwork.”

      She groaned. “With you? Am I being punished for something?”

      He patted her shoulder condescendingly. “You seem like such a nice person, but when one gets to know you, they discover you’re just an empty shell lined with nastiness.”

      Aisling laughed. “Yeah. Exactly that. You’ve got me figured out.”

      “Ah, there’s our third.” She followed his gaze to a bench where Mia sat with a tablet in her hands. The infomancer saw them approaching and walked to meet them halfway.

      The infomancer looked at Lance. “What’s up, spy guy?”

      He gave her a long-suffering look. “We don’t use the S-word out in public.”

      “My exoskeleton is blocking sound waves from leaving our immediate vicinity, but sure. What do you think I am, an amateur?”

      He lowered his sunglasses to look over the top at her. “At some things. Interpersonal communication, for instance.”

      Aisling countered, “She’s good at it with people she likes.” She raised a hand in the air and the infomancer slapped it.

      Lance covered his eyes with the shades again. “All right, people, here’s the deal. Aisling and Shimmer, you need to learn to work with external guidance. It’s occasionally necessary for us to become, essentially, the tools of those who can see more than we can. It’s a difficult skill to master.”

      “I don’t think I like the sound of that,” Shimmer fretted.

      Aisling nodded. “I agree. What if our controller is a doofus like you?” She mimed a shudder. “The horror.”

      Lance massaged his temples with one hand. “Are you two ever serious about anything?”

      “I’m dead serious. The idea of you inside my brain?” She faked another tremor. “Horrors.”

      “Well, you won’t have to worry about that, since it’s not me who will be in charge.”

      Mia’s eyes got big. “What now?”

      Lance grinned at her. “It’s training time for you, too. I’m aware this isn’t something you’ve done before, so we’ll start slow. You’ll stay here and act as the mission coordinator to guide Shimmer and Aisling through several blocks in that direction.” He gestured to his right. “Techs planted detection devices here and there in that area. Your goal is to get through them without being noticed. That will require effort from all of you.”

      He reached into his pockets and drew out two small rectangles, each about the size of a cell phone. “These are detector packs similar to what we wear in the field. You will each carry one.”

      Aisling said, “I’m afraid Shimmer doesn’t have pockets. Maybe in the next version.”

      He grinned. “Sounds like a design flaw. But that’s okay. I brought straps.” After a short communal effort, they were ready to go. “Oh, and no magical concealment or detection allowed. Play fair.”

      Aisling scowled. “Preventing me from using my magic is already unfair.”

      “Using your magic won’t help Mia when she needs to work with someone who doesn’t have those skills.”

      “Fine.”

      Lance pulled out his phone and tapped on it. “Mia, sending you the finish line. Your time starts now.”
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      Lance departed with a promise that he would be watching from afar while they conducted the operation. She and Shimmer sat on the bench next to Mia. The infomancer said, “Just a second while I connect to you both.” A few seconds later, she added, “Okay. We’re good.”

      “That fast?”

      “That fast. Time moves a little differently when I’m inside the systems.”

      “How will that help you out here?”

      Mia explained, “Your equipment is a familiar system. The bandwidth here is fine, so I can get information in real time, but be able to process it more quickly than you could. It’s kind of difficult to explain if you don’t have the magic.”

      She nodded, still confused, but sure that if she asked again, she’d wind up understanding even less. “What do you need from us?”

      The infomancer bit her lip. Aisling couldn’t recall ever having seen the other woman look nervous before. I guess she doesn’t like unexpected tests any more than I do. “Don’t walk too fast. I wouldn’t be surprised if they try to distract me while we do this, so I’ll want a little leeway.”

      “You got it. Want me to use my magic on the down low?”

      Mia laughed. “No. If this was about winning, I’d be all over it. But Lance is right, as much as I hate the sound of those words in that order. I need to learn, and having that advantage would make it easier in a way that’s not universally applicable.”

      Aisling rose. “Keep Shimmer at ground level?”

      “How slow can you fly, my friend?” Mia asked.

      He tilted his head to the side as if thinking. “Probably not slow enough to match Aisling’s walking speed. But I can do small circles to stay near her.”

      The infomancer slowly shook her head. “How about this? You leapfrog from place to place up high. If I need you to fly down, I’ll let you know, but otherwise you just stay at or slightly behind Aisling’s position.”

      “Boring.”

      Aisling laughed. “Not everyone exists simply to entertain you, Shimmer.”

      “They should.”

      Mia waved her hands. “Go, you two.” Her voice changed to a serious and focused tone that Aisling recognized from doing infomancy runs with her. Shimmer flew upward and was quickly lost to sight as his camouflaged scales replicated the sky behind him. A couple of people around her were looking up when it happened and reacted with shouts and points.

      Aisling ignored them as she, too, narrowed her focus to the mission at hand. The street was wide enough to contain two lanes of traffic and sidewalks that held pedestrians aplenty and outdoor seating for some of the restaurants. She walked slowly and moved her eyes in the practiced pattern that included all the angles in her field of view, including above. It was something she’d learned to do training with Sashura and Delsanra, and it had been reinforced during the camp she’d attended shortly after being hired.

      She stopped short at a command from Mia. A moment later, the infomancer warned, “There’s a camera above you and to the right.”

      Aisling looked upward and saw the device. It was mounted on a restaurant overhang and pointed a slight angle away from her. “You think that counts? It looks like an off-the-shelf security camera.”

      “That’s just the sort of technicality they would use.”

      “What you want me to do about it?”

      Mia sounded distracted. “Standby. I’m using your pack as a bridge.” A moment later, she said, “It’s nullified. Continue.”

      As she complied, Aisling asked, “Can you get into any system?”

      The infomancer chuckled. “Yes. It’s only a question of how long it will take. But for commercial systems like that one, it’s easy. All the agencies have hacked those companies. We have the passwords, so if I can find a signal, we’re set.”

      “Do you share those things?”

      “With other agencies?”

      Aisling stepped off the curb to cross a street. “Yes.”

      A small snort escaped her friend. “Of course not. If we were combining forces for a mission, we would, but otherwise, you never know who might turn out to be a problem. Stop.” Aisling froze and sensed Shimmer doing the same above her. “Got another camera. Not a commercial system. On the light post ahead of you.”

      “Want me to fry it?”

      Mia asked, “Do you have a non-magical way to do that?”

      Aisling blew out an annoyed breath. “These rules suck.”

      A chuckle sounded in her ear. “I’ll assume that’s a no.”

      “I have an electrical weapon,” Shimmer offered. “Non-magical.”

      Mia replied, “That appears to fit the requirements. Do your thing, buddy.” His camouflage scales protected him as he swooped down, blasted it, and returned to the rooftops. As they resumed their progress, Mia instructed, “Slow down. Someone’s coming over.” A moment later, the infomancer’s voice was back in her earpiece. “They sent someone over to kick me off my bench. It seems they’d like to make sure this experience is as annoying as possible. Although they probably think of it as making the training more challenging.”

      Aisling started walking again. “Where are you now?”

      “Wandering around the square. No biggie. Let’s continue.”

      They navigated a number of additional challenges, including traffic cameras, building cameras, cameras on public network terminals, and units presumably installed by Dragonfly agents. Aisling asked, “How do we make sure other agencies aren’t putting stuff like this around?”

      “We don’t, mostly. They watch us, we watch them. It’s all part of the game. Ah, hell.”

      Aisling stopped moving again. “What?”

      “They tricked me. They changed up the way they’re concealing their devices, and several of them that were passive and not emitting, just activated. You’re in a box.”

      Shimmer replied, “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      Mia sounded annoyed. “Not a bit. But there’s no way they get to beat us. Let me think.”

      A minute passed in silence, then the dragon said, “I hear something.”

      Mia’s tone was smug as she replied, “That’s my drone. Aisling, be ready to catch what it drops.”

      It swooped down and released a small instrument pack that resembled the ones they were already carrying. She asked, “What is this?”

      Mia laughed. “Signal jammer. No one said that I couldn’t use my talents, now did they?”

      With the new tool, the rest of the exercise was a breeze. Mia was relaxed enough that she let Shimmer destroy a few cameras just for fun. Lance reappeared to call an end to it, and they returned to the Council House and gathered in one of the conference rooms that was inside their security zone, but outside the most secure areas that involved airlocks.

      They sipped the coffees Lance had bought them while he summarized his observations about the mission. “You three seem to work well as a team. Aisling, Shimmer, no problem taking commands?”

      She replied, “No. Mia is pretty bossy.”

      The infomancer slapped her arm, and they all laughed. Shimmer added, “It was boring.”

      Lance nodded. “A lot of what we do is. Better get used to it. Mia, how about you?”

      Mia answered, “I’m used to being fully immersed when I work. Having to process the external stimuli of the square was challenging.”

      “Others have said the same. But you’ll be able to deal with it?”

      She grinned. “Of course. Any time.”

      After work, Aisling and Mia headed out for a drink. They’d invited Victoria and Lance, but both had demurred, so it was just the two of them. They went back to the bar that Mia had patronized enough to be popular there and sat in the same booth they had before. After some general conversation about Dragonfly gossip, Mia said, “Thank you for letting me know about the fabrication room, by the way.”

      Aisling asked, “Are you using it?”

      The visible portions of the exoskeleton that ran down Mia’s arms pulsed with illumination for a moment. “Working on a new one of these.”

      “That’s awesome. I presume you’ll be adding additional features?”

      The infomancer nodded. “And upgrading existing ones. I’m working with the Neurological Institute that designed my current exoskeleton.”

      Aisling raised her glass in a mock toast. “Sounds great.”

      Mia grinned. “Hopefully it will be. It would suck to go through the work and then suddenly find myself unable to move because I made some stupid miscalculation.”

      Aisling waved the notion away. “Like that would happen.”

      “I screw up sometimes.”

      “I disbelieve.”

      Mia laughed. “All right. It’s not that frequent. But it’s not unheard of, either.”

      “Well, if I can assist, let me know.”

      “I will. But if everything works out like I think it should, it’s me who should be able to help out more.”

      Aisling pointed a finger at her face. “You’re killing me with this mysterious thing, you know that, right?”

      Mia gave her a mischievous grin. “Oh, I know. Makes it all the more fun.”

      “You suck.”

      “You’re not the first to say so. So, what are you up to this weekend?”

      “I’m getting upgrades, too. A second wand.”

      Mia copied the earlier toast gesture. “Nice.”

      In her earpiece, from where he sat on the roof of the bar, Shimmer asked, “Where are my upgrades?”

      She sighed. “Not everything is about you, Shimmer.”

      “It should be.”

      She shared the exchange with Mia, who thought it was hilarious. “You’re aware that this is all your fault, right?” Aisling accused Mia. “You and your kooky AI.”

      Her friend grinned, unmoved by the condemnation. “I know. Isn’t it great?”
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      Aisling arrived in Westport the next day after spending the early part of the morning with her family, first over the breakfast table, then hanging out with Cait and Aza in the backyard while Shimmer copied the living dragon’s every movement. Her partner opted to stay back, so she portaled in alone to the outskirts of town and wandered its Main Street, which was active again, finally.

      While some physical reminders of the conflict with the shifters remained in the absence of buildings that had once stood on now-vacant lots, someone visiting the town for the first time would have no idea that anything bad had ever happened there. She entered Grash’s shop to find the Dwarven craftsman talking with a couple that looked like tourists. They spoke in a way that suggested they knew quality weapons work and wound up purchasing a pair of slim knives and matching sheaths that Aisling had also liked from the display case in the center.

      As they departed, Grash grinned at her. “Sorry for the delay, but I do so love the clink of coins.”

      Aisling laughed. “And the knowledge that making me wait was a particular torture while you told them every single detail about the blades, maybe?”

      His grin widened under his thick beard. “Me? Do something like that? Never. Come on back.” Grash escorted her into the workspaces at the rear of the shop. One table was devoted to examinations of goods to be repaired or of finished work, and he led her to it. He opened a wooden case, withdrew a drawstring bag, and tossed it to her.

      Aisling caught it and slid the object inside onto the wooden surface of the table. The bracelet was gorgeous, and unlike the ones either of her sisters wore. Grash had designed it to look like branches and twigs that twined and twisted to form the circular shape. As near as she could tell from her initial examination, it was seamless. Most of it was made from the wood of the wand she’d brought him, but several thin metal strands were woven in.

      She pointed to them, and he nodded. “It’s a technique I’ve used on your sisters’ bracelets, as well. The metal makes it look more ornamental, but also acts as a magical energy conduit. It doesn’t add much potency, but every bit counts, right?”

      Aisling held it up and examined the diamond-shaped openings evenly spaced around the bracelet. She stuck her pinky through one and waggled it at him. “What’s up with these? I don’t think I saw them on Cait’s or Brianna’s.”

      Grash rumbled, “No, you did not. Those are slots to hold charms. They can be charged ahead of time, and once used, will siphon off just the smallest bit of energy to recharge themselves over several days if you don’t fill them deliberately. You won’t notice the loss, I promise.” He flicked his hand and a metal object of the matching shape appeared between his fingers. “I made you this one, although I’m sure you can do better.”

      She accepted it and turned it over in her hands. A somewhat familiar symbol was etched on both the front and back, but she couldn’t place it. “What does it do?”

      Grash’s pride showed in his grin. “It’s kinetic. If you throw something and invoke the charm, that thing will speed away far faster than you could ever manage on your own, even with magical assistance.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “That seems nasty.”

      “Hey, if you’re in a fight with someone, you take every advantage you can get, right?”

      “Can’t argue with that. Standard process to create the charms?”

      Grash nodded. “Yes. Same kind of thing you do with your technomancy. I imagine you’ll find it fairly easy.”

      She slipped the bracelet on her left wrist. It fit perfectly. “Excellent. Thank you.”

      “Any time. If you really want to reward me, find some of that magical metal for me to play with.”

      Aisling laughed. “You’re obsessed, you know that?”

      He gestured at the abundant workstations surrounding them. “All good craftspeople are.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Aisling returned home and showed off her new wand bracelet. After dinner, Cait took her aside. “I think it’s time we go and discover what’s happening out east.”

      “I thought you were never going to ask.”

      “Go get ready. We’ll check out the mountain first.”

      “Are you going to invite Brianna?”

      Cait shook her head. “It’s enough that we’re risking two members of the family. The coven needs at least two of its leaders around in case something goes wrong. Without you and me, that just leaves Brianna and Mom.”

      “Well, that’s a dark and depressing thought.”

      Her sister flashed a smile. “You would’ve been disappointed by anything else. Besides, we’ll be fine.”

      Aisling headed up to her room with Shimmer at her heels. She took her armor off its stand, inspected it to be sure it had taken nothing more than cosmetic damage during the last adventure, and set it on the bed. She verified that the healing and energy potion packs on her shoulders were still sticky and added one of each to the inside of her knees. Since her capture, she was vigilant about always having multiples if she thought trouble might be at hand.

      The leather armor fit perfectly, although it always started out feeling a little stiff before she got used to it. The equipment belt went on next. It held traditional healing and energy potion flasks, plus holders for her sword hilts in the back. She slid them into the receptacles and added her wrist sheaths. The small etched blades that permitted her to cast through them were already inside. They could be used as throwing knives, and she winced at the idea of what a knife hurled with the kinetic bangle on her bracelet could do to an enemy. Like Grash said, if you’re in a fight, being nice isn’t something to worry about.

      She added a pair of shock grenades that Cait had given her and strapped her tool kits to her outer thighs. One was filled with magical tools and the other with the regular kind. Finally, she slipped on her boots, laced them up, and stomped to set the heels before pulling them tight one last time. A portal took her to the backyard, since they’d agreed not to parade through the house wearing armor.

      Together, they made the trek up the mountainside to the top of Croagh Patrick. As always, they spent the first several minutes cleaning up debris left by tourists and making sure the stones that bounded the ward circles were where they belonged. Aisling, Cait, and the dragons sat inside the middle circle, and her sister activated the wards and fell into her meditation ritual.

      Aisling performed her own version, which was far less successful than her sister’s. Cait said it was a talent that could be developed, but Aisling was starting to doubt it. She didn’t get any real rest from the session, but after almost ninety minutes of playing catch and release with the thoughts that wandered through her brain, she was more relaxed than when she’d started.

      The spectral fox appeared as her sister woke up and banished the wards. He plodded in and greeted them each by name. Cait asked, “Do you still feel wrongness to the east?”

      His muzzle dipped in a nod. “I do. It has not gotten worse, but neither has it improved. And it still feels like a threat.”

      Aisling asked, “Can you give us any better idea about where it is?”

      His eyes showed regret. “I cannot. I’m sorry. If you could trace the underground lines of power, you could no doubt follow them to it.”

      Aisling looked up at Cait, who shrugged. “That’s really more your area than mine, sis.”

      She nodded. “If we need to, we will, I guess. But it makes sense to check out Stonehenge first.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Luck be with you,” the fox offered. “And please be careful. If that place of power has been both captured and corrupted, the opponent you face may be stronger than you expect.”

      Her sister laughed. “Story of my life, pal.”

      Aisling grinned. “Mine, too. Let’s go see what we can find.”
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      Aisling and Cait had both been to Stonehenge during their school years, so they played rock-paper-scissors to decide who would open the portal in an amused replay of their childhood. Aisling won, and her portal took them to where an information stand had once been, a kilometer away from the site itself. “I could’ve gotten us closer,” Cait grumbled.

      Aisling threw a rude gesture at her sister. “Then you should have played better. And, you know, it’s a clear sign of insecurity when you constantly have to belittle others.”

      Aza gave a snort. Cait sighed. “He says you’re not wrong.”

      She grinned. “I told you he likes me more than you. All dragons do, right, Shimmer?”

      The mechanical dragon replied, “I don’t think I’m prepared to commit to that at this time.”

      Cait laughed and pointed a finger at her. “Burn city, bro. Population you.”

      Aisling scowled down at her partner. “You know, I might just have to unplug your charging platform for that.”

      He flicked his wings. “Solar power, remember?”

      “I’ll close the blinds.”

      “I’ll break the window.”

      “Aza thinks we need to get moving,” Cait reported, and as if in confirmation, the dragon leapt into the air. Shimmer followed close behind him.

      Aisling asked, “Some particular danger?” She reached to her back and drew her left-hand sword, leaving her right hand empty to cast with. She used it to summon a veil to cover both of them.

      Cait shook her head with a frown. “Nothing specific. Just a vibe, I think.” As they walked after the dragons, her sister drew her sentient dagger and held it in her left hand.

      “Can Eclipse help here?”

      “It says it feels the underground currents of power. I do too, probably through my connection to it.”

      Aisling pumped up her magical senses and felt a subtle throb underneath her feet. It was similar to what she’d experienced before at Croagh Patrick, but notably different, too. She frowned. “It doesn’t feel right.”

      Cait’s fingers tightened visibly around the dagger’s hilt. “Agreed. Definitely not as reassuring as at home.”

      Despite the darkness, the magic enhancement Aisling had cast on her vision allowed her to see as if it was only twilight. As they neared the standing stones, Shimmer warned, “Movement. I count four figures.”

      Aisling shared the information, then asked him, “Can you make out who they are?” She invoked her magic to peer through the dragon’s eyes but couldn’t resolve anything more than the suggestion of dark humanoid shapes.

      “Not without getting closer. I thought you might prefer to avoid being discovered.”

      “You thought right.” She told her sister what she’d seen.

      “If they’re skulking about, they’re probably not good guys, right?”

      Aisling spun her sword in her left hand. “Makes sense to me. How close do you think we can get?”

      “Depends on their power versus our power. I’d say we’re pretty strong, so we should be able to get fairly close. Are you thinking sneak attack?”

