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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aisling accepted the hand of the tuxedoed man and rose carefully from the limousine’s rear door. He turned and offered her his arm, and she looped hers through it and matched his pace. Ahead was the Galleria Borghese, typically filled with throngs of locals and tourists, but tonight reserved for a private event. It featured twin staircases leading up to a patio and door, with five enormous, gorgeous windows on the front facade.

      She wore a black evening gown that clung tightly enough that no one would suspect her of carrying weapons. Unfortunately, they’d be correct. Aside from the couple of elements of her fake makeup kit she’d been able to fit in the tiny clutch purse that rested in her left hand, she had no weapons or gadgets. Her magical rings and bracelets were present, but the anti-magic field that encompassed the museum rendered them useful only as decoration.

      Aisling maintained a neutral smile as she focused on keeping her steps steady so she wouldn’t stumble in her pumps. Walking in heels was not a thing she had much practice with.

      In preparation for the mission, Arthur Ellis had made her walk across the wardrobe room repeatedly, shaking his head the whole time. He’d announced with a sniff of professional disapproval, “You need etiquette classes.”

      Aisling had laughed. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” Now, she wished there’d been time. She’d managed some makeup and had carefully styled her normally unruly hair in something approaching fashionable.

      She entered the enormous lobby, separated from her chaperone, and headed for the bar. Women in gowns only slightly less fancy than hers stood behind it. She smiled and requested, “Vodka martini, extra olives.” It was the consummate sipping drink, and she intended to make it last through the entire evening. She accepted it from them, dropped a bill on the bar, and leaned against it as she looked out over the gathering.

      The women mostly wore outfits similar to hers, but the men had a wider range of attire. Most were in tuxedos, a couple in suits, and a handful in uniforms. The Italian government hosted this event and had invited members of all the embassies.

      Her false identity positioned her as a low-level member of the American contingent. She was skilled at many accents and had created her American vernacular by watching movies from that country during her childhood. While helping her sister Cait in Boston, she also picked up a few more words and pronunciations to help her disguise. Her current accent was largely Midwest with a hint of Northeast.

      A man approached the bar beside her and ordered a drink. He faced her and spoke with an English inflection. “Quite the event, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “It is, Ambassador Stanford.”

      He smiled. “You have the advantage of me.”

      The flirty reply, “I’m sure you’d rather that be the other way around,” came to her mind instantly. However, her character was a thin one that she wouldn’t use again, so there was no need to layer on such details.

      It was also possible he was aware of why she was there. Dragonfly was paying off her debt to Edward Peters. She hadn't expected this when he’d said she owed him a favor. She smiled. “You are in the public eye, Sir Winston. Probably everyone here knows you.”

      He accepted the drink, and her estimation of him rose as he left a generous tip on the bar. She’d done it to enhance her cover. He didn’t have any such need, as far as she knew. He leaned on the bar, positioning himself to observe her and the room. “You’re with the American delegation?”

      She shook her head. “Well, yes, I work for the American embassy. I’m not here as part of the official contingent. They allow us lower-level types to come to these things occasionally to get a sense of what they’re like.”

      “What do you think so far?”

      “That I should’ve bought a more expensive dress.”

      He laughed and replied gallantly, “It’s not the dress that matters. It’s the beauty of the person wearing it. You’ve got that covered.” He departed at a greeting from another man, and she smiled at his back. Diplomats were so good with words. In her earpiece, Isla Fraser, one of her two allies in the room, remarked, “Quit flirting with the British. You can’t trust them.”

      Aisling raised her hand to cover a cough. “But they’re so chivalrous.”

      Jacques Laurent, the other member of her team in the room, responded, “Hardly. No sophistication at all. Let’s go to Paris.”

      “But our target isn’t in Paris.”

      Isla replied, “Speaking of which, he’s just arrived.”

      Aisling sipped her drink and let her gaze wander the room toward the entrance. She spotted him then. The Russian attaché Vetrov Yanovich was as he’d been described, tall, thin, almost bird-like, with thinning hair. The subordinate accompanying him wasn’t a huge surprise, but the two bodyguards flanking the pair were. She muttered, “Oh look, he brought friends.”

      Jacques asked, “Abort?”

      Back at the Dragonfly base, Lance replied, “Not yet. Thief, you’ll create a distraction as planned. Coal, you’ll need to get in there and do an up-close intercept on the others. Sparks can pull our guy away from them.”