      She nodded. “Blasting them unconscious before they know we’re here seems like a logical choice. No muss, no fuss, and if it’s a case of mistaken identity, everyone’s still around to handle apologies and forgiveness afterward.”

      “Agreed. I’ll follow your lead.”

      “Shimmer, did you get that?”

      “Affirmative. When you attack from the front, I’ll attack from above.”

      Aisling chuckled. “Aza’s going to be upset. All of his weapons are lethal.”

      Cait gestured forward and up with her blade, pointing in his general direction. His scales, like Shimmer’s, rendered him invisible against the night sky. “He’s already complaining. He always thinks he has a better idea.”

      “Well, where you’re concerned, he’s probably right most of the time.”

      “No one likes you.”

      Aisling countered, “Plenty of people like me.”

      Cait pointed Eclipse at her. “Mom and Dad have been paying them to pretend they do.”

      She smothered a laugh. “That’s cold. You win this round. Let’s do this.”

      Her walking changed to jogging, then to outright running. The first of the figures was still a quarter kilometer away. Aisling's bifurcated vision showed the ground ahead in her right eye and Shimmer’s perspective in her left. She was only able to handle the strangeness of it because of the practice she’d had dealing with information feeds on her contact lens during training sessions. It flickered through her mind that the exercises the day before, with Mia in control, also helped with splitting her visual focus.

      The four figures suddenly moved apart. Aisling said, “Uh-oh,” dropped the veil, and blasted them with lightning. Cait’s magic hit a moment after, and Shimmer strafed them from above. Despite their reaction, the attack still struck them all. It was a good strategy and should have worked.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t. The lightning barrage struck force shields and failed to penetrate. The defenders had overlapped their protections and stood firm against the blast. Aisling snarled, “Damn.”

      Cait barked, “We’ve got the two on the right.”

      “Shimmer, hit the one on the far left. I’ll get his friend. Stay nonlethal if you can, at least until they start trying to kill us.” That criterion was met a moment later. Shadow magic stabbed out from all four of them, and two lines blasted into Aisling's protections while another pair went into her sister’s.

      The attack slowed Aisling's charge at her opponent. Shadow magic still wasn’t familiar, and it took concentration to reach inside and find her own shadow magic path. Purple energy laced her force shield to further protect her against the incoming power. One of the attackers faltered as Shimmer swooped down and his target rolled out of the way of his grasping claws. Lightning forked up and blasted the dragon, but Shimmer instantly dove and banked to break away from the attack.

      Aisling muttered, “Electric absorption, remember that.”

      Shimmer replied with a snort that conveyed amusement, presumably at her, and annoyance, hopefully at their enemies. “You think?”

      Aisling pushed ahead against the pressure of the sustained magical attack. Her opponent brandished a wicked-looking serpentine dagger in his off hand. His pointed ears and long white hair marked him as an elf. A glance at his face showed that his lips were almost as twisted as his blade, and his eyes were full of madness.

      Aisling slapped the energy potion pack on her shoulder and power flowed into her. She pushed it into her muscles and into her shield in equal amounts. The inflow allowed her to dash forward against his attack and stab her blade at his stomach. The elf pirouetted with astonishing speed, and his blade clinked against hers and knocked it away. His spin brought the back of his fist around to connect with the side of her head. It struck like an explosion and hurled her through the air.

      She hit the ground in a slide on her shoulder and lay on her back, momentarily stunned. When she found her breath, she said, “Holy hell.”

      Shimmer landed between her and the elf. “Are you all right?”

      She slapped the healing potion on her other shoulder and forced herself to her feet. “Got my bell rung. These people are channeling amazing power. It makes them super strong.”

      Shimmer replied, “Cait shouted that they’re drawing on the lines of power.”

      “I’m not sure how we counter that.” She charged back to Cait’s side and overlapped her shields with her sister’s. “Any good plan here?”

      Cait blasted a line of lightning ringed with fire at a pair of their foes, but their shields caught it with seeming ease. “No. Even Aza’s claws aren’t able to get through.”

      “We need a better plan.”

      Her sister countered, “But now they’ll know we’re coming.”

      “Shimmer, to me,” Aisling instructed and sent several more quick blasts of force out at their enemies, hoping to trip them up, but their shields were adequate. “Doesn’t matter. They’re already too much for us. Now that we know what we face, let’s go get ready for round two.”

      She created a wall of force in front of them and modulated it so it would be opaque. Her sister opened a portal, reluctantly it seemed, and they dashed through together. When they were safe on the other side, Shimmer said, “Retreat doesn’t feel good.”

      Aisling flopped down on the grass with her arms spread out wide. “No, it does not. But don’t worry. You’ll only need to feel it for a day or so. Because tomorrow night, we’ll go back and kick their teeth in.”
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      Aisling fell asleep as soon as she hit her bed. When she woke up, she headed downstairs to the kitchen to help her mother make breakfast. Moira was already awake and immediately put her to work.

      Aisling asked, “Where’s Cait? Or, more importantly, where is Aza? He likes me more than her, you know.”

      Her mother laughed. “I don’t think you’re going to convince him to leave your sister, no matter how you try.”

      Aisling grinned. “That’s fine. First, I’ve got my own awesome dragon, and second, at this point, I’m doing it just to annoy her.”

      Shimmer, who had jumped up on one of the counters to watch them cook, as he did on occasion, said, “You better remember that. Or zap.”

      Her mother turned to the dragon with a playful scowl. “Did you just threaten my daughter?”

      His muzzle dipped. “I did. It’s deserved. Your daughter is a troublemaker.”

      Aisling and her mother broke into laughter. Moira remarked, “Well, he’s not wrong.”

      “No. But he is in trouble.”

      Shimmer gave a derisive snort. “Hardly. You’d be useless without me.”

      Aisling shook her head. “I’ll say this. He matches Aza for smugness and overconfidence.”

      “Traits their partners seem to share in abundance.”

      “Ouch. Even you, Mom?”

      The older woman grinned. “I call them as I see them, my child.”

      Shimmer said, “See? I told you everyone liked me more than you. That’s evidence.”

      Aisling muttered under her breath and got back to work readying breakfast. Cait arrived in time to join them at the table, but not early enough for Aisling to find out where her sister had been. To her inquiring look, Cait had only given a slight shake of her head and whispered, “Later.”

      The breakfast itself was enjoyable, as usual, with abundant conversation, heavy doses of teasing, and a great deal of laughter. When it was over, she, Cait, and the dragons went out for a walk. Aisling asked, “Where were you?”

      “Getting a few extras for our visit to Stonehenge tonight. Things I would have brought yesterday if I had half a brain.”

      “I thought for a second you’d decided against going back. But only for a second.”

      Cait shook her head. “Whatever’s there is obviously strong, and you felt the malevolence of the place, just like I did. That’s a bad combination.”

      Aisling nodded. “Yeah. I did. And it is.”

      “So, we need to do something about it.”

      “What did you bring?”

      Cait stopped to look up at where Aza and Shimmer were playing tag. She asked, “Are you controlling him?”

      Aisling's gaze followed the mechanical dragon as he soared through the sky. “No. I am looking through his eyes, well, his eye, but that’s all.”

      “You’ve gotten much better at interfacing with him.”

      “It’s easier now that he can do so much on his own. I can focus on the most useful stuff.”

      Cait sat cross-legged in the grass, and Aisling copied her. “First off, I brought anti-magic backpacks.”

      Aisling whistled. “Those are difficult to come by.”

      Cait gave a dark chuckle. “Yeah. I borrowed them from our local Paranormal Defense Agency office. I’ll owe them some favors after this.”

      “But that should definitely give us the edge against those jerks.”

      “As will the pistols I brought.”

      Aisling had felt stupid for not bringing ranged weapons the night before. She’d been locked in to thinking of it as a magic battle instead of just a fight that had to be won. “What kind?”

      “Glock-19. Anti-magic ammunition. I also brought some more grenades. I think with that much firepower, even if the anti-magic emitters fail, we should be able to defeat them.”

      “Do you think that’s possible? That they’ll fail?”

      Cait leaned back with her hands on the ground and stretched her neck. “I believe the amount of magic they’re pulling from the site makes it a possibility. But I don’t know enough about it to be sure either way.”

      “So, you thought they were tapping into that, too?”

      Her sister sat upright again. “Absolutely. I can’t think of another explanation for how powerful they were. I mean, not to brag, but you and I are no pushovers. But they were on a whole other level.”

      Aisling winced, remembering how strong their foes’ magic had been. “Hopefully, the emitters will take care of that.”

      Shimmer landed in a flutter of wings beside her. “I heard what you said. Will the anti-magic emitters affect me?”

      “Did they affect you when we were captured?”

      “I’m not positive. I was already damaged when we arrived, so the evidence is unclear. But I don’t believe so.”

      Cait said, “I don’t think it will. But maybe you should stay back a little just in case.”

      “Maybe we should test ahead of time instead.”

      Aisling said, “Also a valid approach. We’ll do that.”

      That night found them gearing up once more for the return to Stonehenge. They both wore the same armor as the night before, and Aisling had replenished her potions and given some of the packs to Cait as well. The anti-magic backpack fit snugly, and tests had shown it didn’t affect Shimmer other than to block her connection to him.

      A pair of electrical grenades on her belt had been joined by two flash-bang models that would generate a burst of light and sound to disorient anyone nearby. The pistol was larger than the one she normally carried, but not even Cait knew that she’d become a field agent, so it would only attract suspicion to point it out. Her sister had brought belt clips and a magazine pouch, and Aisling had two extra mags full of anti-magic bullets. If she needed more than forty-five rounds, things would be going very badly.

      Once again, they kept their departure secret. Her portal back to Stonehenge landed them closer this time, and they didn’t bother to veil, as the cloaks had done nothing for them the day before. They’d concluded that, too, was probably because of the channeled magic from below. Four figures emerged to face them from among the standing stones, probably the same four, although Aisling hadn’t made any particular note of their faces.

      They’d planned ahead for this encounter. She and Cait covered themselves and the dragons with shields, and the four of them advanced toward their foes together. Magical attacks splashed against their doubled defenses, but even with the power channeled from below, their protection held up. It was a stalemate until they reached shooting range.

      Aisling watched Cait for the signal. Her sister nodded as she drew her pistol, and Aisling copied the action. She fired three rounds at the one on the far left as her sister did the same to the opposite end. Two defenders went down as the anti-magic bullets passed through their shields unhindered.

      Before she could bring her pistol to bear on the next, they had summoned smaller stones from the ground and swirled them to create a shield against the gunfire. Aisling called, “Now,” and pulled the lanyard on her anti-magic emitter backpack. Cait did the same, and the stone shields fell to the grass. Three more bullets for each ended the second pair of defenders.

      They holstered their weapons in unison and dashed forward. Both of Aisling’s foes were alive but wounded, and apparently hadn’t brought healing potions. Guess they’re overconfident, just like we were yesterday. Cait opened a portal and Aisling saw a hospital sign on the opposite side of it. She magicked her wounded across the threshold and dropped them there as her sister did the same with hers. Cait ran through and exchanged words with the hospital personnel that ran out, then stepped back through and closed the portal. “They know to sedate them and keep them that way. I can deal with them tomorrow.”

      “Was that hospital in Boston?”

      “Yeah.”

      Aisling asked, “You won’t get in trouble for bringing our coven’s problems to your city?”

      Cait chuckled. “Maybe. But my boss expects me to do stupid things from time to time, so it shouldn’t be a big deal.”

      “So, are we done?” She doubted they would be that lucky, as a sense of malice hung in the air.

      “No. Something still feels wrong. Even if they were the ones responsible, whatever they did is still active.”

      Shimmer said, “I detect an opening underground.”

      Aisling asked, “Where?”

      He paced across the circle to stand in front of one of the tall stones. “Here.”

      Aisling walked to his side and stared up at the gigantic slab of rock. “All right, how do we get from here to there?”

      Cait said, “Magic, no doubt.”

      Aisling scowled over her shoulder at her sister. “Obviously. But what kind of magic?”

      Cait replied, “Isn’t that your area of expertise, investigator?”

      “You’re a jerk, you know that?”

      “Aza likes me. That’s all that matters.”

      “He likes me more.” Aisling extracted the pouch of magical components from her belt and quickly drew a ritual circle around the standing stone. She whispered a word to snap up protective wards, then cast a spell of discovery. “Magic to hurt, magic to heal. All magic present, now reveal.”

      The bottom of the slab seemed to ripple, drawing her attention. She pushed the long grass at its base down and discovered a small rune. She touched one of her wooden rings to it and spoke a word of activation: “Incipere.” A shimmering portal appeared between the stone she knelt by and the next nearest, showing darkness beyond.

      Aisling leaned back on her heels and peered up at it. “My mother always told me to avoid strange portals.”

      Cait chuckled. “Banish your wards. It’s time for us to go down the rabbit hole, Alice.”
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      The sides of the narrow tunnel brushed against Aisling's arms as she followed the dragons, and the ceiling pressed down against her hair as she walked bent almost completely over. “This sucks. Mom was right about strange portals.”

      Roots poked down from above and beside them, and the dirt slid underfoot in places as they progressed. A pair of magical balls of fire in front of the dragons illuminated the path ahead, but showed only an undifferentiated tunnel punctuated with frequent curves and turns. Aisling pushed away a clod of dirt that had smacked her in the forehead with a muttered curse. “Obviously, this is not a heavily traveled route.”

      From behind her, Cait agreed. “No. My guess is someone blasted it out with magic and then didn’t worry about it again.”

      “You think those four we put in the hospital hung out down here?”

      “I doubt it. If it was regularly used, it would be better kept.” A slide of dirt fell around Aisling's boots and trickled down the path in front of her. “You okay back there?”

      “Loose rock. I’m fine. But hey, dragons, you’re in the lead for a reason. Maybe quit taking in the sights and actually do some work to clear the path, huh?”

      Shimmer said, “We should be able to trust you both to walk on your own, shouldn’t we?”

      Aisling replied, “Rude.”

      Cait said, “Aza agreed with Shimmer. Apparently, dragons of all kinds are rude.”

      The oppressive environment choked off conversation for a time as they continued ever downward. Whoever had created the tunnel seemed to have worked in an ever-widening spiral, presumably to avoid having things above crash down on them. She couldn’t imagine the claustrophobia that must’ve been involved in the initial excavation. “I wonder if this path already existed, and whoever has taken over this place found it and cleared it out.”

      Cait replied, “Stonehenge has been around for a long time. I suppose it’s possible.”

      Aisling didn’t like the arrangement. If trouble found them, her swords would be useless, and it would be difficult to shoot anything with dragons in front of her and Cait behind. Finally, the tunnel began to widen and grow taller, until they were able to walk upright. She groaned. “Would it be stupid to take a healing potion because my back hurts?”

      Cait laughed. “Yes. Also, I think Delsanra might have some words for you about your lack of flexibility.”

      “If you tell on me, I’ll make up embarrassing stories about you. Everyone knows I’m the more trustworthy of the two of us.”

      “It’s possible that you overestimate your appeal.”

      Shimmer said, “I can confirm that.”

      Aisling scowled. “Hey, jerk.”

      At the front of the line, Aza hissed. Aisling turned a corner, and the light of the fireballs was replaced by something shining ahead. It was an odd glow, more white and severe than sunshine or flame. She heard the sound of Cait’s pistol clearing its holster and drew hers as well. “Let’s take it slow and steady, folks.”

      The tunnel spilled them out onto a wide ledge, sufficiently large that twice their number could’ve stood shoulder to shoulder on it. But the length was more impressive than the width. It ran the full distance across an enormous chamber. The ceiling rose several stories high, a surprise, since she hadn’t realized they’d descended that far. Every surface looked polished, as if the area had been worked with intent. It felt old, historic, a place out of time, and the weight of it staggered her mind.

      But despite how amazing it all was, her eyes were irresistibly drawn to the chasm that ran along the length of the chamber. The crevice stretched further down than the ceiling rose overhead. A river of light pulsed and writhed at the bottom as it flowed through the space. It pulled at her, and the entire atmosphere seemed as if it was filled with magic. “Do you feel that?”

      Cait nodded. “So much power. This must be one of the ley lines or underground currents the fox referred to.”

      “I can see why he called them places of power. It’s hard to resist letting it in.”

      “Yes. I’m guessing the backpacks won’t work here.”

      Aisling pulled the line to activate hers, but even at the closest range, it was ineffective in the face of the quantity of ambient magic around them. “You’re right.”

      Shimmer said, “We are not alone.”

      Aza hurtled into the air, and Shimmer followed a moment after. A cascade of rocks flew at Aisling and Cait from every direction. They snapped up force shields, and the stones slammed into them and fell away, but more followed. Casting magic in this place felt like the most natural thing ever, and it was difficult to hold back against the desire to expend it. The attack seemed like a clumsy effort until a narrow beam of magic punched through Cait’s defenses, grabbed her pistol, and wrenched it from her hand.

      The weapon fell into the chasm, followed an instant later by Cait’s. Both disintegrated as they splashed into the flow of magic below. Laughter echoed through the chamber, and a woman shimmered into visibility. She was clad in a flowing blue dress that exposed her freckle-covered shoulders and arms. She was suspended over the chasm, hovering seemingly without effort with her arms stretched wide. “Welcome to my fortress. You were fools to come inside.”

      Aisling and Cait acted simultaneously. Aisling blasted a cascade of fire magic with her left hand and electricity with her right. Her sister opted for a double-barreled blast of force magic. All of it slammed into the woman’s shields and evaporated without seeming effect. Aza swooped in and slashed his claws at their enemy, but her shield countered him as well. Shimmer tried his lightning breath and met the same result.

      The woman counterattacked by dispatching beams of force that lanced out at all of them. Both dragons careened off their flight paths to avoid the blasts, and Aisling and Cait were both knocked down in spite of their own magical defenses. Aisling scrambled back to her feet and solidified her shields. “Holy hell, she’s strong.”

      Cait replied, “We have no chance of winning a ranged battle.”

      “Staircase?”

      “Yes. I’ll go.”

      Aisling shook her head. “You’ll be better able to prevent me from getting knocked off than I will you.” She reached back, drew her left-hand sword, and flicked the button to extend it.

      Cait replied, “Be careful.” At her gesture and barked command, a large section of the wall on the opposite side of the chasm broke off and flew into the middle of the empty space. Aisling blasted herself to it with a burst of force magic, landed cleanly, and ran up the inclined stone toward their enemy.

      The woman in the center of the chamber snarled a curse at them and released a burst of shadow magic that shattered the slab. But Aisling had already jumped to the next block floated into place by her sister. She ran at full speed, trusting her safety to Cait, and threw opaque force walls in front of their foe, forcing her to expend time and effort to counter them.

      One of the shadow blasts struck as she jumped, but the magic she’d pumped into her muscles allowed her to cross the gap with only a stumble upon landing. The dragons swooped in one after the other to distract the woman, and Aisling readied her sword, already imagining the scene as it plunged into their enemy’s chest.

      An expanding sphere of force magic rippled out from the woman and sent Aisling flying. She slammed into the wall above the ledge and slid down it. Her own reflexive shield had protected her from major damage, but the impact left her shaken up. The dragons attacked but were again rebuffed.

      The woman summoned a jagged cone of electrical energy locked onto Cait, who fell to her knees under the attack, clearly struggling to defend herself against it. Aisling saw no path to victory under the existing balance of power and only one possible means to shift it. She dropped her sword, drew the blades from her wrist sheaths, slammed the energy potion pack on her shoulder, and used the energy to solidify her defenses.

      She opened herself to the magic in the chasm she’d been guarding herself against all along. It flowed into her, and she emitted a soundless scream at the sensation of the magic filling her body. She focused her will to hold on to it and let it fill her with more power than she’d ever held, becoming a reservoir for its might. Her body trembled, and her vision started to go white. Still, she held on.

      An instant before she would have lost control, she pointed her blades at the woman and released the magic. The power rushed from her in a torrent, and she knew that if she’d held it a moment longer, she would have been ripped apart from the inside. The energy lanced out in a beam no wider than the blades’ tips toward the hovering woman. For a breathless second, the balance held as her foe’s shields prevented the magic from reaching her.

      The leather hilts of Aisling’s knives burned away, and the metal coated her hands as it melted, drawing a scream of purest agony from her. But the magic continued to flow, and the scales tipped. Their enemy let out a hideous cry, and the dragons took that as a signal to attack. Both flashed in, and a moment later, the woman was falling toward the coursing river of magic, bleeding from eight claw wounds and two punctures from Aisling's attacks.

      Aisling faded but came back to consciousness at the sensation of liquid pouring into her mouth. She gulped reflexively, and Cait said, “Slow. It’s over.” After the first healing potion, she was together enough to drink another and activate the packs against her skin. The damage to her hands was undone, but the pain remained, centered there but branching out along her arms and into her body. She winced against it as Cait helped her up. “Mom can fix you. Come on.”

      Aisling replied, “We have to block this off. No one can have this much power.”

      Her sister pulled her into motion. “I’ll take care of it. Let’s just get back to the surface where it will be safe to portal. I don’t trust any sophisticated magic in this place.”

      When they arrived home, Moira gave her additional home-brewed potions, and after a couple more, the pain had receded to only a dull ache that may or may not have been psychosomatic. She and Cait spent an hour explaining to their shocked family what they’d been up to and endured the expected complaints about going off on their own.

      Once they’d paid that penalty, they portaled together to the mountaintop, and both fell into meditation. Cait woke far more refreshed than Aisling did, but she did feel somewhat better for the respite. As soon as the wards fell, the fox entered the circle, looking happier than Aisling had ever seen him. He said, without preamble, “You did it. Everything feels right to me again.”

      Cait breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Thank goodness.”

      Aisling said, “I had no idea how much power these places hold. It’s clear why a guardian to protect them is necessary. Will another come to Stonehenge?”

      The fox nodded. “One will be called and transformed. It takes years, so we will have to watch over the place for some time. But you have done very, very well.”

      Aisling reclined from her sitting position until she was lying on her back and closed her eyes. “It was all me.”

      Aza snorted, Shimmer said, “You are full of lies,” and Cait laughed.

      Her sister replied, “You’re something, Aisling.”

      She grinned. “I know. That’s why everyone loves me.”
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      Rajani Tristesse reclined in the hot water and let her eyes close. Despite the many tasks she was juggling and projects she was overseeing, she had decided a retreat was essential. Her cabin was inaccessible except by magic, a very skilled mountain climber, or parachutes.

      An anti-magic emitter with a week’s worth of battery backup should the power fail to handle the first. Sensors placed in layers at hundred-meter distances around the cabin for a full kilometer addressed the second. And should a person or drone attempt to approach from above, the house’s built-in defense system would take care of anyone or anything who violated the surrounding airspace.

      No one could connect this place to her, despite the fact that her family had owned it for generations. One of her first moves after clawing to the top of the underworld food chain had been to erase all records of it and have her core people, who were paid very well to ensure their loyalty, redo the security. It was the only place in the world where she could lay down the burden of worry and just be.

      The rose scent of the water was both pleasing and relaxing, as was the cold glass of champagne on the tubside table. She lifted the flute and drank the bubbly liquid down, reveling in the interplay between its coolness and the bathtub’s heat. A discreet knock came at the door. It could only be one of her two guards, Roland or Simon, or the witch who had portaled her to the cabin, Meera.

      “Come,” she called.

      Meera entered and gave a slight bow. “Dea. I have news.”

      Only one of a very few things would compel her subordinates to interrupt her respite. “Then, by all means, share it.”

      “We have located the headquarters of Apocalypse.”

      She smiled. They’d accomplished it more quickly than anticipated. “Where is it?”

      “A hotel in Stavropol, Russia. It is owned by Maslov Anokhin.”

      Rajani closed her eyes with a satisfied sigh. “It’s been some time since I’ve heard that name. Quite interesting to have it come up again. Is he there now?”

      “We have not been able to verify his presence. Thus far, our only data is from electronic sources.”

      She waved a hand. “No matter. Arrange a call with Hart for, say, an hour from now. Have someone retrieve me in thirty minutes.”

      “Very well, Dea.” Her footsteps left the room, and the door closed. Rajani submerged herself below the water. The muted sounds of the house came to her, mixed with the repetitive thrum of her heartbeat. It was slow, steady, and calm, and provided comfort in its solidity. She allowed her mind to wander over the possibilities opened by the knowledge of Apocalypse’s location, and which would best serve her and her organization.
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        * * *

      

      Jameson Hart activated his phone at the appointed time, and Kali’s face appeared on the screen. Her background was blurred, but he hadn’t bothered. He was certain she would have physical or electronic eyes on him, so trying to hide his location would be a moot effort at secrecy. “What may I do for you, Dea?”

      “We have discovered the headquarters of Apocalypse. It was their agents you spotted surveilling Dragonfly.” An aggressive smile accompanied her words.

      He stiffened slightly in surprise, then moved again to make it seem like he’d simply been repositioning himself. The speed with which the discovery had been made was unexpected. “Excellent. What are your intentions toward them?”

      She chuckled darkly. “As they say, the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Let’s get word to Dragonfly about where to find Apocalypse. I’m sure you have channels you can use. Any conflict between the organizations is a win for us. If Dragonfly is weakened, it will make it easier to strike a death blow. If Apocalypse winds up on the losing end, I might consider a play to absorb their operations into my own.”

      Bold. Jameson nodded. “I have the contacts to make that happen. What’s the timeframe?”

      “I see no reason to delay. Soonest.” She signed off without waiting for an answer, and he searched his memory for the right person to get the information to. Direct contact would be too suspicious, as his contacts inside the agency weren’t in a position to have access to such knowledge.

      His initial thought turned out to be his conclusion as well. The infomancer he’d put on retainer—at the man’s urging—would be the logical choice to insert the information into the system and would hopefully have a way to get it to Dragonfly afterward. He typed in the appropriate numbers on his phone and waited.

      An automated response gave him a time, and he busied himself with the hotel minibar and mixed a cocktail while he waited for the minutes to tick away. At the designated moment, his phone rang. He hit the button to connect it, and the infomancer’s voice said, “J, how are you?”

      He dropped into the chair closest to his phone. “Fine, fantastic. My life couldn’t be better. Are you enjoying my money?”

      The infomancer laughed. “Of course. You made a wise choice.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t make it painless. I have a task for you.”

      “Nothing good ever comes without pain. And I figured this wasn’t just a social call.”

      He sipped his drink. “I need you to drop some data into the SIS system and make sure it gets to Dragonfly.”

      His contact’s voice switched to his serious business mode. “Anyone particular in the organization?”

      “Infomancer, agent, or executive. Someone who can turn the information into action.”

      He could hear the infomancer’s frown. “What are you up to, J?”

      He smiled at the other man’s discomfort. “Nothing that will expose you to any harm.”

      “Can we say the same about Dragonfly?” He was silent, and the infomancer gave a dark laugh. “Well, that answers that. It’s doable, but I’ll have to use an indirect path to make sure it doesn’t get traced back to me.”

      Jameson shrugged then remembered he wasn’t on video.  “That’s no problem. Specific timing doesn’t matter, only that the information gets across relatively quickly.”

      “Did Dragonfly do something to tick you off in particular?”

      “Their existence is annoyance enough. I’ll send you the information. Let me know when it’s in the system, and then when it moves over to Dragonfly.”

      “Will do.” The infomancer killed the line.

      Jameson checked to be sure the connection was closed and opened his computer. “All right. I should probably take a personal look at the situation. What’s the best way to get from Madrid to Stavropol?”
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      Aisling had spent the first part of her Tuesday memorizing names and faces of known agents. When that got boring, she’d turned to examining Interpol’s most-wanted list since it was always possible she’d come across someone nefarious in the course of her work. When eleven-thirty came, she was ready for a break.

      Victoria was too, so they headed out to lunch together. As they took their seats in the restaurant, her phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number. She showed it to Victoria, who shrugged. “Answer it. Might be opportunity knocking.”

      Aisling rolled her eyes but complied. A voice she recognized asked, “Aisling?”

      She replied, “Eddie?”

      The SIS agent laughed. “Yes, thanks for picking up.”

      “Victoria made me do it.”

      “So, she’s the smart one, huh?”

      She grinned but put a scolding note in her tone. “I don’t think we know each other well enough for you to be insulting me like that.”

      Victoria called, “Insults are exclusively a friend privilege.”

      Eddie laughed again. “Fair. I apologize.”

      Aisling replied, “What can I do for you?”

      “It’s more what I can do for you, actually. But not over the phone. Interested in meeting me for dinner? You can choose the place.”

      Aisling couldn’t see a reason not to. “Sure. The Swallow. I’ll be there at five-thirty. Let’s start in the bar for a drink, so if it turns out you’re a creep, I can sneak out early and stick you with the bill.”

      His voice was wry as he answered, “I’m not sure you’re supposed to say that part out loud. And it wouldn’t be the first time, I’m sorry to say.”

      “I’m a rebel. I follow my own path.”

      He sounded a little daunted. “All right. Five-thirty. I’ll see you then.”

      After she set the phone down, Victoria asked, “Is that the one you said was cute?”

      Aisling scowled. “I didn’t say he was cute.”

      “You said he was good-looking. The terms are generally interchangeable.”

      “Shut up.”

      Her friend grinned in victory. “But you’re planning to meet him?” Aisling nodded. “Then bring me along. I can have a drink with you and give him a once over.”

      Aisling raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to move in on my cute guy already?”

      “I wasn’t aware you’d laid a claim on him.”

      “I haven’t. But you’re better looking than me. So, you know, be messy or something. Just in case.”

      Victoria grinned. “I swear, I won’t even flirt once.”

      Aisling shook her head. “I’m not sure you’re capable of behaving, so let me give you a motivation. Take his attention off me and I’ll turn you into a frog.”

      Victoria sipped her martini. “Do you have one of those tall, pointy black hats at home?”

      Aisling offered her friend a fake scowl. “Hey now. Watch the stereotyping. Mine is blue, thank you very much.”

      After lunch, the rest of the day went by quickly as Aisling continued memorizing faces. Her breaks were spent digging into Dragonfly’s files to see what she could find out about Eddie. Unfortunately, they didn’t have much more information than what she already knew from their brief car ride together.

      She portaled home and changed into her best-looking jeans and a nice blouse, then walked to the restaurant with Victoria. The investigator asked, “Do you think he has people watching us right now?”

      Aisling shook her head but couldn’t resist looking around for surveillance. “This didn’t sound official. If it was, he could have just sent me an email or something.”

      “Unless he wanted to take you out for another reason.”

      “Like what? Do you think he likes me?”

      “Nah. He’s probably planning to kidnap you. By the way, if trouble shows up, count on me to run.”

      Aisling laughed. Victoria would never abandon her. “That might be the smartest move, in any case.” She looked up to where Shimmer flew overhead. “See anything worrisome, buddy?”

      “No surveillance. No one who looks like they’re up to trouble.”

      “Keep your eyes peeled. This could be a setup.”

      “If so, it’s not a really clever one here on your home turf.”

      Aisling nodded. “That’s a reason I think he’s on the level. But it never hurts to be careful, right?”

      Eddie was waiting when they entered the bar. He was in a suit and tie again, and his short black hair had a precision that could only have come from ample product use. He stood and shook hands with Aisling, then turned a smile on Victoria. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”

      Victoria flashed a grin. “I know meeting me is definitely more enjoyable than hanging out with Aisling. You don’t have to say so.”

      Aisling sighed dramatically and pulled out the stool next to the one Eddie had occupied. “You know, Victoria, there’s a seat at the end of the bar there.”

      Her friend laughed and sat on Aisling's other side. “Then there would be less chance for pleasure for your friend. The pleasure of being around me.”

      “If you say pleasure one more time, I’ll shoot you in the thigh and teleport you to a hospital on another continent.”

      Victoria ignored the threat and waved at the bartender. Eddie sat and smiled at Aisling. “Thanks for meeting me. I promise, nothing nefarious is going on.”

      Aisling nodded. “I figured. Victoria sort of invited herself along. She does that. But she’ll leave after a drink.”

      Victoria leaned around Aisling to talk to Eddie and bumped her deliberately in the process. “Or you could invite me to dinner.”

      Aisling growled, “Like I said, she’ll have a drink.” Laughter ensued, and when their drinks arrived, they headed to a booth to chat.

      Victoria, beside her, looked across at Eddie. “So, what’s your deal?”

      He shared the same basic information he’d given to Aisling, then added, “And I have a piece of intelligence Aisling will want. I don’t mean to cause offense, but I’m not going to share it while you’re here.”

      Victoria put a hand on her chest. “I’m stricken. How rude.”

      Aisling slapped her on the arm. “Honestly. She’s the goofiest person I’ve ever met.”

      Eddie chuckled. “Seems like a good friend, though. And you clearly are as well, since you sent her to safety when we were following you.”

      Victoria crossed her arms and stuck out a lip in an exaggerated pout. “Enough about her. Say something nice about me.”

      He tilted his head to the side as he examined her. “I love your hair color and you seem to have an, uh, aggressive sense of humor.”

      “Acceptable. I will refrain from telling Aisling to shoot you.” Fifteen minutes of chatting later, Victoria departed, and Aisling and Eddie headed into the dining room. The conversation got a little deeper. She learned a bit about his family and shared some details about hers without revealing that her sister was a US Marshal, or that her mother and sisters were the leaders of her coven.

      The conversation went so well, In fact, that neither brought up the purported purpose of the meeting until dessert, when finally he said, “This has been great, but I should probably get this out of the way. A piece of information landed in our system a day or two ago and came up in discussion with another agent.”

      Eddie’s expression had turned more serious than at any other point of the evening. “He was talking about an organization named Apocalypse and mentioned Belarus. I’d heard through the grapevine that you all had something going on there, and thought it might involve them, or that you’d at least want to know about it.”

      Energy ran through her nerves at the idea of getting a line on the people behind the church and school in Belarus. “You are absolutely correct in that assumption.”

      He nodded and leaned forward. “Their headquarters is in Stavropol. I’ve got the address. It’s a hotel.”

      She thought back to where she’d been imprisoned and decided it could’ve been a hotel basement as easily as any other underground facility. The compulsion to act drove all relaxation from her. “I’m really sorry, but this is a hot tip. I need to get some things moving.”

      Eddie grinned. “Glad I waited until the end, then.”

      “If I ever get anything I think you can use, I’ll share it. I owe you.”

      She stood, and he rose to shake her hand, then held it. “Have dinner with me again.”

      Aisling frowned in surprise. “What?”

      “I really enjoyed this. I’d like to get to know you better. Have dinner with me again.” His hand released hers.

      For a moment, her work stuff faded away, and she realized that she’d very much enjoyed talking with him. “Sure. As soon as I’ve got some free time, I’ll give you a call. I’ll come to you next time.”

      “Perfect. I’ll hold you to that. Don’t get yourself killed or anything in the meantime, okay?”

      Aisling laughed. “People keep telling me that. I’ll do my best.”
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      Kira and Irina were seated on opposite sides of Victoria Square. Kira was dressed like a college student, in short shorts, sandals, and a crop top. Her red hair was in a ponytail, and she wore dark sunglasses that concealed the way her eyes scanned the crowd but always came back to the exit door for the Council House.

      On the opposite side, Irina was pretending to be a tourist. Her costume included jeans and a long untucked button-down, tennis shoes, and a backpack. She was using her phone to take pictures of everything even remotely interesting to hide the fact that she, too, was watching the door carefully.

      Each had a small earpiece in one ear and a button microphone on their collar. Kira said, “I haven’t seen him yet.”

      Irina replied, “Nor have I. But if he follows earlier patterns, he should be exiting before too long.”

      “Hopefully alone.”

      “Agreed.” The records they’d been able to dig up on Dragonfly were less than complete, so they’d spent several days surveilling the entrance to the Council House. One person had caught their eye as a potential target. He was average looking, with messy brown hair and ill-fitting clothes, appeared harmless, and seemed to be without company more often than the rest.

      Others came out together for meals, but when he emerged, it was usually alone. And at the end of the workday, like now, they’d never seen him with anyone. The fact that he worked some days, and some nights had made watching him challenging, but they’d focused on nailing down his daytime schedule.

      Kira forced herself not to react as the target walked through the door. “I have him in sight.”

      Irina replied, “Me too.”

      “You lead, I’ll follow.” They knew what direction he took at the end of the day but hadn’t followed him home previously in favor of watching other Dragonfly agents. “Oleg, are you ready?”

      The new wizard, promoted after the death of Alexi, replied, “Yes.”

      “Good. Parallel us. When we make our move, give us a hand.”

      “He’s turning left out of the square,” Irina reported.

      Kira watched their target turn the corner. He held a tablet in one hand and tapped on it with the other as he walked, his gaze flicking up and then back down as if it couldn’t escape the compulsion to look at whatever was on the screen. His obsession with the tool had given them the impression that he was probably an infomancer, and one of the computer magicians was exactly who they needed to talk to.

      Irina made a left turn at the next intersection in anticipation of their target’s direction, but their quarry went right. “Let’s switch,” Kira suggested, and increased her speed to pass him while her partner took over the trailing position.

      Oleg said, “The next street is mostly empty.”

      “Okay. Give us a diversion nearby.” She made sure to be at the target’s side when they reached the intersection. A large electronic sign fell off a building diagonally across from her and landed with a crash.

      While everyone nearby was distracted, she put her hand over the target’s mouth and pushed him into the alleyway. He was no match for her physically, and she kept him moving despite his struggles to escape. The wizard said, “I’ve got you cloaked.”

      Kira told her captive, “Settle down. I just need to talk to you.” He stared with fear-filled eyes, but her words had given him hope and he stopped struggling. She removed her hand and smiled. “Thanks.”

      “What do you want?” he demanded suspiciously.

      The wizard stepped out of invisibility behind him and touched his temple. Electricity surged, and the target fell. Kira looked down at the fallen infomancer. “You.”

      Oleg portaled Irina, Kira, and their prisoner directly to the interrogation chamber they’d prepared. It was located in the basement of the hotel and had most of the important accessories they might need, although it wasn’t as well-equipped as the ones in the underground base or the office building. But Maslov was unwilling to bring anyone to the first, and they hadn’t cleared the second, so this is what they had to work with. It would be enough.

      They strapped him into the large chair and bound his arms and legs to it. Kira hung a plastic bag with a tube dangling from it on a stand that extended above the chair and deftly inserted the attached needle into his arm. She taped it down and smiled over at Irina for their captive’s benefit. “I don’t think this one’s going to be able to hold much back from us, do you?”

      The other woman shook her head. “No. I’m guessing he’ll spill everything before we even have to hurt him.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Wager?”

      The man’s head swiveled as each of them spoke, wearing a look of horrified amazement.

      Kira scratched her eyebrow. “Sure. I say he gives us everything he has without any physical torture.”

      Irina replied, “You’re on. Of course, that means regardless of what he tells us, we’ll have to hurt him at least a little. Just to be positive.”

      “We would’ve done that, anyway. The boss doesn’t like half measures.”

      She thought she saw a small shudder run through the other woman before she replied. “He doesn’t like much, of late. I’m surprised he sent us both out together.”