      She sipped her drink and slowly moved toward her target, giving herself time to take in the group’s behavior before intercepting them. The bodyguards seemed tense while the subordinate appeared oblivious to potential danger. She asked, “Any other unexpected wrinkles?”

      Jacques and Isla both replied in the negative. She stated, “I don’t see any either. Let’s wait until he gets upstairs and closer to the edge of the room. Then we’ll make our move.”

      She walked a little farther and whispered, “Shimmer, how does it look?” The dragon was flying over the building, camouflaged from sight, lazily circling above.

      He responded, “Everything appears normal. It’s worrisome.”

      She suppressed a chuckle. “Why is that?”

      “Nothing is ever easy with you.”

      She wanted to argue but couldn’t. He was right. “Wraith, they’re almost where I want them. Time to pull the plug.”

      Mia replied, “Affirmative.” After only a few seconds, she continued. “That’s weird. Security is already offline.”

      The revelation galvanized all of them. Aisling walked faster and spotted Isla doing the same on her left as the other woman approached from across the room. Voices rose, and shouts of alarm rang out as a cacophony came from the corner of the space, where Jacques had removed several small flash-bang grenades disguised as buttons from his shirt and tossed them into the crowd.

      Aisling ran forward and grabbed the attaché’s arm while Isla moved in between the bodyguards and their charges and said in a voice slurred with false inebriation, “What’s happening? You have to help us!”

      The attaché had been briefed about the extraction, so he came with her without protest when she hissed the code word “Prometheus.” They had only taken a few steps when shouts sounded from three locations in the room. She turned her head and saw soldiers in Russian military uniforms streaming in. One of them spotted her and yelled for her to stop.

      Aisling pushed the attaché forward and growled, “Seems like his undercover status wasn’t as undercover as we’d hoped. Time to run, people.”
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      Aisling asked, “Shimmer, what are our options?”

      The dragon replied, “Military trucks have surrounded the building from all sides. If you try to leave through a window or main floor doors, they’ll spot you.”

      Isla advised, “I’m heading for the exit.”

      Jacques confirmed, “Same here. I’m too far away to follow, Sparks.”

      Aisling growled, “No worries. We knew it might work out like this. I’ve got it under control.” She propelled her companion, who wisely remained silent and followed instructions, toward the stairs. “We’re headed for the roof. Wraith, what can you tell me?”

      Mia replied, “Whoever disabled the security also took out their radios and the internal communication system. They shouldn’t be coordinating activities with anyone on the floor above. However, they won’t miss those explosions.”

      Lance asked, “Should we reactivate the security systems?”

      Mia answered, “I was thinking the same thing. It might slow down the pursuers more than Sparks.”

      Aisling replied, “Go for it.”

      In a private channel, Lance’s voice reached her ear. “Do your best not to kill anyone. We don’t want an international incident, even if it could be blamed on the British.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know. Taking down the British might not be the worst thing. I wonder if Edward Peters knew this could happen. If so, I might have to shoot him.”

      “That, too, could create an international incident. Let us fire you first.”

      She laughed. “Like you’d get rid of me so easily.” They encountered a guard standing at the corner on the top of the stairs. Aisling took the lead and smiled at him. The man returned her smile but became alert as he realized her steps were bringing her toward him. He had time to protest, “Hey now,” before she drove her fist into his stomach. The guard doubled over, and she brought both her hands down in a hammer strike on the back of his neck. He collapsed.

      Yanovich asked in a tone of growing horror, “Did you kill him?”

      Aisling took the pistol from the guard’s holster, checked the magazine, and racked the slide to load a round. “No. He’ll have a headache, but he should wake up.” The sounds of running and shouting grew louder, and she noted, “I think the people on the second floor have been alerted. Help me out, Wraith.”

      Moments later, several different types of alarms went off. The infomancer advised, “I’ve triggered everything. I’m working on jamming their comms.”

      Aisling chuckled. “Chaos to our enemies. Shimmer, make sure the rooftop is clear. Use nonlethal means, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer obeyed Aisling's command and angled downward. “I never get to have any fun. On it.”

      Moments before, the three men stationed on the roof had been in relaxed poses. Two of them held long rifles and had positioned themselves at opposite corners of the building. The third leaned against a small structure that according to the blueprints must be the staircase. That one only carried a pistol, making him the least dangerous among them.

      Shimmer descended and angled around behind the rifleman who was invisible from the staircase guard’s position. Blasting him from above would have been easy, but it risked him falling off the roof, and Aisling had instructed him to be nonlethal. That ruled out using fire as well. Shimmer angled away from the building, circled, and aimed his flight at the man.

      His opponent was looking through his rifle scope, scanning in a grid-like pattern for threats. With Shimmer’s camouflage scales protecting him, his foe didn’t realize the dragon was there until electricity crackled out of his open jaws and enveloped the man. He fell, but Shimmer caught him in his claws and dragged him back onto the roof.

      The noise caused the one near the staircase to move to investigate, as Shimmer had hoped, although he had prepared contingency plans for any possible reaction. The AI inside him worked much faster than humans thought, unfortunately for the trio of guards on the roof.

      Shimmer blasted his lightning breath at the one with the pistol and quickly maneuvered around the small structure he’d abandoned. He was at the wrong angle to hit the third man without propelling him over the edge. The man blindly fired his rifle, but the heavy rounds missed Shimmer, who had flown upward. Shimmer circled and incapacitated the third man in the same manner as the first. He landed near the staircase and reported, “Roof is clear.”
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        * * *

      

      Aisling replied, “Great work. We’ve got a few more floors before we get there.” She finished climbing the stairs to the third floor.

      Initially, Aisling was relieved to find no guard waiting in the corner. However, as she peeked around the banister to check, she spotted a trio of guards conversing nearby. The pistol felt heavy in her hand, and she didn’t want to risk it. Even a stray shot could be potentially fatal, and the phrase “international incident” echoed in her mind.

      She turned to Yanovich. “I’m going to handle these three. You stay close and wait at the base of the next staircase. If something goes wrong, keep running. I have someone on the roof who can protect you until we figure out how to get you out of here.”

      He nodded. “I didn’t think anyone would go to all this trouble for me.”

      Aisling let out a short laugh. “Guess you must be important.” She refocused her attention on the guards and snapped, “Move.”

      She bolted out from behind the banister and threw the pistol at one of the guards. He flinched, giving her a few extra precious seconds to reach the trio. As the guard’s pistol started to come up, she slammed her fist down on his wrist, breaking bones and causing him to drop the weapon. The pain made him grab his injury and created an opening for her.

      She brought the back of her fist up into his face, connecting with his temple. He went down. The other two guards stepped backward in response to her attack. One stood closer than the other and was struggling to bring his pistol in line.

      Aisling threw herself forward into a short slide and twisted her torso to kick the guard’s legs out from under him. He fell hard on his back but retained his grip on the pistol. She rolled over him, snatched the weapon as she landed on the other side, and tossed it back in the direction she had come.

      The third guard kicked at her with his pistol still in hand, his reflexes acting faster than thought. She grabbed his ankle and twisted it forcefully, which caused him to yelp and flip onto his front on the floor to avoid a broken joint.

      Aisling swiftly rose and punched him in the back of the head before refocusing on the guard on the floor. He was dazed. She pulled out the lipstick she’d stashed in her hidden waistband when she’d had to lose her purse, thumbed a tranquilizer, and shoved it into his mouth. He quickly succumbed to unconsciousness.

      Aisling did the same with the other two guards and tucked the object into her garter on her right leg. She ran up to Yanovich, grabbed his arm, and propelled him up the stairs. “Let’s get out of here before they send more guys. Just two more floors. We can make it.”
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      Aisling and Yanovich broke out onto the roof without further challenge. The guards on the higher floors must have rushed down to assist with the general fracas below. Jacques and Isla had reported themselves safely out of the building, eliminating one worry from her mind. Another replaced it as Mia announced, “I’ve got you on camera. One of the vehicles below is launching drones.”

      Aisling cursed. “Shimmer, go kill some drones.” She turned to Yanovich and ordered, “Wedge that door closed.”

      She hurried to one of the fallen guards, grabbed his rifle, and returned to stand beside the spy they were rescuing. He had wedged a wallet into the door’s seam. Frustrated, she growled, “That won’t hold for long.”

      He shrugged. “It’s all I’ve got.”

      “Do you know how to shoot?”

      “Grouse.”

      She groaned inwardly. “Good enough. Shimmer, bring the other rifle over here.”
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer had flown high in preparation to attack the drones when they arrived and snarled at the new instruction. “Up, down, do this, do that. Make up your mind.”