      Kira nodded. “I am too. Let’s get this done before he decides he needs one of us back.”

      Irina rose and moved to the cabinet on the back wall. She drew out a loaded syringe, stuck it in their captive’s neck, and pushed the plunger. He thrashed against his bonds as the stimulant pushed him to full alertness. Kira smiled at him. “What’s your name?”

      The fear in his eyes was delicious as he babbled, “Who are you? Where am I? Let me go.”

      She laughed. “Don’t be an idiot. Here’s the thing. You can tell us what we want to know voluntarily, or you can try to hold out. In the end, we’ll get what we need no matter which option you choose. Just that one way hurts you a lot less.” She tapped his arm where the needle went into it. “Truth serum, essentially. So, while you might resist, you won’t be able to lie. And breaking down resistance isn’t hard.”

      Irina sat on a stool beside him, grabbed his hair, and turned his head to face her. “We’re very good at what we do. There’s no circumstance in which you don’t tell us what we want to know, eventually.”

      Kira said, “So, let’s start over. What’s your name?”

      Looking defeated, he replied, “Oliver.” In the end, Irina won the wager. The infomancer had held onto the final piece of information they wanted through a moderate beating. The knives had convinced him to stop resisting.

      Irina left to report to Maslov, and Kira switched the IV bag for a sedative and left him tied in the chair as she walked into the hallway and made a call. When Apocalypse’s chief infomancer answered, she said, “I have a server address for you to check out.”

      He asked dubiously, “Check out?”

      She clarified, “Compromise and rob blind.”

      She could hear his grin. “Now you’re talking.”
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      Wednesday night, Aisling and Shimmer portaled to London, then she walked toward the National Museum while her companion flew camouflaged above her. She wasn’t sure how the general populace would react to a mechanical dragon walking among them but figured it would be a distraction at the very least, which wouldn’t be useful right at the moment.

      She could sense him flying wide loops above, clearly enjoying himself, so she didn’t feel too bad about the decision. His happiness came through when he asked, “So, are you planning to marry that guy?”

      Aisling laughed out loud, causing those around her to stare as if she was a maniac. She waved her hand to let them know she was fine, held her phone to her ear to make it look like she was talking into it, and replied, “It’s a bit early for that discussion after just one work-related meeting.”

      “That was mostly a date, with maybe a little meeting on the side.”

      “Fifty-fifty, at best.”

      The dragon laughed. “I bet somewhere in that tiny self-deluding mind of yours, you actually believe that.”

      She frowned. “Did you get a dictionary, a psychology textbook, a streaming subscription to television psychiatrists, or something?”

      His reply was smug. “I’ve been searching websites on how the human mind works.”

      Aisling groaned. “And of course checking into the credibility of the authors to judge how much validity to give their ideas, right?” He didn’t reply. “Didn’t think so. Maybe we need to talk to Mia about putting a little more ‘reason’ into your reasoning circuits.”

      “I imagine an electrical jolt to the head would fix what’s wrong with you in no time. Would you like me to do that for you? I’d be completely happy to be of service.”

      She barked a last laugh. “All right, buddy, get down here.” He landed beside her as she walked through the precisely defined green spaces bounded by concrete. The building ahead could have been from ancient Greece, with its plentiful columns and its carved triangular fresco above the entrance. It was all stone and looked in need of a good sandblasting.

      The entryway had the expected sensors, which Shimmer set off. Aisling passed through unchallenged, as she had no active magics running, and carried no weapons beyond her rings and bracelet. The guards looked dubious, but she handed over the documents that claimed he was a service animal, forged by the identity unit of Dragonfly, and assured them, “I’ll answer for anything he does.”

      The guard stared at him skeptically, then back up at her. “You’re serious with this?”

      Aisling nodded, doing her best to look sincere. “It’s a long story that involves allergies, a stress disorder, and a friend who is an inventor. It’s ridiculous, but it works.”

      “And the magic?” Their detectors were apparently fairly sophisticated.

      Aisling shrugged. “She works with magic and technology. Listen, you have my ID. I’ll be on the hook for whatever he might do. Plus, I’m sure you have anti-magic emitters around the important stuff, right? So, it’s not like he’d be a danger in any case because of it.”

      The guard smiled. “Yes, we do.” He returned her documents, and she walked on. The emitters had hit her the moment she’d entered the building. Their concern for security made her wonder who had decided to locate the magic library for the city here, and why.

      After a quick stop at the ticket counter to purchase admission and a detour to drop an extra donation in the box for hassling the guards, Aisling headed into the museum. The Great Court was their first stop. Once hailed as the largest indoor public square, it had a circular structure in the center with staircases climbing it on both sides. The stone blocks were pristine, and a carving ran around the top of it. The roof was made of triangular panes of glass set in lines of metal that bent and flowed in strange arcs. The view of the evening sky was gorgeous.

      She’d been told to look up for directions and spotted a small glyph she recognized at ceiling level beside one of the hallways that led from the room. It was Elven and signified knowledge. “I think I just found our path.”

      “This place is tall enough that I could fly in it.”

      “Don’t you dare. Let’s go, before you do something stupid and get us kicked out of here.” More glyphs led her into what appeared to be an older section of the museum. The path ended in a door with the words “Knowledge, Integrity, and Magic” above a complicated design on its surface.

      Aisling found the named symbols in the door’s decoration and pressed them in sequence. Locks clicked at each touch, and the door swung open. She walked down the dim spiral staircase it revealed, until her legs started to ache from the descent, then complained, “How far down is this place, anyway?”

      “I would imagine far enough to avoid the anti-magic emitters,” Shimmer pointed out.

      He turned out to be right. Her magic returned a couple of moments before the closed walls around her were left behind in favor of a large, wide-open room. The chamber was three stories high, and the staircase circled all the way down to the bottom. Chandeliers dangled from the ceiling. A balcony ran along the perimeter of the third level, and a wider one on the second level permitted reading carrels and worktables.

      When she reached the first floor, she found a circular information desk in the middle surrounded by more work areas and shelves and shelves of books. She was sure she’d never seen so many in one place before.

      “All the walls are books,” Shimmer noted.

      Aisling looked up and around. He was right. Bookshelves covered all the outer walls, and the only visible access to the space was the spiral staircase she’d come down. Other ways in doubtless existed for those who were important enough to warrant them. She walked to the information desk, which was occupied by two attendants, one behind each semicircular section of the desk.

      Aisling approached the nearest and hid her surprise at the sight of him. He was a Kilomea, half again as tall as she was with massive arms and hands, dressed in a linen shirt with an embroidered emerald green vest over it. He was the first of his kind she’d ever seen wearing glasses, and he adjusted them as he peered at her through the lenses. “May I help you?” He leaned forward to look down at Shimmer. “Or your friend?”

      “I’m searching for books in three areas. Technological implants and their effects on magic, magical charms, and places of power.”

      He raised a bushy eyebrow. “An eclectic mix.”

      She smiled, both at the situation and his interest in her study. “I have a diverse set of interests.”

      A deep chuckle rumbled from him. “Apparently so.” He reached for a glass circle that stood in a stack on the desk, placed it in the holder in front of him, and tapped a stylus on a monitor. The lens glowed, and he handed it to her. “Implants. Now, for charms, do you mean curses and so forth or stored magics?”

      “The second one.”

      He nodded, repeated the process, and handed over another glass circle. “Finally, places of magical power on this planet, I presume?”

      She felt scolded, as if she should have been more specific in the first place. “Yes, thank you.”

      His voice deepened with what sounded like worry. “Dangerous stuff.”

      “So I’ve heard.” When he finished the third and handed it to her, he held out a rune-encrusted metal sheet. “Place your hands on here, please.” She complied and felt a tingle as magic ran through her. “You’re welcome to browse now. Please treat our books with appropriate reverence.”

      Aisling shook her hands, which were tingling. The tablet had sent some sort of current through her, perhaps checking for magical disguises, or some other threat particular to a magical library. “I will.”

      As she and Shimmer walked away from the desk, he asked, “What was that about?”

      “The second part, I’m not sure. The first part, I have a guess.” She held up the lens and peered through it at a chandelier. Nothing appeared, but as she turned and scanned it across the books, certain spines highlighted. “This tells me the books we can use.”

      “Can I see?”

      She held the lens down, and he looked through it. “Excellent system. If you overlap them, do you see all three subjects?”

      Aisling tried it, and confirmed, “Yep.”

      “Shall I retrieve the books for you?”

      She looked around. No other non-humanoids were present. But the rules didn’t say he couldn’t help. “Sure. Just be careful not to harm them.”

      Shimmer attracted attention as he flew up and grabbed books off the shelves. She wasn’t worried about him damaging them. His claws had covers, and he was capable of judging the amount of pressure necessary to keep them from falling. He flew the first pair down to her, and she began reading as he retrieved others. By the time he was finished, she had stacks of books on the table around her.

      On the matter of implants, she found equal amounts of information rejecting them and promoting them. Given the division of opinion among people who seemed to have reputable backgrounds, she wouldn’t risk damaging her magic by using implant technology. “I’m pretty sure Brodie was excited to do implants and see what happened. Too bad I’ll have to disappoint him.”

      Shimmer, lying on the table curled up with his nose touching his tail, replied, “I have enough tech for both of us.”

      “I agree, buddy.” Next up were the books about places of power. She paged through several, skimming the text but mainly looking at titles and pictures. They all agreed that some places on Earth had more magic power than others. She knew of the existence of several Kemanas, underground magical cities, so that was easy to accept. It was amazing, though, how many of the places noted in the books seemed to be located along where ancient cultures had believed power flowed.

      Aisling wondered if a temporary juxtaposition between Earth and the magical planet of Oriceran had occurred long before, and these might be the remnants of those who had crossed over. She laughed inwardly and thought that would be a good question to vex her father with the next time they spoke.

      Finally, she turned to the most practical books of all, the ones on magical charms. After scanning the five that Shimmer had brought to her, she chose the one that seemed most detailed and examined it thoroughly. Hours had passed by the time she resurfaced from the text. Aisling stretched and shook her head at Shimmer. “Some of the techniques people have used to create charms are just amazing. I thought what Grash did was crazy powerful. But apparently, you can layer magics into them in order to store more complex spells.”

      “Like magical traps?”

      Aisling nodded slowly. “That could definitely be an application with the right stored power and something reliable as the trigger.” She closed the book. “Looks like I should pay more attention to the magical crafting side of my technomancy.”

      Shimmer laughed. “As the current culmination of your studies, I think you did perfectly, thank you very much.”

      She grinned. “Why, thank you.”

      “Now that you have support from Brodie and Mia for the tech stuff, you could stretch in the direction of magic.”

      Aisling took a picture of the book’s cover with her phone so she could buy her own copy if one was out there. If not, she’d just have to come back. It would be worth having even if she had to copy it longhand, word for word. “You’re right. And that’s what I’m going to do.”
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      Mia was still in her office as darkness fell after a long Wednesday to push through the final design work on her new exoskeleton. It was a multiphase project, and she was eager to get what she considered the “first draft” completed. From there, she would send the code to the Neurological Institute, where her collaborator would review it line by line and offer suggestions, improvements, and concerns.

      That process would inevitably create new ideas which would be added to this iteration of the equipment. After a few rounds of building upon each other's work, she’d be ready to fabricate it and see how it performed. The new exoskeleton would integrate with her existing unit at first, while she was testing it. It wouldn’t be able to work faster than what she was wearing, but she was willing to accept the trade-off of slower processing for the opportunity to test it with the other exoskeleton in place. Once she committed to the full replacement of the old with the new, she’d be stuck if something was wrong with the newer gear.

      Mia yawned and stretched. A lot of the work had been done in the altered timeframe of her infomancy system, which was a decided advantage in this kind of development effort. Not everyone had the skills to make use of it the way she did, which had served her in both roles, as infomancer and inventor.

      She reached out and spun the virtual interface in front of her to examine her newest project from all angles. It didn’t occupy her whole mind, however, as a piece of her attention was devoted to the base’s systems, as it always was when she was on site. It was a common practice among infomancers that allowed any problem to be addressed as quickly as possible.

      The sensation hit her like a toothache, and she saved her design, snapped the program closed, and brought up the dashboard for Dragonfly’s systems. As it materialized, an alert flashed into her visual field from Thomas Scott, her fellow infomancer. It read, “Intrusion warning.”

      The color of the text signified an invasion of their system, not the physical building. Still, she sent a warning to security before diving into her preparation space. Mia materialized as her cyberpunk avatar in the loading room. She checked to be sure all her offensive and defensive programs were loaded, then made the short hop through the system into the virtual control room.

      Dragonfly’s defensive simulation was a skyscraper. The structure was inaccessible from the top except by the sort of brute force hack that could penetrate anywhere, and the various floors represented layers of protection. Like any protective system, not everything could be hidden behind the highest security, or it wouldn’t be accessible to those who needed it. They called that scenario the Luddite option and described it as the equivalent of keeping essential papers in file cabinets in a locked room with only one key. Utterly inefficient.

      She, Thomas, and Oliver Overby had designed the defenses together, and it carried some of each of their personalities. She snapped, “What have we got?”

      The virtual control room had a display in the middle, with operators at holographic workstations surrounding it. They were bots, and all she was doing in the real world was querying the system. Voices came from around her. “Breach of security on the third floor.”

      “They entered at that level?”

      “Affirmative.”

      That they’d leapfrogged the first two layers of protection meant that they weren’t here by accident or random chance. Thomas Scott appeared beside her. He wore harness boots, dark pants, and a white button-up shirt with a battered leather jacket over it. A pistol belt wrapped around his waist, and a science fiction-looking blaster rested inside it. She asked, “Who are you supposed to be?”

      He flashed a cocky grin. “Character named Gallandro. You wouldn’t know him. And I see you’re the generic cyberpunk warrior, as usual.”

      She showed him her teeth in a grin. “Hardly generic. And why mess with perfection?”

      He laughed. One of the bots announced, “They have penetrated the fourth floor.”

      Thomas frowned. “How did they get so far, so fast?”

      “They started on three.”

      “So. Competent enemies. Could be fun. But how the hell did they find us in the first place, much less bypass the outer layers of security?”

      Mia growled, “That sounds like a question for another day. Are you ready?”

      He nodded. “Let’s go.”

      They walked to the elevator shaft at the back of the room and pulled open the doors. She activated her helmet, which extruded from the suit in pieces and clicked together with a solid snap. Because it was their server, they had a few abilities their enemies didn’t when they weren’t in direct contact. Most infomancers didn’t risk them once their magic started interacting with that of the intruders, as they became unreliable. But for now, it was easy for them both to jump into the shaft and slide down the cable, which moved under their hands as the elevator rose to the proper level.

      They landed on top of it and a gesture parted the doors of the fourth level. A barrage of laser fire greeted them. They dove out onto the floor and ran in separate directions. The intruders had apparently not been able to override the fundamental science fiction rules of the simulation, hence the laser weapons, which was good. She was most comfortable in this environment.

      The space was filled with cubicles that blocked the line of sight, and she risked a look over the lip of one. At least a dozen robots were in this room, one of four identical chambers on the level. Their movements revealed that they were aware opposition had entered the room. “They’re hunting us.”

      Thomas replied, “Let’s turn the tables.”

      Mia reached to her thighs, drew the two heavy pistols holstered there, and flicked off the safeties. She’d created the simulated weapons personally by drawing inspiration from several science fiction and cyberpunk novels. They each had dual magazines, one with fifteen bullets that carried an electrical charge perfect for stunning humans or messing up robots, and five explosive rounds. Pressing a small button with her index finger toggled the round selection.

      She switched to explosive, compelled by the need to thin out their ranks quickly. Thomas said, “Going.” She popped up at the same moment and leveled the pistols at robots on opposite sides of the room. Crosshairs in her vision showed where her bullets would land. When each was on the head of a robot, she pulled the triggers simultaneously.

      The explosions were impressive in the modest space. The robots she’d shot went down, now headless, and the ones near them were knocked flying away from the detonation. She heard the pew-pew laser sound of Thomas’ weapon from her left and ran forward as her guns ejected the spent shells. The next robots she shot each got double-tapped with standard rounds that sizzled on impact.

      One of their laser beams struck her in the chest. The skintight body armor that covered her glowed as it absorbed the energy, converted it to electrical power, and stored it. The armor wouldn’t last forever, but against the sort of weapons the robots were carrying, it would stand up for a long time.

      She darted into the nearest room while Thomas headed to another. More robots went down, one after the next. She took a few more hits, but nothing significant. The sound of their own bots fighting the intruders came from the last room on the level, and she selected explosive ammunition as she darted inside.

      A furious battle was underway, with people dressed like security guards on her side facing off against the now-familiar robots on the other. This chamber also contained something different from what they’d seen so far. A quartet of larger, armored figures was setting up a piece of equipment in the back corner. She snapped up both barrels and fired explosive rounds at them. A deflector shield shimmered into existence. The bullets struck it and detonated, sending a wash of fire back into the already-engaged robots.

      She shouted, “This doesn’t look good.”

      Thomas’ gun discharged blast after blast into the shield as well but didn’t penetrate any better than her rounds had. “Are we doing any damage at all?”

      One of the bots in the control room advised, “Continuous fire on the shield should bring it down in thirty seconds.”

      Aisling adjusted her aim. “Sounds like the only option.” She pulled her triggers furiously, and when her magazines ran dry, she ejected them and slammed in new ones. She immediately expended the first five explosive rounds, which logically should be doing more than the standard ones.

      After twenty seconds, the robots stopped building and took a step back. A moment later, a huge blast shot out of the top of the cylindrical object and pulverized the ceiling. The control room reported, “Breaches on floors five through twelve.”

      Thomas snarled, “What the hell?”

      The four robots rocketed up out of the room. The shield was momentarily visible as it shimmered out of existence, and then she saw the large canisters they’d left behind. She shouted, “Emergency,” but got out nothing more as the bombs detonated and filled the level with fire and destruction.
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      Mia’s barked command had activated a protective shield. The flames, shockwave, and debris slammed into it and were stopped by it. She ran back toward the elevator with Thomas a step behind. Their partially used magazines clattered on the ground as they reloaded. The doors were still open, and the lift lurched into motion as soon as they landed on the top of it and carried them up to the thirteenth floor. As the doors opened, she snapped, “Analysis.”

      The bots in the command center replied, “The regular robots are simple programs, roughly equivalent in strength and sophistication to our guards. We should have no problems destroying them. Of the other four, which are obviously superior to the rest, two moved differently than the others.”

      Thomas growled, “Infomancers.”

      She scowled at the information, despite its obviousness. “How did they manage to smash through all those floors?”

      The bot replied, “Unknown.”

      “Do you have a guess, Thomas?”

      He frowned and shook his head. “They shouldn’t have been able to get inside our system. They’re either fantastic at improvising or they know more about our system than they should. We’ll have to do a complete code review when this is over.”

      Mia scowled at the reminder of that necessity. It was one of the most tedious duties the infomancer profession required. “First things first. Let’s knock these jerks out of our system.”

      She marched forward and blasted the robots out of her way, not bothering with the explosive rounds now that they’d assessed the limited danger the low-level enemies presented. She was struck many times, but her suit handled it with ease. Thomas stayed at her side, handling opponents on the right of the centerline while she dealt with the left.

      This floor had only two large chambers. After clearing the first, they found the four heavily armored figures in the second. Again, they were building something that looked high-tech. Mia shouted, “Hey, scumbags. Knock it off and get the hell out of here.”

      Two continued working while the others stepped forward to place themselves defensively in front of their allies. They raised their left arms in tandem, and shimmering shields of energy that were as tall as them blossomed into reality. Their right hands were suddenly full of pistols Mia hadn’t seen them draw.

      She spun away from the incoming blast, but it caught her side. Energy bit at her uniform and she tripped as her muscles locked up. The fall kept her from getting hit again, and she rolled behind the nearby cover of a desk. “Ow. Those guys suck.”

      “Most enemies do if you let them hit you. Avoid that,” Thomas suggested.

      She holstered her weapon and reached for her belt. “Easy for you to say. Grenade out.” She hurled two grenades over the desk, primed to detonate on impact. The canisters exploded, and she risked a peek to see what she’d accomplished. Furniture was on fire and the walls were smoldering a little, but that was her only accomplishment. The armored figures were unmoved by the attack and fired at her again. “I think we need to get up close and personal.”

      “Agreed. Smoke out.” At the pop of the smoke grenades going off, Mia bolted out from behind the desk. Shots sizzled through the air around her as the enemies fired randomly, the smoke occluding their view. She drew a pair of cylinders from her belt, and energy blades extended as she whipped them up into position.

      A leap forward took her through the smoke and landed her face-to-face with one of the attackers. She whipped the left-hand sword down to knock the pistol out of its grip and slashed the other one at its knee. It shoved the shield in her face and knocked her back a step, then whipped its right hand forward. Mia raised her arm reflexively.

      A dozen darts stabbed into it, thin metal slivers that hurt and sizzled. Her left arm went numb, and she snarled, “You suck, get out of my system.” The robot met her front kick with its shield, but this time it was the one who took a step backward. She arced her right sword down at its head, and when it lifted its shield to block it, snapped another kick into its knee.

      Its quick swivel to the side protected the joint, but it still went down. She leapt over it, landed, and put all of her strength into a forehand slash with her sword. The blow beheaded the armored figure that had been working on the device, and it tottered and fell.

      The success didn’t come without a cost, though. A series of impacts struck her back, and she fell forward and hit the floor hard. The optics in her mask sizzled and popped, and she activated the button to retract it so she could see. The process failed halfway through, so she hit the emergency switch to disengage it and ripped it off.

      Mia tapped the buttons on the hidden control panel on her thigh to reboot the suit and rolled away from the fight. The lull in her own actions brought Thomas’ shouting to her ears as he engaged his own pair of attackers. It only took a few beats for her suit to begin working again. She stopped rolling with her back on the floor, aimed, and deployed the hidden launcher built into her forearm. It snapped out and discharged a cascade of small marble-sized spheres.

      Their magnetic fields activated, and they flew to latch on to the armor of the one who’d knocked her down. It swiped at them ineffectually as they sizzled and covered it in electricity. She smiled in satisfaction as it fell to the ground. Mia rose to her feet and reclaimed her fallen sword. She wasn’t sure where the other one had gotten to.

      Her opponent stood as well, and a surprisingly amused voice came from it. “That’s tricky. I like it. I’m going to steal it.”

      She inclined her head. “As long as you do it outside my system, have at it.”

      The robotic face stretched into a grin. “Don’t worry. Once we’ve got what we want, we will leave.”

      “I don’t think so.” She charged, but her opponent glimmered and vanished, leaving her to dash through the spot where he’d been. She stopped, looked around in disbelief, and snapped, “Report.”

      One of the bots in the control room replied, “It appears they used a backdoor.”

      Thomas growled, “How do they have one?”

      Mia snarled, “Obviously, our system is more compromised than we thought. We’ll figure it out later. Where are they now?”

      The bot replied, “One is in personnel. The other is in operations.”

      She asked Thomas, “Which one do you want?”

      “Operations.”

      “All right. Do good.”

      The personnel records were logically one of the most secure items in the building. Mia rode the elevator up to the eighteenth floor and stepped out of it to find the armored figure she’d fought previously trying to rip open the file cabinets embedded in the wall. She said, “I’m not quite sure how you got here, but if you think you can brute force those, you’re out of your mind.”

      He turned to face her, and his voice had lost its amusement. “Oh, I don’t know. My little assistants will figure it out, I’m sure.” Machines that resembled spiders crawled on each of the locked drawers.

      “I hope you’re good at dealing with disappointment” She reached to her lower back and pulled a sphere from her belt. It hovered in place for a moment after she tossed it in the air, then hurtled into the rear of the room and started zapping the spiders with quick blasts of lasers.

      “Is that the training ball?”

      She smiled. “Of course. Couldn’t have a sci-fi simulation without a nod to the Jedi.”

      “I’ve got something for that.” He reached around to the back of his belt and drew out a cylinder. He lifted it into a guard position and an energy blade extended out of it, pure black and sizzling.

      She rolled her eyes. “Very dramatic.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate it.”

      “You’re delaying in the hope that your programs will find something. They won’t, and I’m not stupid enough to continue this conversation. Let’s finish this up, shall we?” Mia charged him, issuing commands to her once again fully functional suit. Medium-length blades popped out of her gauntlets above her clenched fists and her forearm armor extended and shifted to a pattern of alternating spikes and cutting blades.

      He brought the saber down at her and she met it with a forearm block. She’d figured it had only a minute chance to lop her arm off, since it was her simulation, but was nonetheless relieved when her armor stopped it. She pivoted and stabbed her right gauntlet blade upward into his triceps. It penetrated the armor and came out the top.

      He howled and pulled away, which only hurt him more as the blade cut deeper. She rotated it and ripped it out. He growled, “Dirty trick.” A shimmering field of energy appeared around the wound, and he gave her an arrogant smile that looked weird on his robot face. “Don’t worry. I heal quick.”

      He charged in and threw the energy sword at her. She knocked it aside, but the deflection left her guard open for a moment. He punched into her chest, and the impact sent her flying backward. She slammed into the wall, which collapsed behind her and left her coated in wooden debris.

      Mia made it to her feet before he could follow up and rushed him. He punched, and she blocked. She attacked, and he defended against it. They went back and forth for several passes as she assessed his fighting style. In the real world, her programs battled against his in search of opportunities to exploit bad code or inferior programming. Finally, she found the opening she needed.

      It manifested as him putting a little too much weight on his front foot as he threw a punch. Instead of blocking, she twisted, grabbed his hand, and pulled him forward. He stumbled, and before he could recover, she swept her right hand down to her belt, snatched a dagger, brought it up and around, and plunged it into his spine in the seam between helmet and armor.

      He collapsed and fizzled out of existence. She said, “Thomas?”

      He replied, “Mine’s gone. You?”

      “The same.”

      “Good. I’ll lock down the system and report up the chain. You start loading in the inspection bots.”

      Mia sighed, thinking how well her evening had been going when she was working on her exoskeleton. But what had to be done, had to be done, and soonest. “On it.”
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      After dropping off Shimmer with Victoria, Aisling made her way down to the floor that held the command center. She passed through security and was greeted by an unfamiliar sight: Franz Keller somewhere other than his office. Dragonfly’s leader wore a neutral expression, but his eyes were harder than she’d ever seen them. Annika, Lance, Will, Maria Fisher, Mia, Thomas Scott, and a woman she didn’t know were also present.

      She took the open space next to Maria, who had been part of her team on the mission in Belarus, and asked quietly, “What’s going on?”

      “All I know is that the information you brought in was the start of it, but that’s not everything.”

      Keller cleared his throat and announced, “We have a problem. Last night, our systems were attacked by hostile infomancers.” Annika and Will didn’t react, presumably already in on that knowledge, but everyone else except the infomancers displayed surprise. “Mia, Thomas, please catch us up.”

      “It was a sophisticated attack,” Mia began. “The enemies were good, but not great. Had the situation not presented several unexpected wrinkles, Thomas and I would have easily prevented them from acquiring any data at all.”

      Thomas continued, “Unfortunately, there were wrinkles. And those inspire some serious questions.”

      Mia took over again. “The first question is how they figured out where to get in at all. Despite the fact that our physical location isn’t all that secret, we are very careful only to operate out of here through proxies, and as far as I know, no one has ever traced me back all the way.”

      Annika asked, “Is that true of the others?”

      Thomas nodded. “We’ve confirmed it with everyone except Oliver. He’s not answering his messages during his time off. I’ll keep trying to break through.”

      Mia continued, “But okay. Let’s black-box the issue of how they found us. They did, and once they were inside, they seemed to have a solid idea of where they needed to go and how to get there. Instead of searching the lower floors, they blasted a hole in the ceiling and skipped a bunch of them. Again, that could be simply the valid instinct that the important things would be up higher, but it’s not the route I would take if I were invading, even if it meant fighting off more people.”

      Thomas explained, “Standard practice is to sneak in and leave traps and shortcuts behind everywhere. That way, if you get knocked out, you come back another day and harvest the seeds you planted on the previous run. But they didn’t do that.”

      “Maybe they’re operating in a compressed timeframe?” Aisling suggested.

      He shrugged. “Perhaps. Possible explanations abound. But another one of them is that somehow, they knew ahead of time. And that’s the most concerning possibility.”

      Lance said, “I feel like you’re holding back something.”

      Mia smiled. “Not holding it back, just haven’t gotten there yet. They used a shortcut through the system. Literally vanished from one spot and appeared in another. There’s absolutely no way they should have been able to do that in a system we own. The only means I know of to accomplish it is through an existing back door. Unless they penetrated us before and left that path, and we never detected or suspected it, it shouldn’t have been possible.”

      Annika said, “I apologize for what I’m about to ask, but it’s necessary. You’re sure this wasn’t an error in the construction of our defenses, correct?”

      Both infomancers nodded vigorously and Thomas answered, “We’re doing a full code review, of course. Bots are scouring the system as we speak. But, at the risk of sounding arrogant, Mia, Oliver, and I are good, and we designed it together. Even if one of us had a blind spot in our coding, the others would’ve caught it. And we update regularly.” He shook his head. “It has to be something else.”

      “And that is the greatest concern,” Keller put in. “Because it means someone in our organization is compromised, willingly or unwillingly, knowingly or unknowingly.”

      A chill ran through Aisling at the revelation.

      “I’ve been assigned to work that angle,” Annika told her. “You can expect that I will call upon you all for a number of things as we pursue it.”

      “With that, I’ll leave you to your planning,” Keller announced. “Since Agent Stone isn’t ready for field work, he will oversee the operation against Apocalypse.” Annika and Keller left the room without another word, and everyone twisted to watch them.

      Mia said, “I don’t think we need to be here for this either, do we?”

      Lance shook his head. “No. Just be sure one of the two of you is running overwatch on the op. For the time being, we can’t trust anyone who’s not in this room until they’re cleared.”

      The infomancers left, and Aisling asked, “What makes us special?”

      “Annika vetted us first,” Will explained. “I’ll be digging deep into the files of everyone at Dragonfly. It’s not going to be pretty.”

      “Aisling, I don’t believe you know Agent Fraser,” Lance offered.

      The woman she hadn’t recognized stepped forward and extended a hand. “Isla.” Her leather racing jacket and black boots matched her curly black hair almost perfectly.

      Aisling shook her hand as Lance went on, “So, here’s a look at the building that holds the assumed headquarters of the folks behind the church, school, and monastery.” The table in the middle displayed a slowly rotating holograph above it of a tall building in an unfamiliar skyline. “Stavropol is the city. We’ve discovered the hotel is owned by a series of shell corporations. But at the heart of them appears to be this man, Maslov Anokhin.”

      A set of pictures taken in public appeared beside the skyscraper and caused ice to trickle down Aisling's spine. “That’s him. He’s the one.” She had almost said more, but no one needed to know the details of what they’d been through. Lance maintained a stoic expression, but his eyes met hers and both understanding and remembered pain were reflected in their depths.

      He added, “Here are some more pictures. He seems to have a Charlie’s Angels sort of team around him.”

      “I’ve seen one of them.” Aisling pointed the woman out. “I’m pretty sure she’s no longer a factor.”

      “Video from the church showed the other two were present as well.”

      “So how are we supposed to take them down?” Isla asked.

      “I vote nuke it from orbit,” Aisling suggested. “It’s the only way to be sure.”

      The movie quote earned a laugh before Lance replied, “I think we’ll need to be more subtle than that. We don’t have any official standing with Russia, so we can’t send in anything as obvious as a strike team. So, it will have to be agents. You four.”

      They got down to planning, and after a half-hour decided that Aisling and Will would enter through the top of the building and the other two agents would use the lobby. Lance would be in operational control from this room as needed, and either Mia or Thomas would assist. Knowing the pair, they would probably both be there, Aisling thought.

      “We’ll get you into town early so that Maria and Isla can get a look at the lobby in time to rent a room if it feels right. Aisling, you’ll need to find a spot where you can portal to the roof. If you’re confident your dragon can recon without being seen, then feel free to send him in for a closer look. But remember, we can’t be detected. If they know we’re coming, things are likely to turn out badly. They’ll have numbers on their side, so surprise will be our greatest strength. The operation goes down late Monday night. Questions?”

      No one asked any, and Lance nodded. “Excellent. If you come up with any, let me know. Otherwise, this is your only priority. Go do what you’re good at. Identity will have your travel documents and aliases Saturday morning. Put your time today and tomorrow to good use.”
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      Aisling wandered into Investigation with two coffees on Friday morning after spending the day before running scenarios with the other agents. She handed one to Victoria. “You’ll have to put up with Shimmer and me for a while today. Sorry about that.”

      Her friend swiveled on her stool and took a sip of coffee before replying. “That’s fine. I like him.”

      “Once again, your smart mouth jeopardizes your caffeine supply.”

      Victoria laughed. “Please. You’re too nice to cut me off.”

      Aisling shook her head. “My good nature always causes problems.” She opened a portal to her apartment, walked through, and returned with the large rolling case that held all of her magical tools. Shimmer had jumped up on her workspace, and she shoved him to the edge. “You can share, but I need some room.”

      Victoria rose from her seat and came over to examine the box. “Have I seen that before?”

      Aisling replied, “I don’t think so. Usually, I just have my portable kits. But I have something more complex to do today.”

      “What is that?”

      Aisling pulled the bracelet off her left wrist and handed it over to her friend. “This is my new wand bracelet. See those diamond shapes?”

      Victoria turned it over in her hands. “I do. This is beautiful, by the way.”

      “Grash does amazing work. Those are holders for charms.”

      The other woman grinned as she handed it back. “I had a charm bracelet once. Annoyed my parents to no end by jangling the charms whenever they were around.”

      Aisling laughed. “That’s a lot like something I would’ve done. I think maybe we were separated at birth, and we’re actually sisters.”

      “Then you’re a jerk for stealing all the magic.”

      Aisling used that magic to levitate the case, then pulled out the telescoping legs and slotted them at the appropriate height that would let her reach her tools from her workstation, which was higher than an ordinary table. She opened the top and withdrew six thin soapstone tiles, set them on the desk, and whispered a spell that caused them to lock seamlessly together.

      “You can explain as you go along, or I can pester you with a constant stream of questions,” Victoria informed her. “Your choice. Which would you prefer?”

      “Is silence an option?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Is you leaving an option?”

      Victoria grinned. “No chance.”

      Shimmer laughed. “It’s clear who the tougher one in this friendship is.”

      Aisling pointed a finger at the dragon. “Shut up, you.” She drew a sheet of silver from the case, and as she set it on the stone she explained, “The tiles are one continuous piece, broken for storage. That’s why I can put them completely back together again with my magic. The stone is a neutral surface. When doing work with magical items, it’s best not to have anything that will contaminate your spells or the finished product.”

      Victoria nodded. “Okay, that makes more sense than most of the stuff you’ve said. What’s the metal for?”

      Aisling smiled. “To make me more charming.”

      Shimmer and Victoria both groaned. “That is perhaps the dumbest joke that’s ever been uttered in this room,” Victoria chided. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      Aisling laughed and climbed into her seat. “You only say that because you have no taste.”

      Shimmer replied, “But I have excellent taste, and I agree with her.”

      “The metal is for the charms.” Aisling took a ruler from her kit, measured the size of the openings in her bracelet, and sketched the shape on the metal with a marker. A blade outlined the markings more clearly. She repeated the process to create the boundaries of a second charm blank. Aisling had worked extensively with metal, and while she usually used mundane tools, she also knew ways to accomplish almost everything she could do with them with her magic.

      In this case, she created a focused beam of fire from the ring on her index finger and used it to cut along the edges she’d drawn to free the charm blanks from the metal sheet. Victoria murmured, “Mental note. Don’t tick the witch off or you’re likely to get a hole burned in you.”

      “Nah. I’d never do that. But I would turn you into a frog. Temporarily, in your case.”

      Shimmer asked, “Have you ever actually turned anyone into a frog?”

      She looked up at him with a grin. “As far as you know, I do all the time.”

      He watched her work for several seconds in silence, then asked, “Could you add charms to me?”

      Aisling frowned. They required the presence of magic to activate, but she could channel her power through him, or it might be possible for the dragon to draw upon the magic components inside him to trigger a charm. “I’m not sure. You’d think so, though. Guess we’ll have to go back to the library.”

      His mouth opened in his version of a grin. “They enjoyed me flying around, I think.”

      She laughed. “Some did. Others, maybe less.”

      “Well, they need to learn to relax.”

      Victoria asked, “What library did you go to?”

      Aisling replied, “Magical library. In London.”

      “There are magical libraries?”

      She grinned. “Of course.”

      Victoria shook her head. “You magicals have too much secret stuff going on.”

      Aisling lifted the first blank. “Just a few things here and there.” She used her magic to etch precise symbols into the front and the back of the charm. The silver sheet went into the case, and she positioned the small object on the soapstone tiles. She cast a shield around herself so the magic wouldn’t spill out and used her right-hand rings to funnel shadow magic into the charm. The protection that would be created by the triggered charm wouldn’t last for long but would be as strong as if she’d cast the spell in real-time while it did.

      After a full minute, the transfer was complete. Aisling slipped the charm into the bracelet, where it fit perfectly. Its faint purple shimmer even looked good. She repeated the etching process with a different sigil and created a cone of electricity reaching from her rings to the metal, which drank in her power. Victoria, who had been notably quiet during her work, finally interrupted to ask, “What do they do?”

      “The first one is a shield. Protection at a word. This is something I call lightning skin. If anyone grabs me, I can speak a command and it will send lightning into them. That way, if my hands are full of swords and I can’t cast, I’ll have an easy way to deal with them.”

      “That’s awesome. I didn’t realize that you couldn’t cast with things in your hands.”

      “Only special items allow it. I had some daggers that could do it, but they, uh, melted. Cait has one that can, as well.”

      Victoria shook her head with an expression that suggested she was impressed. “Wild. By the way, you need to invite me back for another weekend sometime.”

      “Of course.” Aisling's phone chirped, and she looked down to see a message from Brodie asking her to visit at her earliest convenience. She slipped the second charm into her bracelet and hopped off the stool. “Come on, Shimmer, we’re off to see Brodie.”

      When they arrived in his work area, Brodie wore the same look of concern he’d had when giving her equipment for her last big mission. “How are you feeling about your upcoming trip?”

      Aisling shrugged. “It’s not very subtle, but we should be able to surprise them, strike hard and fast, and then get out. It’s kind of unexpected that they’re still functioning after I killed their leader, even more so that they want to mix it up with us. You’d think they’d circle the wagons and focus on self-preservation.”

      Brodie nodded. “That’s the feeling I get too, and it worries me. This feels like it could be revenge, with the infomancer attack and all.”

      “Well, if it is, we’ll just have to take them down again. The fact that the target is a hotel concerns me, though.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I asked you to come down. I wanted to make sure you had thought through your equipment, and to give you a couple of things.”

      Aisling asked, “Presents?” at the same time Shimmer said, “Upgrades?”