      Aisling countered, “Changing situations require changing tactics.”

      “I have a suggestion. Try using your brain before opening your mouth.”

      “I can use my brain to lock you in a little box and not let you out.”

      He grabbed the rifle with his claws and banked around to deliver it. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      She snapped, “You don’t make any sense.” He released the rifle, and it skittered across the gravelly surface toward them. “Can I go after the drones now, or is there some other menial task you’d like me to perform?”

      “Bite me.”

      “Is that an instruction?”

      Aisling sighed. “Go kill some drones, goofball.”

      Shimmer angled toward the edge of the roof. Aisling called, “Wraith, time for a drop.”

      The infomancer replied, “Sixty seconds.”

      Shimmer heard the bullet being loaded into the chamber of Aisling's rifle as she directed, “Fly faster.”

      Shimmer spotted the first drone as it rose above the edge of the wall encircling the roof. It was difficult to see, and he guessed it probably had camouflage skin like his. A barrel protruded from each of its four sides below the quadrant of turbo fans that kept it airborne. The craft rotated to bring a weapon to bear on Aisling.

      He dispelled the camouflage on his scales and flew toward the drone. The operator was undoubtedly surprised to see a dragon approaching, and the drone swiveled again to point a larger barrel at Shimmer. A rocket shot out, and he maneuvered low to avoid it. The projectile missed and detonated a short distance behind him. Shrapnel peppered his scales, causing some damage but nothing significant or disabling.

      He reached the drone before it could fire again and angled upward. His claws sliced through all four turbo fans as he whipped around in a tight circle. The drone’s weapons fired as it plummeted, but its dying efforts hit neither him nor his allies.
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        * * *

      

      While Shimmer was dealing with the first drone, another appeared. Aisling quickly pulled Yanovich around the corner of the doorway to use the bulk of the building as a shield. The repositioning offered only momentary safety since their opponents would likely attack from all sides. At least they hadn’t held back the first drones to await the rest, which would have made their defense much more difficult. She imagined the operator was too eager for the kill to delay.

      Aisling fired her rifle at the next to appear nearby. The bullet grazed the side of the drone and caused it to dip, but it was far from out of the fight. She worked the slide to eject the spent round and aimed again. Her scope settled on the drone as it unleashed a barrage of bullets that forced her to take cover.

      When the hail of metal ceased, she leaned out and fired almost blindly. Her instincts were good, and she hit the drone. This time, the impact caused it to plummet toward the ground. She growled, “Wraith.”

      The infomancer responded, “Twenty-five seconds. Doing my best.”

      Aisling worked the slide of her rifle once more. “Shimmer, lend a hand, buddy.”

      The dragon had flown toward her after destroying the first drone. He called, “There’s one behind you,” flashed by, and breathed fire on it as she twisted to follow his path. The flames engulfed the craft, which began to smoke, and the dragon slashed it with his claws as he passed. It careened sideways but didn’t go down.

      Aisling barked, “I can finish that one.”

      Shimmer veered toward another. When he reached it, he tore through its rotors and sent it spiraling downward. Two more drones appeared, and he snarled, “They have too many of these things.”

      “We’ll have to make sure to thank Edward for this lovely experience. At his house. While he’s sleeping. Maybe with spiders.” Aisling fired her gun before and after speaking, bringing down another drone. “Hope they’re running out.”

      Aisling threw the gun aside as Mia’s drone dropped a backpack beside her. The craft immediately veered to the side and rammed into one of the newly arrived enemy drones, destroying both. Aisling finished strapping on the pack. “Nice one, Wraith.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t do more.”

      Shimmer took out the remaining drones and landed on the roof. Aisling told Yanovich, “You can drop the gun. Move over to the side, there.” She pointed at a spot near the roof’s edge. He complied without question, which she was thankful for.

      Shimmer advised, “I hear something.” The stairwell door burst open. Yanovich’s wallet flew away, and men with guns poured out. Aisling lurched into motion toward Yanovich and heard the sizzle of electricity as Shimmer fired his breath weapon. It didn’t last as long as she thought it should, and he confirmed, “Out of power.”

      “Get to safety, buddy.”

      Yanovich’s eyes widened in alarm as she charged him, as if he thought she’d decided to kill rather than rescue him. She struck him with a lowered shoulder, wrapped her arms around him, and leapt off the roof. She snapped the verbal command to open the lift chute as soon as they began to fall, and the backpack unspooled into something that looked like the demented offspring of a parachute and a hang glider.