      Brodie laughed, and for a moment, sounded like his usual self. “I guess some of both, but probably nothing as exciting as what you’re thinking.” He opened a drawer, pulled out a familiar canister, and handed it to Aisling. “Sensor spheres. I’ve improved them. Rubber coating, won’t be as audible.”

      She hefted it. “Awesome. I didn’t really use them for their purpose last time, but they were handy.”

      He grinned, his teeth white in his dark beard. “I saw the video. No complaints. Distraction, sensor, or weapon, it’s all good.” He turned and pulled out another small sphere. “This one’s for you, Shimmer. I don’t have a good way for you to carry it, though, so you’ll have to hold it in a paw. I’m sure you can manage on just three for most things, and you can toss it away when you need all hands on deck, as it were.”

      The dragon let out his annoying snort. “This is not as extensive an upgrade as one might have hoped for.”

      Brodie grinned. “Have you heard the one about the gift horse?”

      “That it has bad teeth and will probably die because of it?”

      He frowned. “That’s not quite how I remember it. Anyway,” he turned his attention back to Aisling, “You’ll want to be sure to control any shots against outer walls or avoid using your gun entirely except where you know it will be safe, like a security-hardened room.”

      Aisling replied, “Already on that one. We talked about it yesterday.”

      “Good. Explosive and fragmentation grenades are out as well, obviously. Even electrical ones have the potential to start fires, so you might want to avoid them. Same with your magic.”

      She countered, “I’ve never accidentally started a fire with lightning magic, but I agree with you on the grenades. We’ll have smoke and disorientation only.”

      He grunted approval. “You’ll need your lock-pick card and should take some of the stuff from the makeup kit.”

      Aisling grinned. “Okay, Dad.”

      Brodie laughed. “All right. I’ve reached the point of annoyance. I’ll stop. But, seriously, please be careful.”

      She pointed a finger at him. “You better have more impressive toys for our next adventure. You people are slacking off down here.”

      He waved his dismissal. “And here I’d hoped you would be the exception to the typical smart-ass agent routine. See you when you get back. Try not to break my stuff.”

      Aisling laughed. “I was told that’s what it’s for.”

      “Stop talking to Lance.”

      She rolled her eyes. “If only that were possible, life would be a joy. Come on, Shimmer, let’s go irritate Victoria some more.”
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      Jameson Hart sat at the bar in a dingy pub in London, nursing his first pint while he waited for his contact to arrive. One eye watched the room in the mirror behind the bar while the other surveyed the constantly changing camera feed in the right lens of his glasses. He’d placed tiny cameras on the streets outside and in the corner of the room as a hedge to give him some warning if the person he was here to meet tried to burn him.

      It called to mind a similar meeting six months before. That, too, had been with someone from inside Dragonfly. Jameson had still been part of SIS but had been working on the side for a criminal organization with an interest in Dragonfly. He’d found a target with a secret that could be exploited and used it to pressure the man into revealing secrets. After a month, his source had demanded an in-person meeting.

      Jameson hadn’t liked the situation but had gone ahead with it anyway, secure in the belief that he had enough on the man that he wouldn’t dare try to double-cross him. It was fortunate he’d been sufficiently paranoid to set up precautions similar to the ones he was using today, because he’d spotted the Dragonfly team preparing to enter shortly after the man arrived.

      He might have written it off as simply good surveillance of their own people by the agency, but the man he’d been blackmailing had given him a look of superiority a moment before the agents broke in. The cameras Jameson had used then, like the ones he was using now, had a small explosive device embedded to destroy the evidence if he was unable to collect them. It wasn’t enough to do major damage but sufficed to create a distraction.

      He’d detonated them all and used the resulting chaos to dart out the back door. He’d been in disguise, of course, and had never broken cover with his target, so as far as he knew his identity had remained safe. But the event had changed him. Before that evening, his operations outside of SIS hadn’t felt personal, only a means to the end of early retirement.

      Now, Jameson actively disliked Dragonfly and looked for any opportunity to hurt its people or derail its operations. That had led to his capture of Lance down in Barcelona, and to his eager acceptance of Kali’s offer to work against the agency. His first piece of revenge had been to destroy his former asset’s life by releasing the information he had, which had broken his marriage and sent him into financial ruin.

      It hadn’t satisfied his need for payback. Plus, he’d needed new access to the agency to continue his campaign against them. He’d sent out quiet threads of inquiry and had received a name. She’d been on the payroll for a while, and would be meeting him here tonight, hopefully not trailed by another attack team.

      Jameson’s prosthetics were first-rate. Anyone looking at him would think he was twenty years older. The gray hair, the matching bushy beard, and the overly large glasses changed his look into someone unrecognizable. A bit of a northern accent increased the distance between him and the character he was playing.

      He saw his target turn onto the street outside and approach the door. The way her head twisted this way, and that made her seem anxious, probably in concern for being spotted. That was a good sign. He placed his right hand with the large gold ring adorned with a red gemstone on the bar. She sat beside him and ordered a drink. Her head barely passed his shoulder, even sitting down, and her jeans and t-shirt made her look younger than she probably was. The ponytail that held her straight black hair added to that impression.

      Jameson said, “I’m here. What do you have that couldn’t be sent through the usual channels?”

      Hana Ishida, from the identity division of Dragonfly, replied without looking at him. “It’s not that I couldn’t have sent them. It’s that you made promises, and it’s past time for you to start keeping them.”

      He chuckled. “It seems as if someone who is a traitor to their company really doesn’t have any standing to tell me what to do.”

      She smiled. “My job is identity and disguise, Jameson.”

      He swiveled slightly in his chair and met her gaze. “I’m sorry?”

      “I had suspicions about who you were when you contacted me after what went down with that moron Brenton. One wouldn’t have thought his life could be any messier than it seemed, but you managed it. But I wanted to meet in person to be sure. I put you through our computer simulations for potential disguises. And guess what?” She tapped a finger on the bar. “I recognize you. So cut the garbage. How and when are you going to get me out?”

      She gained respect in his mind, both for her actions and her attitude. “When you’re ready to leave, you’ll contact me like normal, but you’ll mention some sort of gemstone in your communication.” He tapped his ring on the bar. “When that happens, I’ll have you abducted from the streets near the Council House by my team. After that, you’ll be one of us. Of course, we’ll use your credentials to rob your people blind until they realize you’ve been taken.”

      Ishida looked like she believed his answer, but asked, “And I can trust you why?”

      “Because I have nothing to gain by burning you or by eliminating you once you’re out. And you won’t be a threat to me, because I’ll always be able to pay more than anyone else for your services. Plus, your talent will take you as far as you can go. Unlike at Dragonfly.”

      Ishida scowled. “I should’ve been an agent a year ago. But no, either I don’t qualify or I’m too necessary where I am, depending on who you ask.” She made a derisive noise. “Whatever. I won’t be able to take it there much longer.”

      Jameson considered the option of following her from the bar and putting a bullet in her head. But his exposure was low. Dragonfly already knew he was working against them, so further verification of that wouldn’t hurt him if she did spill it. The only threat was her leading him into a trap. He made a mental note to put processes in place to keep a closer eye on her. “So, you don’t have anything for me?”

      She replied, “I would never be that stupid. Making you come out for nothing would be a mark against me in your eyes. No, I have something I think you’ll find useful. Four agents are headed to Stavropol in the next day or two. Obviously, they have some sort of big op going on there.”

      His ears perked up at the city name. “Do you have their names?”

      Ishida rattled them off, then added, “Keane is the newest agent. But you’ve seen her. She was Stone’s partner in Barcelona.”

      Jameson had wanted to ask her about agents’ identities before, but their relationship was new enough that he’d been passive and requested nothing more than she sent on her own. “Do you have a picture?” She pulled her phone from her purse, hit some buttons, and showed him.

      “So, she was in disguise when I saw her the first time. But she was one of the two who investigated by pretending to be Interpol agents.”

      “I wouldn’t know about that. If it happened, it didn’t come through Identity.”

      He tapped a finger on the bar as he put connections together. “Is there a blonde woman who hangs out with her?” Ishida frowned, then showed another picture. “Yep, that’s her.”

      “Victoria Watson. Investigation. Which is where Keane was before she became an agent.”

      Jameson raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like that’s personal for you.”

      She scowled. “Have I not made that clear already?”

      He nodded. “You have. This is good information. A payment will hit your account within eight hours.” He rose to depart. “Remember, a gemstone.” As he left the pub, he considered that she might become a useful asset to him once she left Dragonfly after all.

      Jameson returned to the hotel room he’d rented and called a number. A computer system answered, and he said, “We have information about a Dragonfly operation going down in Stavropol. Probably not a coincidence. Awaiting instructions.”

      Twenty minutes later, he received a text that read, “Make contact with A. Inform them of impending action.”

      He smiled in approval. Had he been in charge, he would have chosen the same strategy. Either they would gain by helping the other organization damage Dragonfly, or Apocalypse would be vulnerable to a takeover, depending on their losses. Regardless of the result, Kali would win. Well played. Now I just need to figure out how to contact Apocalypse without getting killed for my trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Aisling's Friday training had been replaced by prep for the mission ahead, which was weird. It was doubly weird that she wasn’t headed home to the coven on a Friday night, but the op was set for Monday, travel was involved, and the time zones didn’t work in their favor. Tomorrow would be a travel day so they’d have a chance to acclimate to the time zone and prepare for the operation.

      Now she was in her bedroom with her gear strewn out all over her bed and a travel case open at her side. Shimmer stood on her nightstand, watching as she checked each item off on her mental checklist. She’d tried to call Victoria to chat as she finished her packing, but the investigator had texted that she was out on a date. So, she called Mia instead. The infomancer took the call, and Aisling routed her phone through her earpiece so she could work while they talked.

      Aisling asked, “What are you up to tonight?”

      Mia gave a soft groan. “When an enemy infomancer gets into your system, you have to go through a set of procedures in response to the incursion, whose level of minute detail is only exceeded by the annoyance of having to go through it. Every line of code needs to be parsed to verify it’s the same as before the infomancer entered the system, and when some of it is different, which of course it is, those particular records have to be inspected carefully to ensure the changes are what they should be.”

      Aisling gave a sympathetic moan of pain. “That sounds awful.”

      “It is. The bots can handle a lot of it, but we still have to do the hardest analyses. Thomas and I are on it during our waking hours.”

      “What about Oliver?”

      “We got a message from him that he was extending his personal time. He’s certainly earned it, although the timing could have been better.”

      Aisling chuckled. “Maybe he heard.”

      “Could be. How’s your prep going?”

      Aisling looked down at the items on the bed in front of her. “I have a lot of stuff. But since we’re going into a hotel where we might be noticed, most of it can’t come along. I’ve been bugging Brodie for an armored bodysuit, but he hasn’t delivered yet. So, I’ll be wearing the ballistically reinforced fabric suit Arthur made for me. The others will as well, I imagine.”

      Mia replied, “I had a hand in designing that fabric. Did some of the modeling for the kinetic dispersion. It’s not as good as a full bulletproof vest, but it should keep most bullets from making holes in you.”

      “Hopefully, our enemies won’t have big guns.”

      “What else are you taking?”

      Aisling finished folding the suit and set it in her travel case. “My pistol. Backup mags. Silencer.” She set the small briefcase containing them on top of the suit.

      “Harder to hide that way.”

      Aisling had made the same argument to Will and parroted his response now to Mia. “Yeah, but better than bringing everyone in the place down on us if we need to shoot.”

      The infomancer chuckled. “Legit.”

      “And of course, I can veil us in most circumstances. Anyway, in addition to that, I’ll have my swords, potion packs, lock picks, my fake makeup kit, a few tools, and some sensor spheres Brodie supplied.”

      Shimmer, who was connected to her earpiece whenever she used it, added, “I’ve got one too.”

      Mia laughed. “Really?”

      Aisling confirmed, “Yep. Brodie gave him one. I think the two of them must be doing deals of some kind while I’m not around.”

      Her friend replied, “Is that it?”

      “Aside from Shimmer, yeah.”

      “Doesn’t sound like a lot, all things considered.”

      Aisling sealed the case. “Only so much stuff you can hide on your person when you’re trying to be subtle. Don’t get me wrong, I’d be glad to go in wearing full armor and weapons like we did in Belarus, but that’s not an option here, apparently.”

      Mia’s voice softened a little. “Are you sure you’re up to this?”

      She walked into her bathroom to put together her travel kit. “Sure. I’m at full power. I’ve got my wands and charms. I’ve got weapons, armor, and gadgets. Plus, the other agents aren’t too shabby, either.”

      The infomancer chuckled, but it sounded forced, like she was only doing it because Aisling would expect her to. “I mean mentally.”

      Shimmer immediately replied, “She’s not really mentally up to anything, ever, is she?”

      Aisling stuck her head around the door to scowl at him. “Shut it, Fang Face.” She went back to filling her travel makeup case. “You mean because of the whole capture thing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s fine. It’ll give me an edge.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Aisling looked at her reflection in the mirror and saw doubt. “No. Not sure, if I’m being honest. But I can’t see a way to hide from it, so the only way to deal with what’s behind me is to keep pushing forward. So that’s what I’ll do.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Aisling portaled herself, her luggage, and Shimmer into the small corner of the transportation room that permitted such things when operations weren’t in progress. The wizard on duty lowered the force walls that isolated the area, and she pulled the crate containing Shimmer and the one atop it holding her gear and clothes to the designated area and pushed them against the wall.

      “Feel free to listen in, buddy, but nothing exciting will be going on,” she told the dragon. “Once we get to our destination, I’ll portal you there. Be sure you’re charged up.”

      “Of course. Be careful.”

      “You know I will.”

      He countered, “I don’t know any such thing. You’re a wildcard.”

      Aisling laughed. “I’ll do my best, just for you.” She made her way up the stairs to the identity department and discovered the other three agents had arrived earlier than she had, although they were still pulling suitcases behind them.

      Hana Ishida, the tech she’d met before, looked irritated, probably at having to be in on a Saturday. She was all business as she handed over passports, plane tickets, and train tickets. “Transport will get you to Berlin. From there, you’ll take a flight to Volgograd. A train will carry you the rest of the way to Stavropol. Be sure you memorize these identities. They’re all new names, although they have your usual cover professions.”

      Aisling checked the packet the woman had given her. It had a small icon she could scan with her phone that would give her the information about her backstory. It would have to be different from the last time, when she was the daughter of an Irish CEO.

      “Any questions?” Yoshida asked in a tone that disallowed them.

      The others shook their heads, but Aisling asked, “Is Saturday normally your day off?”

      The other woman met her eyes and gave a thin smile. Neither showed amusement. “I don’t have set days off. I work when I’m needed. That’s the Dragonfly way, right?”

      It was a common jest, but the way she said it made it sound like a complaint. Aisling answered, “Sometimes. Thanks.”

      Ishida turned her thin, unamused smile on all of them. “Be safe, agents, and good luck with whatever operation you’re undertaking.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      When Sunday evening rolled around, the agents were all acclimated to the new time zone and ready to get to work preparing for the next night’s operation. Aisling, Will, and Shimmer climbed the stairs under a veil up to the roof of the hotel they’d checked into, located a block away from their target. Her electronic lock pick got them through the door at the top of the staircase.

      Shimmer launched from there and flew high over the target building at first, then in descending spirals while Aisling's magic let her look through his eyes. She and Will stayed off the radio until it crackled with Maria’s voice. “I’m entering the lobby now.”

      “About thirty seconds behind you,” Aisling told her. “By the way, you look very fancy.”

      Maria laughed. “Yeah, businesspeople over here are expected to dress up for evenings out, apparently. I don’t hate it. Although I could do with fewer stares.”

      “I don’t get any of those in my poor graduate student disguise.”

      “Do quit complaining,” Will put in. “At least you’re less likely to be noticed, right?”

      Isla countered, “I’m not sure that’s the best thing ever. There are some cute guys in here.”

      Aisling laughed. “What else do you see?”

      “Hang on, let me take a seat in the café.” A minute later, she continued, “The lobby is pretty nice, but definitely old school. A small café area here, a seating area in the middle that could maybe handle five people if they liked each other, and a bar-slash-restaurant.”

      Maria replied, “A nice bar, though. I would come here again.” A male voice asked what she wanted to drink, and she ordered a martini. “But still, a little run down looking. Could use a fresh coat of paint all over and maybe some new fabrics. Maybe I should become an interior design consultant.”

      Isla added, “The front desk has three people behind it, one of whom has to be the manager based on the others’ work ethic. They all look pretty sharp.” After a pause, she finished, “They’re greeting people by name, which makes me imagine this place has a fairly regular clientele.”

      Aisling asked, “Wouldn’t the easiest thing be to check in?”

      Will replied, “Too obvious. We don’t want them to have an opportunity to get that good a look at us. For all we know, every room’s got a camera and a microphone inside. This is Russia, after all.”

      She gave a low laugh. “It’s not the Cold War, anymore, Grandpa.”

      “It’s always the Cold War for us, rookie.” His voice turned gruff on the last word, and she laughed again.

      “Maybe Maria can get a single guy to take her up to his room, being a fancy-dressed businesswoman and all. Or a lady. Or couple. No judgment.”

      The woman in question replied, “Too easy.”

      “You, or the plan?”

      Maria chuckled. “Both, probably.”

      “What’s the elevator situation?” Will asked.

      Isla answered, “Back of the lobby. Two of them. Both fairly small, probably four people would fit at a time if they didn’t have any luggage.”

      “That’s good for us. Make any final observations and let’s wrap this up before someone notices us.”

      “Acknowledged. Heading for the trashcan now.” The plan had been for either Isla or Maria to plant an infomancer relay somewhere it wouldn’t be noticed. They’d settled on the trashcan on the side of the lobby. “Delivered.”

      A few moments later, Mia’s voice sounded in their earpieces. “Link active.”

      Will asked, “Anyone see a reason to call an abort on this mission?” Aisling shook her head as the others replied in the negative. “All right then. Tomorrow night, as planned. For now, disengage as you can and get some rest.”
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        * * *

      

      Irina was surprised when the phone rang in Maslov's apartment.

      When she picked it up, she recognized the manager’s voice instantly. “I’m sorry to bother you, Ms. Irina, but there is a gentleman here who has asked to see Mr. Anokhin or one of his associates.”

      “Someone you recognize?”

      “No.”

      She frowned at the unexpected development. “Is he armed?”

      “Not to my knowledge, ma’am.”

      She wouldn’t have asked just anyone that question, but the manager was in the outer circle of Maslov’s organization and was thus trustworthy. “Very well. I’ll be down. Tell him to get a drink in the bar.”

      Irina checked to be sure her small pistol was in her bag and that the knife hidden in her boot was easily reachable. If she’d known about the meeting in advance, she would’ve dressed better than the sweater, jeans, and high boots that she had on. A momentary urge to change hit her, but she dismissed it. She connected to Maslov’s bunker and informed Kira of the contact. The other woman asked, “You’re going to meet him?”

      “Yes. No reason not to. But have Oleg standing by, either to portal me back afterward or to capture this guy for interrogation.”

      “Will do.”

      She took the elevator down and walked across the marble-tiled floor of the lobby, her boots clicking with each step. The surface had seen better days and could do with a polish. Only two men were seated at the bar as she entered, one of whom she recognized from her regular examination of the hotel’s security tapes.

      She sat beside the other, caught the bartender’s eye, and tapped the surface in front of her. Then she turned toward the man. “I was told you wanted to see me?”

      He frowned slightly. The change of expression drew her eyes up to his eyes, which were strikingly blue, and his hair, which was short and neat. “You’re his representative?”