      Aisling instructed, “Just hold on,” wishing there’d been time to secure him with the backpack’s extra straps. A moment later, the numbing sensation of the anti-magic emitter fell away as they got out of range. She flicked her fingers to create a portal in midair, and they floated through it to land in a grassy area about a kilometer from Stonehenge.

      After visiting to deal with the threat there some time before, she’d decided the spot would make a great neutral location. Forest encircled it on three sides, so most likely no one would notice their arrival. Plus, in an emergency, tourists would be nearby during daylight hours.

      She pulled the releases to detach the craft, then opened another portal and pulled him through it. Edward Peters rose from his chair in the warehouse on the other side. Standing behind him was the other Edward, the one she’d had dinner with and owed a date to. He looked good in his tailored suit. She grinned at them. “Here you go, special delivery.”

      Then she turned her gaze solely on Peters and scowled. “That was a real mess.”

      He shrugged. “Such things often are. You managed it.”

      “I better not find even the slightest hint you thought something of the sort might happen, or I am going to drop in on your poker game.”

      He laughed. “You’re always welcome, mostly since I couldn’t stop you if you wanted to come, anyway.”

      Aisling nodded. “Remember that.”

      A welcome voice spoke in her ear as Lance announced, “The rest of the team’s home. Sparks, get back to base.”

      She smiled at Eddie. “I still owe you a dinner. See you soon.”

      He grinned. “I’ll hold you to that.” She opened the portal and stepped into the transportation room, where Shimmer was waiting for her.

      The dragon observed, “I think that mission could have gone better.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      “I have a suggestion.”

      “Let me guess, upgrades?”

      He grinned, showing his teeth. “Exactly.”
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      Aisling had gotten the day after the operation off, but Monday morning, she was on her way into the Council House for the start of her regular workday. After passing through security, she grabbed two coffees, cappuccinos today since she deserved a treat, and carried them into the investigation area.

      Victoria was already there and spun in her chair with a smile as Aisling and Shimmer entered. The blonde wore a sparkly jumpsuit that made Aisling laugh. “Are you going on stage soon?”

      Victoria rolled her eyes. “Just because your fashion sense is trapped somewhere in the nineteen hundreds doesn’t mean that all of us are such devastatingly boring dressers.”

      Aisling shook her head. “Nope. Insults won’t get you out of this. That outfit is a fashion mistake, my friend.”

      Shimmer countered, “I don’t know. I’d like to be sparkly sometimes.”

      “That would go well with the whole camouflage and secrecy thing, wouldn’t it?”

      “You’re no fun.”

      Victoria nodded. “Exactly my point. Now, give me that coffee.”

      Aisling lifted them. “These? They’re both for me.”

      “You risk grievous bodily harm.”

      She laughed, crossed the room, and handed off the beverage. “Well, I certainly can’t afford that.”

      Victoria took a sip and sighed. “What are you up to today? I heard about your last mission. Sounded annoying.”

      Aisling scowled. “That’s a good word for it. The less trusting option is that it was a setup from the beginning. Not to hurt us or anything, but something riskier than Peters wanted to attempt with his people.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      Aisling plopped into her seat, or the one that had been hers and she’d use until someone else claimed it, with a sigh. “No, I don’t believe it. Not fully. But there’s always some interagency rivalry going on, right? That could have been a small factor.”

      Victoria shrugged. “Above my pay grade, but from what I hear, you’re probably correct about the general dislike for one another.”

      Aisling smiled smugly. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you back out in the field soon.”

      Victoria waved at her. “No thanks, I’m good. Don’t trouble yourself.”

      Aisling laughed. “Oh, but you’re not good. You’re definitely field material. Still, I don’t think too many missions are on tap for the near future.”

      The other woman lifted an eyebrow. “Bug hunt?”

      “Bug hunt.”

      “Do you think there’s a traitor inside Dragonfly?”

      Aisling shrugged. “The available evidence does seem to point that way. It doesn’t matter if I think it’s true or not. The higher-ups do, so the rest of us are expected to act as if it’s true as well.”

      Victoria turned back to her desk and poked at her keyboard. “Should you even be telling me this?”

      Aisling stood, swiveled Victoria’s chair so the other woman faced her, and pointed between her eyes. She demanded, “Tell me the truth. Are you the mole?”