      Her respect for him went up as he avoided using Maslov's name. “I am. Anything you say to me will get to his ears, if it’s worth conveying.” A vodka martini appeared in front of her, and she sipped the cold liquid appreciatively.

      He tilted his head at her. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Not yet. But I will, soon enough.”

      “Well, you seem to have the right attitude toward our business, anyway. I thought your boss might want to know that Dragonfly is planning an attack here.”

      She smiled as if confused, but her eyes told a different story. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, but are you telling me the hotel is at risk?”

      The man nodded. “Yes. They’ve discovered this location.”

      She bolted the rest of her drink. “That does warrant passing along. Please, have as much to eat and drink as you would like on the house.” She looked at the bartender to make sure he’d heard, and he returned a sharp nod.

      “Much appreciated. Perhaps we’ll find a reason to meet again.” He stuck out his hand.

      She gave it a hard shake. “Perhaps we shall. Until then, thank you.”

      She walked into the restricted area and called the bunker. “Have Oleg come get me.”

      Ten minutes later, she was in the outer portion of Maslov's small apartment. She told him what the man had said, and a smile blossomed on his face. “The hotel, not the office building?”

      Irina nodded. “I confirmed it. Yes.”

      He laughed, something he had done very little since being hurt. “Excellent. Let’s prepare an appropriate reception for them.”
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        * * *

      

      The next night, each agent prepared for the mission in their own way. For Aisling, that was putting on her suit, then adding each of her tools and weapons one at a time while mentally reviewing what she might use them for. She had everything she’d mentioned to Mia, plus potion packs on her shoulders and inside her knees, and also a few other tools that Brodie had recommended, including the lock pick and elements of the makeup kit, plus her own bottle of homemade poison antidote, just in case.

      When she was ready, she asked Shimmer, “You good, buddy?”

      He lifted one paw, which held a circular object. “Except for the sphere. We need a better carrying option.”

      “We’ll work on it. But it’s a useful tool to have, anyway. If you think you need to drop it during the op, do it.”

      She activated her radio. “Sparks, heading for the roof.”

      Will confirmed, “This is Friar. I’m almost there myself.”

      Isla checked in, “Coal, one minute away from the lobby. Scalpel is just ahead of me.”

      Will asked Mia, “Wraith, any concerns?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Aisling looked down at Shimmer with a smile. “Then let’s go bust some people up, shall we?”
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      When the others reported that they were in position, Mia attacked the hotel’s system. The link they’d placed the day before had already been cleared out by the cleaning staff, but it had been up long enough for Mia to gain a foothold in the system. Now she used that knowledge to break into the system’s outer security layer.

      Bots arrived immediately to protest her presence, but she activated a program that convinced them all was well, and they went away happily. No outer layer defense would slow even the most inexperienced infomancer. She always imagined them acting like cartoon characters, arriving in a frenzy and whistling as they departed. She muttered under her breath, “Morons.”

      Information and data about the hotel filled her visual field. She had access to all the security cameras, as well as several other important systems, including elevator management, heating and cooling, and the staff scheduling software. She said over the comms, “I’m in. A lot of this place is old school and not connected to the central system, so I’ve got some blind spots.”

      Will replied, “Receiving you. Continue.”

      “Everything looks like a normal hotel except one area on a middle floor that’s been remodeled. From the schematics, it appears they combined a bunch of rooms into a large one that occupies about a quarter of that level. That floor has no hallway cameras. Also, everything below ground level is not represented on the schematics, and I have no cameras there, either. I’m sure there’s stuff down there, but I have no access to it.”

      Aisling growled, “That’s probably where they had us locked up.”

      Will ordered, “We’ll check out the room. Scalpel and Coal, the basement is yours. Be careful.”
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        * * *

      

      Isla made her way around the periphery of the lobby in her second grad student outfit, which was identical to the first but in different colors. As she neared the wastebasket closest to the elevators, Mia said, “Cameras off.” She dropped an object inside and hurriedly moved to the opposite corner.

      When the garbage can started to smoke, everyone in the lobby predictably turned their attention to it. She followed Maria through an unlocked door marked “Staff only.” Their contact lenses did instant translations of the Cyrillic writing they saw, and their earpieces would provide an audio translation when they could, although the system had problems when more than one person was speaking.

      Beyond the door was a hallway that led to the back area of the main desk and probably a bunch of other things, and a door protected by a security panel. She reached into the pocket of her cargo pants, pulled out Dragonfly’s electronic lock breaker, and set it against the panel. In a moment, the door clicked open.

      They descended one level, and she looked out into the hallway. Noises from the kitchen came from the left, and directly ahead of her was a huge laundry area. She ducked her head back in. “Not that one.” Another floor down, the door opened onto massive hot water tanks and furnaces. “Probably not that one, either.”

      They descended to the bottom, which ended with a heavy steel door that read, “No access.” Isla held the lock pick against the electronic lock, but it refused to release. She reported, “We’ve found a high-security door on sub-level three. Getting to work on it now.”
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        * * *

      

      Aisling closed the second of the two portals they’d used to get from their rooftop to the hotel’s as Will replied, “Acknowledged. We’re on our way inside.” Shimmer had flown a quick surveillance loop beforehand that detected no danger, and they’d made it to their destination unnoticed. The door leading from the roof had only a simple lock, and it quickly succumbed to the pick kit she carried on her belt. They headed down with Shimmer in the lead and Aisling's magic concealing them all from sight and hearing.

      They didn’t stop until they reached their target floor. It had a complicated lock on the door that none of the others had possessed. She placed the lock pick that looked like a credit card on it but had no success. She asked, “Wraith, little help?” The infomancer didn’t reply, but after several seconds, the door clicked. “I think it’s time for your sphere, buddy.”

      Shimmer replied, “Here it goes.” His body jerked as he wound up and hurled the ball into the hallway through the partially opened door. It immediately launched a feed into Aisling's lens, and she tried not to pay attention as the object tumbled and rolled. Finally, it fetched up against a wall and started to move of its own volition.

      It rolled down the corridor and turned a corner without revealing any other people on the level. Aisling said, “I don’t think we can afford to wait for it to check out the whole floor.”

      Will replied, “Agreed. Let’s move. Wraith, anything?”

      The infomancer answered, “Negative. But the door you’re looking for should be down the hall to your left and just around the corner.”

      “Affirmative.”

      It was the opposite direction from the path Shimmer’s sphere had taken, so Aisling popped one of hers out of the canister by pressing on the top and rolled it down the hallway at an angle. It banked around the corner and revealed another empty hall containing the door in question. She remarked, “Not very busy for a secret headquarters.”

      Will replied, “It’s late. Maybe everyone’s asleep.”

      “Uh-huh.” She wasn’t convinced. When they reached the door, she pressed her card against the lock, where it again failed to defeat the security. “Wraith?”

      “Standby.” A second passed. “I have a link to it. Oh, this is a complex one. Made by a Russian company. Let me see if we have the master codes.”

      Will leaned forward and whispered, “If they can’t unlock it quick, you have my permission to blast it in.”

      Aisling grinned. “Well now, I don’t know what outcome to hope for.”
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        * * *

      

      Maria smiled in satisfaction as the lock clicked open. She led the way out into the corridor, with Isla close behind her. She peered carefully in all directions using the thermal function of her lens but saw nothing person-shaped. The hallway itself had cinderblock surfaces and a linoleum floor, unlike the other areas above, which had been finished with tile.

      She muttered, “I don’t like the look of this place.” Her grip tightened on the pistol in her fist, and she forced herself to relax. The first door they reached was locked with only physical security. It took Isla only fifteen seconds with her lock pick to pop the door. Maria held her gun extended as she moved inside and checked the angles.

      The room was filled with unlabeled cardboard boxes stacked from floor to ceiling along every open wall surface. The only other feature in the space was two rectangular tables with four chairs at each. She said, “Nothing here,” as she pulled the door closed.

      The next room, on the other side of the hallway, was the same, although the boxes were smaller. The third one led to what looked like an operating room from a horror film. An unadorned metal table in the middle of the dimly lit space caught the eye immediately upon entry. The scratched and marred surface had channels along the edges, presumably to carry blood. A counter held scalpels and an electric bone saw. A quick inspection revealed nothing else, and they closed the door behind them.

      Maria whispered, off radio, “Let’s not mention that to Aisling unless we have to.” Her companion nodded. Neither of them had the whole story of what happened to their fellow agents after the incident in Belarus, but they knew enough to be wary of raising the subject.

      She opened the next lock with trepidation. The room inside was cleaner and better lit but held a greater horror than the one previous. She and Isla ran over to the figure slumped in a chair that wouldn’t be out of place in a dentist’s office. He had IV bags flowing into both arms. He looked like he’d been used as a punching bag and hadn’t been cleaned up afterward. “This is who I think it is, right?”

      Isla nodded. “Oliver.”

      Maria activated the comm and kept her voice matter-of-fact when she reported, “Oliver Overby is here. He’s been beaten pretty badly.”

      Will replied, “What?”

      “The infomancer. Oliver. He’s here. And he’s hurt.”
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        * * *

      

      As Maria finished speaking, the electronic lock deactivated. Will growled, “Breaching. Get him and yourselves out of there, now. Sparks, go go go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aisling ran through the door with her pistols extended forward and shields wrapped around her, Shimmer, and Will. Beyond it was a luxurious apartment with floor-to-ceiling windows on the far wall. The area in front of her was a living room with couches, chairs, end tables, and a large display that hung from above. To the left she spotted a pool table, and to the right was a dining area, kitchen, and hallway that probably led to bedrooms.

      Her shields lasted for only an instant before her magic drained away. At the same moment, people in body armor popped up from where they’d been hiding behind the furniture. She cursed, fired, and snapped, “Anti-magic emitter. This is a trap.”

      Shimmer flashed across the room at the men who had been waiting for them. A half dozen were visible, wisely positioned at a distance from one another so a single attack couldn’t engage more than one at a time. Aisling lost sight of the dragon as she dove behind the nearest couch for cover among a flurry of incoming bullets. Will dashed in the other direction and she lost sight of him, too.

      She reached for her magic to look through Shimmer’s eye, then growled at the reminder that she didn’t have access to it. She sensed the opposition repositioning and dashed from behind her cover in the direction of the pool table she’d seen. The living room was probably bigger than her whole apartment, and the itch of being exposed banged at her confidence as she neared the game room.

      She angled toward the table as rounds slammed into the walls at her back, faked jumping, and slid on the polished wooden floor under the table. When bullets stopped striking around her, she popped up at the corner of the table, saw a defender who hadn’t completely gotten into cover while he reloaded, and put three bullets into him. He went down, although given his body armor, she couldn’t count him out of the fight.

      Aisling repositioned again, scrambling to her left toward the windowed wall of the apartment. Her new perspective revealed a guard with his gun coming up to point where she assumed Will was. She dropped him with three bullets into the back, at least one of which avoided the armor and sprayed blood. The first one she’d shot rose suddenly and two rounds slammed into her jacket as she spun away.

      They knocked her to the floor, and she gasped for air as she wriggled back behind the pool table. She groaned, “Definitely not as good as a bulletproof vest. This covert stuff is garbage.”

      Will replied, “I hear sounds. Thermals show a blob in the next room. Expect reinforcements.”

      “I’ll try to get the ones we already have to focus on me. You watch for new arrivals.”

      A scream sounded as Shimmer rocketed across the space and rammed his head into a man’s chest. The blow propelled the man backward into the glass wall, which shattered behind him. He flew out into space as he shrieked in fear. Shimmer’s momentum had carried him outside, but he twisted, flapped his wings, and shot back into the apartment.

      The dragon’s flight brought him near another defender, and he used his breath weapon to cover him in flames. The man tumbled over the couch and rolled to put them out, where Aisling shot him in the leg and torso as the couch began to smoke. She growled, “Maybe electricity next time, buddy.”

      Shimmer’s reply held no regret. “But fire is so rewarding.”
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        * * *

      

      Isla shouted from the doorway, “Incoming.” Maria released Oliver, who she’d just wrestled up to a standing position, and let him fall into the chair. She moved to the doorway, knelt, and looked around the corner. Bullets slammed into the wall beside her, and she pulled her head back. “So, they’re not total idiots. Too bad. Well, no one likes to play games on easy mode, right?”

      Isla replied, “Yeah, sure. This is definitely a time for your bad jokes.”

      “If not now, when?” Maria stuck her gun into the corridor and fired blindly several times. No exclamations of pain rewarded the effort, so she presumed she’d missed. “I’m not sure how we’re going to get him up there.”

      Isla asked, “Wraith, can transport help us out here?”

      “No. They don’t know the location. You need a magical on your end.”

      “Damn.” The other woman looked at Maria. “Any good ideas?”

      She rose to her feet. “Not sure it’s a good one, but it’s an idea. We go out there. We run fast. We shoot anyone in our way. Then we come back for him.”

      “I can see why you’re not one of the mission planners.”

      Maria ejected her magazine, replaced it with a fresh one, then racked a round into the chamber. “My plans are always brilliant. Other people just aren’t clever enough to see it. Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      The timing of the expected attack had been unclear, so Maslov had been in the control room more or less constantly for the last two days. He refused to miss a moment of the action when it happened. Fortunately, the high-tech medical chair was comfortable enough to sleep in when reclined. And with Kira or Irina at his side, he felt sufficiently secure to do so, at least once the transparent panes that descended from the ceiling to partition off his portion of the room were in place.

      That this decision forced his doctor to stay in the room for that duration as well didn’t bother him. The man was well-paid, and moreover, his life was on the line. If Maslov expired, the doctor would follow him almost immediately into death at the hands of one of his twins.

      Still, despite the anticipation, the start of the attack was a shock. The reports from the basement came in at almost the same time as the incursion into the apartment. The basement had no cameras, so he was forced to rely only on descriptions of the action there. But cameras covered most of the apartment, used to document meetings there and occasionally for blackmail purposes, and gave full coverage to the battle in that location.

      Maslov recognized the woman the instant she came through the door. The electricity of seeing her propelled him to his feet. He pointed at the screen and shouted, “There she is. That’s the one. Get her, now. I want her alive, do you hear me?”

      At his side, Irina hit the control to remove the partition and headed for the area of the room that permitted magic. The wizard had been dozing nearby but had awakened at Maslov’s shouting and joined her as she passed him.

      The light of a portal flickered inside the chamber and then was gone. He snapped, “Someone get Kira in here, immediately,” then took his seat to watch the show.
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        * * *

      

      Maria stuck her pistol around the corner at the end of the hallway and pulled the trigger blindly. At the same time, Isla let herself fall out into the junction at floor level and fired aimed shots at the guards protecting the route to the stairs. Her bullets took out two before she crunched back up out of sight. Bullets hammered the wall behind where she’d just been.

      Maria changed magazines, “Last mag. Can’t do that again.”

      Isla replied, “Grenade, then.”

      Maria holstered her pistol and pulled a pair of grenades, one electricity and one flash bang, from her belt. She primed them, and at a nod from her partner she threw them around the corner. The other woman dashed forward after they detonated, and Maria followed.

      Isla fired her pistol as she ran, knocking down several guards, then leapt into the air, wrapped her legs around a guard that was still standing, and wrenched her body to the side to throw him. She landed on top as he hit the ground with a crack of bones breaking and slammed the butt of her pistol into his face. She shouted, “Clear.”

      Maria, who had taken a couple down herself, ordered, “Keep an eye on the stairwell. I’ll go get Oliver.” The idea of having to get him all the way up the stairs and out of the hotel without being stopped seemed impossible, but she saw no other option. If they were lucky, maybe Aisling could meet them in the lobby and assist. She activated her comm. “Sparks, any chance of you getting down here to portal us away?”
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        * * *

      

      The question pulled a choked laugh from Aisling as she crouched behind the cover of a couch. “Not at the moment. Little busy.” Reinforcements had rushed in from the back of the apartment, and the gunfire was thick and heavy. She rose just high enough to look over the couch and pulled the trigger.

      Shimmer flew through the fracas and seemed unconcerned as he swerved and dodged to avoid getting hit. The dragon had already thrown two more people out the window. She’d need to talk to him about the balance between necessary killing and the possibility of disarming or disabling. It made sense that it would be a binary choice for his programming, and throwing them out the window did eliminate the threat quite effectively. On top of that, she wasn’t sure that his approach was wrong at the moment, and she lacked a certain moral high ground given the number of people she’d shot so far.

      Her pistol clicked empty, and she ducked again to reload it. “Friar, you still okay?”

      “I’m pinned down, but in good cover. Don’t worry about me.”

      She slapped the new magazine into place. “I’m not sure there’s a reason to continue this. Clearly, they were waiting for us. Maybe a strategic retreat is in order?” She popped up and fired several shots in the direction of the largest cluster of enemies. They ducked down behind their own cover, and Shimmer raked them with fire. They rolled, cursing.

      The dragon said, “My breath weapon is not fully effective. Upgrade required.”

      The anti-magic emitter suddenly switched off, and Aisling summoned shields in front of her, Will, and Shimmer, then dashed forward to a different cover spot. Enemy bullets passed through the shield and hit the wall behind her as she went down to the floor with a curse. “Magic’s back, but they have anti-magic ammunition.”

      “Overprepared jerks.”

      “Yeah.” She grabbed an electrical grenade from her belt, primed it, and threw it at a cluster of guards in the living room. Another followed immediately after and tumbled down the small hallway toward where potential reinforcements might be. They detonated, and several of the guards went down.

      Motion from the hallway caught her attention as a handful of guards accompanied two other people into the room. She recognized the redheaded woman from the battle in Belarus. The other seemed slightly familiar, but she didn’t know him. A blast of magical fire emerged from his wand to flow over the shield she’d placed on Will.

      She barked, “I want the ginger for questioning. Please don’t throw her out a window, Shimmer.”

      The dragon, sounding happy, replied, “I won’t unless she makes me. What about the other one?”

      Aisling dispatched a blast of electricity at the new arrivals, guards, wizard, and redhead. “Have at him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Maria hoisted Oliver’s arm over her shoulders. He was partially conscious, after she’d slipped a stimulant tablet from Brodie’s spy version of an eyeshadow palette into his mouth, but had zero comprehension of where he was or what was happening around him. She kept up a flow of conversation to keep him focused, saying, “We’re going for a walk, Ollie. Nothing to worry about. Just keep your feet moving.”

      He stammered unintelligible things in reply, but she ignored them. Her pistol was in her right hand, but she didn’t imagine she’d have great aim with the constant jarring caused by trying to keep the infomancer in motion. “Coal, I’m almost there. Let’s move.” Oliver muttered something, and she told him, “Nothing, just keep walking.”

      Maria rounded the corner as her partner opened the door to the stairwell and ducked inside. Pistols barked, and a sharp exhalation came over the comm. She increased her speed and asked, “Are you all right?”

      Isla replied, “Mostly. Got a graze on my side. Should’ve kept the jacket buttoned. But it handled the rest. I put two down, but don’t have a guess as to how many might be above. Thermal shows bodies, but they’re overlapping.”

      Maria paused for a moment to adjust Oliver’s weight, which had started to slide. Getting him up the stairs was not going to be a fun time. “Okay. Keep it moving. I’m right behind you.” Then a thought occurred to her. “Hold up, wait a sec.” When she arrived, she gave the other agent her pistol. “My aim is garbage with him on my shoulder.”

      Isla nodded. “You’ve got him?”

      “Best as I can. We need to get up and get out, fast. By this time, someone’s probably called the police, and I hear that a vacation in Russian jail gets real tedious real fast.”