      Her friend’s lips thinned as she held back a grin. “Yes. It’s me.”

      Aisling pretended surprise. “Really? I could get promoted for this.”

      Victoria punched her shoulder. “No. Of course not. Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” She swiveled back to her desk.

      Aisling checked her watch. “Actually, yeah, I do. Keep an eye on Shimmer for me, will you?”

      “Of course.”

      She knelt beside the mechanical dragon, hugged him, and whispered dramatically in his ear, “And you keep an eye on her. She said she’s not the traitor, but we can never know for sure.”

      The dragon snorted. “I’m on it. You can count on me.”

      As she walked down the staircase toward Annika’s office, Aisling reflected on how weird it was to be a part of a real spy organization. After growing up on movies, television, and novels, the moments of overlap were always amusing and sometimes weird. What if Victoria was a spy in their midst? It would be the perfect twist for a Bond film.

      She knew her friend wasn’t the source of the leaks. Mia had checked her out at Aisling's request as soon as they’d been informed of the possibility. Aisling hadn’t had any doubt, but she’d wanted her friend removed from the list of those under investigation as quickly as possible.

      When she arrived at the office, Lance opened the door to her knock. He smiled. “Good to see you.” He wore a suit and tie and finally looked fully recovered from all the injuries he’d gotten in the field.

      “Yeah, sure. You’re just glad you’re not being dressed down for almost getting me killed on our last mission.”

      He countered, “That mission was entirely your fault, both inception and execution.”

      She showed him her palm, pushing it up to his face as she passed.

      Seated behind her desk, Annika shook her head at their interchange. “Okay, children. Sit.” They complied. “We’ve cleared the organization's upper echelons, which is a piece of seriously good news. If someone at that level was compromised, we might as well close the doors.”

      Aisling asked, “That bad?”

      Annika nodded. “As a smaller agency, we don’t have the resources to make up all that we would lose in that situation.”

      “The facility, you mean?”

      The woman who’d recruited her into Dragonfly shook her head with a smile. “Our strength is in our people, Aisling. Finding the right match for an agency like this is difficult. Working here requires a greater sense of dedication combined with a core of individualism that’s hard to come by. That’s why almost everyone we hire can potentially be an agent, because all our positions require that key ability to adapt and excel across multiple domains.”

      Aisling turned to look at Lance, who nodded. “Yep. Even you.”

      She laughed. “I was going to ask why they made an exception in your case.”

      “Nice, real nice.”

      Annika continued. “In any case, our investigation is now focused on those at the lower levels. That will take a lot more effort. From all of you.”

      Aisling nodded. “What’s the plan?”

      “The infomancers are taking the lead. Yes, they’ve all been vetted. They’ll do the initial research and task agents to do surveillance, up to and including searching personal residences.”

      Aisling scowled. Part of her understood the necessity, but the rest of her objected. “Isn’t that a serious violation of privacy?”

      Annika nodded. “It absolutely is. But this is life or death for the organization.”

      Aisling frowned. “Is it even legal?”

      “Yes. You signed a waiver, remember?”

      “I should have read that contract more carefully.”

      Lance laughed. “Yes, you really should have. In fact, you’re in the rotation to do my laundry next week.”

      She smiled sweetly at him. “Lots of bleach on the black stuff, red dye on anything that’s not black. No problem, boss.”

      “On second thought, forget I mentioned it.”

      Annika shook her head. “You’re both lucky that you’re skilled field agents, or I might have to shoot you based on your capacity to generate annoyance. Aisling, just so you know, we’re meeting with each agent individually to inform them of this. The ones who came before you had similar concerns. Hell, I have them myself. But everyone’s at risk until we identify our leak, human or otherwise, or conclude it was simply coincidence.”

      Aisling couldn’t suppress the hopeful note in her voice. “You think it might be a coincidence?”

      Annika shook her head. Aisling looked at Lance, who replied, “It would be the biggest coincidence ever. In our profession, hardly anything is that random.”

      She nodded. “Got it.”

      Annika concluded, “Okay. Off with you. Do your normal routine until one of the infomancers gives you a task. Then, even if you hate it, do it to the best of your ability. It’s not overstating the matter to say Dragonfly's continued existence depends on it.”
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      Aisling returned to investigation after her meeting and entered to the sight of Shimmer perched beside Victoria’s desk, peering at her work like a vulture. Vicki looked around at her. “Thank heaven it’s you. Would you please get this bucket of bolts away from me?”