      The joke brought a harsh laugh from the other woman. “Well, let’s get a move on, then.”
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        * * *

      

      The wizard threw a couch at Aisling, and her pistol dropped as she used magic with both hands to keep it from slamming into her. She redirected it into a defender that was trying to sneak around to her left for a better shooting angle. It knocked him out the window, and she shook her head at his lack of tactical awareness.

      The flow of the battle changed suddenly. The redheaded woman had turned her attention to Will and was in close hand-to-hand combat already. Aisling had the wizard’s exclusive focus, and the guards were occupied with Shimmer, who was flying and flipping around the room like a dervish and slashing at anyone he got near with his uncovered claws.

      The wizard shot a cone of lightning at her. Aisling modulated her force shield to better defend against it, and his electricity met her own sparking barrier. She stomped toward him, throwing force bolts as fast as she could generate them. They splashed against his shield and didn’t penetrate.

      She drew her right-hand sword, noting how different it felt to have a weapon in her main hand while being ready to cast with her off-hand, and flicked the button. The wizard’s eyes widened when the blade extended, and he twitched his wand in an effort to steal the sword from her.

      Aisling gripped it tight against the attempt and whipped it across in a strike that would’ve decapitated him had it broken through his shield. Unfortunately, it didn’t. He swiped his wand down at a diagonal, and an impact struck her shield at least as powerfully as her own strike, possibly harder. She scowled at the look of amusement on the wizard’s face. “Think you’re fancy, do you?”

      He made a little flourish with his wand. “More so than some, anyway.”

      Aisling smiled at him, then twisted and blasted a gout of lightning at the woman fighting Will. The wizard intercepted the attack, but instead of simply absorbing it, he redirected the magic. Lightning struck Shimmer, who immediately banked and landed as the energy crackled across his scales.

      Anger filled her, and Aisling dashed at the wizard. She collapsed her sword and used it to pummel him while her free hand fist hammered his shields as well. He seemed taken aback by the close attack and backpedaled several steps to disengage. She followed, staying near enough to continue battering his defenses.

      He blasted her with electricity again, but the skintight shield she’d placed over herself absorbed it easily. She slammed a knee up into his stomach, and although his shield mitigated most of the force, the wizard started to look fearful. The encouragement gave her new energy that she used to rain down blows on him.

      Suddenly, Shimmer shouted, “Drop” and Aisling let herself fall backward into a somersault an instant before the dragon sped through the air just over her head. His attempt to claw the wizard scraped off the man’s shield, but that wasn’t his real target. He flashed in between Will and the redheaded woman as the pistol she’d produced from somewhere went off.

      The bullets struck him, and pieces of his scales flew. Fortunately, they’d been designed to spread kinetic damage, so the rounds didn’t penetrate beyond the scales. He smashed her with a wing, and she backpedaled with a barked curse as her gun fell from her hand. Shimmer wrenched his body around so his feet were under him as he hit the wall and launched himself at her again.

      The woman dove, rolled, and came up right beside Aisling as the wizard attacked, requiring Aisling to put most of her energy into the shield. The woman grabbed her shoulder with one hand while the other drew back for a punch at her head.

      Aisling spoke the trigger word, “Zast,” and her lightning skin charm activated.

      The stored energy traveled up through the woman’s arm, and she dropped. A moment later, Will’s gun barked, and the wizard staggered. She leapt at him, drew both knees up to her chest, and slammed them out at the wizard. He flew backward, smashed into the wall, and lost his wand.

      Before he could slump to the floor, Shimmer’s flying form careened into him. The wizard sailed sideways, through a broken window, and out into the air. She had a moment of relief at his defeat before he flew in through another window with a different wand in his hand. He threw a massive burst of force through the room that sent everyone flying.

      Shimmer hit the windows, Will flew out of the room through the still-open door, and Aisling tumbled down the hallway and fetched up against the far wall. The fallen form of one of the room's guards cushioned her landing, and she scrabbled for his gun.

      The wizard stepped into her line of sight, headed for Will, and she blasted him with magic from her right hand as she popped the magazine from the pistol with her left. If he saw the gun, he’d simply rip it out of her hand. But if she could keep him distracted by her attack long enough, she just might be able to take him out.

      He turned and sent his own electricity directly against hers. It became a struggle of wills, her power pushing against his. He began to win and smiled in satisfaction as his magic crept toward her. Out of his sight, blocked by her leg, she managed to get a bullet out of the magazine, despite the challenge of doing so with her off-hand. Fortunately, her technomancy work had improved her skills with both hands.

      She made a show of staggering to her feet, with her head dipping in defeat and an expression of fear as she stared at the magic creeping toward her. The wizard’s laugh taunted her, and she let him revel in his victory for a moment. Then she looked up with a grin of her own and threw the bullet, activating the kinetic charm Grash had made for her.

      The anti-magic round flew across the room, passed through the wizard’s shield, and struck him in the throat. He looked at her incredulously as the wand fell from his fingers, and he followed it to the ground a moment later. Aisling winced at the realization that the bullet had kept going through the wall and hoped she hadn’t injured anyone unworthy of it.

      She snapped, “You okay, Friar?”

      He replied, “A little woozy.”

      The sound of sirens came through the broken windows as she crossed the room. “Time to blow this popsicle stand.” She opened a portal back to the transportation floor at Dragonfly headquarters and used her magic to toss the unconscious redhead through, probably less gently than she should have. Will staggered through a moment later and she let the portal close behind him. “Shimmer, you okay?”

      “Damaged, but fully functional.”

      “Then let’s get to the lobby.” She cast a veil over herself and another over the dragon, then leapt out the window.
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        * * *

      

      Maria made it to the top of the staircase, but her legs felt like jelly and her breath was labored. Oliver wasn’t big, but after a while the added weight was a challenge. Isla opened the door for her and stepped out into the hall with one pistol pointed in each direction. “It’s clear.”

      She lurched back into motion. “Okay, now we have to figure out the lobby.”

      Suddenly, Aisling and her dragon partner appeared in front of them. The witch grinned. “I thought you might need a hand.” She moved forward to help support Oliver and waved her free hand. A portal appeared in front of them, showing the base’s transport floor on the opposite side.

      Maria commented, “Your timing could have been better. When we were at the bottom of the stairs, maybe.” They crossed over, and her adrenaline fled almost the moment her foot touched the safety of headquarters. Her legs wobbled, and she sank to the floor, still trying to control Oliver.

      “I’ve got him,” Aisling assured Maria, and his weight left her. Medics ran over and took him.

      They asked her questions, and she answered them, but none stuck in her brain, and she couldn’t remember what she’d said. As Aisling sat beside her, she reiterated, “Like five minutes earlier. That would have been great.”

      The other woman laughed. “Well, I was a little busy, what with the shooting. And Shimmer had people to toss out windows.”

      “Too busy to help with the explosives at the church, too busy to portal us out. Seems to be a theme with you.” Relieved laughter removed her ability to speak, and the witch joined in until they were both lying with their backs on the floor, exhausted. “But seriously. Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      The dragon’s head entered her field of vision, upside down, as he looked at them from above. “It was all me, really.”

      The other woman’s sigh was loud and long. “It was not.”

      “It was. Let me explain why.” Maria closed her eyes and allowed her mind to float as the sounds of their argument went back and forth. Witches and dragons are weird. But really cool, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The time change meant Aisling didn’t get much rest before the debrief. She showered and dealt with the minor injuries she’d picked up that weren’t worth a healing potion, then managed a quick nap before she reported to Annika’s office. She’d never been inside it, or on the floor that held it. It was spartan and functional, like the woman herself.

      Annika was dressed in a business suit and wearing a frown. Aisling was the second to arrive, but in short order, all four of them were there, plus Lance. Will asked, “What were you doing, Lance, sleeping in the control room?”

      He laughed. “I was watching. I’ve been in your shoes. The last thing any agent wants is some moron back at headquarters messing with their op. If you needed something more than warning the medics that you were arriving, I would’ve stepped in. But you didn’t. Nice job.”

      Isla scowled. “Except for the part where it was a trap.”

      Seated at her glass-surfaced desk, Annika replied, “That was certainly an unexpected and unwelcome development that we need to take very seriously. It could be tied to the incursion into our systems, or to the suspected traitor in our midst.” Her eyes met Will’s. “It’s also possible you were noticed during your recon.”

      He crossed his arms and shook his head. “We weren’t. I’ll stake my career on that. There’s some other explanation.”

      Annika shrugged. “I don’t doubt you. But at this point, every possibility has to be on the table.”

      Maria asked, “How’s Oliver?”

      “Damaged,” Annika answered. “His physical wounds are taken care of, but he’s dealing with the mental aspects. It’ll take him a while to bounce back. But don’t worry, he’s being cared for.”

      Will ventured, “Is it possible that the information that led us to the hotel was planted in the first place?”

      Aisling answered, “Not by Eddie. I met with Peters. He said there might be people inside SIS that are still connected to Jameson Hart. If it was a setup, I’m guessing he started it. Peters also said that Hart has a particular hatred for Dragonfly, but he didn’t know why.”

      Will quipped, “He’s met Lance. That’s probably enough.”

      Lance countered, “You’re a very funny man. Don’t let anyone ever tell you differently. And maybe quit your day job and go into comedy. That would be best for everyone. At least everyone here.”

      Annika said, “I’m leaning toward the Jameson Hart explanation for how the trap was put together. The other most likely option was that Oliver gave something away, but he didn’t know about the attack. He was almost certainly the leak that allowed them to get into our systems, but I can’t see how he could have been involved in the trap.”

      Isla asked, “Are there any other logical sources of information escape?”

      Anakin shook her head. “We aren’t aware of any, which brings us to the main problem: information that shouldn’t leave this building, is. We have to find out why and how, and put a stop to it. That will be our primary focus going forward. No field missions if we can avoid it until we clean house. And I’ll need you all to help with that.”

      Annika wrapped up the meeting with some details on the process to come. Aisling noticed Will staring at the other woman, but he didn’t interrupt. As they left the room, he bumped her shoulder and said, “Let’s go for a walk.”

      “Okay. Can we get coffee on the way?”

      A chuckle escaped him, but it didn’t sound right. “Sure.”

      Once the coffees were procured from the café inside the Council House, they wandered out to the square. He held up his phone so she could see the display, then pushed the button that would create white noise so no listening device could hear them. “I’m not sure why Annika didn’t mention this at the meeting, and judging by your demeanor, I’d say you don’t know.”

      Aisling frowned. “Know what?”

      “After you dropped the captive and I off, and before you got back from retrieving the others, the redhead said something.”

      A premonition of bad news shuddered through her. “What did she say?”

      “Well, she was laughing and sounded totally unhinged, so maybe take this with a grain of salt. But she said Maslov was going to kill us all for what we did to him.”

      “Maslov?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. That Maslov. The guy you fireballed that we all thought was dead? According to her, he’s alive. And ticked.”
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        * * *

      

      Maslov's small apartment in the bunker looked like a tornado had hit it. He’d watched as his wizard failed to capture the Dragonfly agent and as one of the two people he trusted with his life was taken away. Once he’d reached his rooms, the pain and rage within him had erupted, and he’d smashed, thrown, or overturned everything inside the living space.

      His strength had flagged before his need to destroy things did and left him panting on the floor with his muscles twitching. His mask had fallen off at some point, and the air against his burns made his face feel like it was on fire again. In a way, he almost welcomed the physical pain as a counter to the other varieties he was feeling.

      A soft knock at the door caught his attention. Inside, below all the pain and anger, he laughed at the knowledge that whoever it was had probably been afraid to enter before now, given his uncharacteristic outburst. He called, “Come in.”

      Kira entered. “The intruders rescued the infomancer from the basement. I have teams sanitizing the place. Obviously, we won’t be able to operate out of there again. No telling what they might have left behind.”

      He nodded, realized he was holding a piece of broken wood in his hand, and tossed it away. “We still have this facility and the office building.” He thought that the loss of his hotel should make him feel something, but it didn’t. Emptiness was mostly what he felt in the aftermath of the destruction he’d created.

      She crouched beside him. “What are your orders?”

      He smiled as a vision of a potential future entered his mind. “Do we know where Irina will be held?”

      “We assume it will be at their headquarters in England.”

      “Presumably the person who gave us the information about the attack had someone on the inside or has hacked into their system. Contact him. I want to know every secret about their facility, have confirmation she’s there, and require advance warning if they’re planning to move her. And then, start calling in the favors we’re owed. We’ll need people. Lots of people.”

      Kira frowned. “For what?”

      “To get Irina back, and to kill every member of Dragonfly, except one particular person.” His eyes closed as the exertions caught up with him, and he fell into the familiar dream of fire. Only this time, he didn’t burn alone. The flames also consumed Dragonfly’s headquarters and all of its people.
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      Book 3 took kind of a dark turn. I didn’t realize that Maslov would be quite as vengeful as he is. Actually, according to my outlines, he was supposed to be off the board at the end of book two. That’s kind of what makes my particular writing style so fun for me. The characters kind of do their things, and I’m along for the ride.

      I’m going to hold this series to eight books, so we’re almost at the halfway point! The next one is going to kick off with something fun but a little random-seeming, I think, kind of like the first sequence of the James Bond movies.

      Speaking of which, who’s your favorite Bond? I’m torn on this question. I loved Daniel Craig’s portrayal. But as a Remington Steele superfan, Pierce Brosnan holds a special place in my heart. Plus, I feel like Timothy Dalton played the character as he was written in the books – harder, more cynical. The only one that didn’t work for me (Excepting David Niven and George Lazenby) was Roger Moore. Just too campy for my view of the character.

      If you like hard-edged spy stuff, I can’t recommend the Gabriel Allon series from David Silva enough. I’ve read the series twice and expect I’ll go back for another readthrough when the next book is released. My library has all the books for electronic checkout, which is really handy.

      Reminder - If you haven’t picked up the short story that takes place during Dragonfly boot camp, you can find it here: https://bookhip.com/JSTPANQ.

      So far my next series idea is this – a magical (maybe a witch, although the Friday-pizza-party crew has recommended a crystal elf), a motorcycle, and a magical (probably size-changing) cat riding around the United States solving problems, a la Jack Reacher, kind of. It’ll be a departure from the badge angle I’ve had for several series, but I think it’ll be fun.

      Tomorrow we head out to see The Cure. It’s been over 30 years since I saw them last. That’s just mind boggling to me. Music has changed a lot over the years, but Robert Smith and company are still making relevant sounds.

      I’m still working on navigating my understanding of how AI is going to impact authors and new professionals in the fields I teach in. Unconnected to that, Amazon is making life a little more difficult for indie authors at the moment. It’s feels alarming. I think you’ll see more authors doing what Martha did and launching on Kickstarter as a way to expand their reach. I’ve got plans in the works for something similar, although mine will take a while to come to fruition.

      Random song lyric that’s stuck in my head: “We always used to say, Saturdays take the pain away.” (From Saturdays, Louis Tomlinson)

      So I thought Wanderers by Chuck Wendig was post-apoc. Maybe it’ll get there, but so far, it’s more pandemic and creepy potential-horror. I’m not sure where it’s going, but it seems like a new character is introduced every few chapters. It’s rather unique. The audiobook also has two narrators, one male, one female. And the way that elements of horror and sci-fi are interwoven is rewarding.

      I’ve started reading Age of Ash by Daniel Abraham, one of the two dudes who make up James S.A. Corey (The Expanse). I feel like I need to write a non-urban fantasy. Maybe that will wind up being my Kickstarter project after Martha paves the way and figures out the best way to do it. Oh, and speaking of other readings, Gallandro (mentioned by Thomas the infomancer) is a character from a Han Solo novel from back in the day. Always fun to throw in oblique references to media I love.

      I’ve been bingeing television shows lately. Strange New Worlds season 2 just started, and I loved the first episode. But otherwise, I rewatched a lot of season 1, have just finished rewatching all four seasons of ST: Discovery, which was much better when watched in close proximity, and am working my way through the most recent season of The Boys. Plus, I restarted Westworld, which also benefits from minimal lag time between episodes. I’m trying to focus on storytelling and narrative in these rewatches, but occasionally just get lost in the visuals. Also, I dislike Homelander more than I disliked Joffrey from Game of Thrones, which is really saying something. What a hateful character.

      As far as movies go, I loved Guardians of the Galaxy 3 and Spiderverse 2. Looking forward to The Marvels. And Barbie. And my theatre is showing classic movies twice a week, and my wife’s favorite movie, Jaws, is next month. I’ve never seen it on the big screen. Should be fun.

      I’m enjoying writing Aisling’s series, and I hope you’re having fun reading it!  If you enjoy my babble, you should sign up for my newsletter, which includes babble, book discounts, and the occasional recommendation. The link is below.

      Until next month, joys upon joys to you.

      Standard monthly reminders - If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. The group is very welcoming and enthusiastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

      Important note: I’ve written an Aisling short story for you to enjoy, about her earliest days with Dragonfly in the new employee boot camp. You can find it here:

      
        
        https://bookhip.com/JSTPANQ

      

      

      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!

      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 was one of the most romantic moments in your life?

      There's a good possibility that even at 63 my most romantic moments are just ahead of me. Maybe a better question is, what would I consider romantic? Answering that one will help answer the main question and have the added bonus of helping me figure out what I want, anyway. On so many important areas of our life, not many of us stop to ponder what we wanted in the first place. We seem to think that our heart's desire will show up on its own and teach us what we want. It doesn't actually work that way.

      I think the current hot phrase for this is 'love language'. People have different love languages and if you can figure out yours and figure out your significant other's then things go much more smoothly. It's kind of another way of saying, pay attention to your own desires (very different from needs), and do more listening than talking to learn your partner's. Shout out to Dr. Gary Chapman who came up with the whole idea. 

      There are five kinds of love languages: words of affirmation, acts of service, receiving gifts, quality time and physical touch. My number one would be acts of service, and total transparency, it's because I'm not good at asking for help when I need it or accepting as much help as I probably could. I tend to power through and when someone offers to do some things for me without complaint with great follow through, my heart grows ten times its normal size. I feel seen and appreciated. I'm working on that - asking for help in the first place - part. Do it consistently and you're my Brad Pitt. Looks fade, but carrying some of the load lasts forever. 

      I can't say that I've ever had someone who voluntarily did this for me, so there's one big thing I'm looking for out there in the world. 

      My other would be quality time because in the end, for me, it's the experiences that matter, not things. Gifts are cool and who doesn't like a well thought out one every now and then but it doesn't do as much for me at all as someone spending their time with me, instead of their money. To me, time is far more valuable and the experience will last forever whereas a gift will wear out, be forgotten, or maybe regifted. (Hardly ever, I promise. Once in a while. I'm not a big fan of keeping things hanging around like guilty clutter and not passing it on to someone who will really love it and use it. Makes so much more sense.) 

      Those other two, words of affirmation and physical touch - all good and make up the entire picture of a relationship, but don't make me feel appreciated and seen as much as service and time.

      Back to the original question. If we're talking friends, then Charley, my author buddy who's happily married to Kelly, tops the list of acts of service. He showed up in the middle of chemo, in the middle of Texas summer heat and cooked and fixed things around the house without hesitation or complaint. He was the only person who went this far and it meant the world to me and made that stretch that was really tough a bit easier. 

      If we're talking Offspring, the trip we took to Ireland where we traipsed around the West Coast for a week is my favorite. We had a loose itinerary that we kind of stuck too but were open to whatever wonderful place or thing to do that we found on any given day. It was magical and without stress, except for maybe some of the driving on those narrow roads. New Zealand is next on our list. 

      If we're talking romantic partner, I'm not sure I have anything to say, which is really saying something and has more to do with me not figuring out what I really want sooner. But I'm here now, and a bit smarter, so we'll see. Maybe a year from now I'll answer this one again and have something more to say. We shall see. Love you. Love, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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