      Aisling asked, “Shimmer, what are you doing?”

      The dragon turned his head to stare at her. He was expressionless, which she’d come to read as one of his ways of expressing amusement. “You said to watch her.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think I instructed you to hover.”

      “I’m not airborne.”

      “Figure of speech, and you know it, doofus. Get down.”

      He complied, and Aisling pulled her seat next to Victoria and sat on it, deliberately encroaching on the woman’s personal space. Her desktop was home to one large piece of unidentifiable equipment and several smaller pieces that had presumably been removed from it for analysis. “What are you working on?”

      Her friend turned a scowl on her. “Stuff and things that don’t concern you.”

      “Oh, so secretive. Maybe you are the mole.”

      “Shut up and hold this.” Victoria handed her a long needle probe. “What was your meeting about?”

      “The mole.”

      “Am I officially cleared, or are you sending me to the gulag?”

      “Jury’s out.” Victoria swiveled her head and looked a question at her. Aisling laughed. “Kidding. You’re clear.”

      “It’s probably one of you agents. Constantly out in the field. Temptation and all that. Speaking of temptation, how is your boyfriend?”

      Aisling blinked at the sudden turn in the conversation. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “He’s not your boyfriend, officially. Fixed it for you. But how is he?”

      “He’s fine, I suppose. Haven’t talked to him in a few days. Although if I discover he knew we were walking into trouble, he’ll have to mount an impressive defense to continue having the pleasure of my company.”

      “Was he there at the end of the mission?”

      She nodded. “He was.”

      Victoria looked smug. “He’s your boyfriend.”

      Aisling slapped her shoulder. “Shut it.”

      The other woman set her tools down, swiveled, and pushed Aisling's chair away with her feet. It rolled, forcing her to focus on not falling over until it stopped. “So, what’s the deal?”

      Aisling shrugged. “There’s probably a leak somewhere in Dragonfly. It might be a person, or it might be a system, or it might be something we haven’t thought of yet. We need to find it, fast.”

      Shimmer said, “I know something that would help.”

      Victoria laughed. “What upgrade are you angling for now, fang-face?”

      The dragon jumped back onto the desk. “I can detect temperature differences in people with my thermal vision. If you improve my diagnostic systems, I might be able to use that information to act as a sort of lie detector.”

      Aisling tilted her head in surprised appreciation of the comment. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “None of my ideas are bad.”

      Aisling shook her head. “You’re something, buddy. Let’s go see Mia anyway.”

      They said their goodbyes to Victoria and headed down to infomancer land. Mia was in the middle of something as they entered. She waved them to a couch, then dove back into her system. She resurfaced ten minutes later. “Hi, you two. What’s up?”

      Aisling replied, “Shimmer thinks he has a way to assist in our mole hunt.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “It would have to be only a software update for now. Any hardware changes will have to wait since all the agents are on call as your investigative minions.”

      Mia laughed. “Quite the role reversal, huh? Not going to lie, I like it.”

      “Just do what you can to not have me search anyone’s house, okay?”

      “I get it. It totally sucks to be investigating our people. But it has to be done for the good of the organization.” She turned to look at Shimmer. “So, you’re thinking what, exactly?”

      “A database of human physical responses to stress, and diagnostic routines to apply them.”

      “Lie detector.”

      He nodded. “Correct.”

      The infomancer drummed her fingers on the desk in front of her. “That’s easy enough to do. However, we could make it better with some hardware upgrades. Enhanced hearing so you could detect heartbeats. I wonder if we can get some MRI capability.” She shook her head and answered her question. “No, you’re not big enough for that.”

      Aisling laughed. “If we made him big enough for all the upgrades he wants, and you want, and Brodie wants, he’d be Kaiju size. While that would be great if Godzilla chose to attack Birmingham, it’s kind of impractical otherwise.”

      Shimmer replied, “It’s only the end of a logical path of upgrades.”

      “We are not discussing this.”

      He laughed. “Eventually, you’ll come around. Hopefully before Godzilla gets here.”

      Aisling gestured at the dragon while scowling at Mia. “You see what I have to deal with. This is your fault. You deliberately made him a sassy little monster.”

      The infomancer grinned. “I’ll admit I might have put a bit of an attitude into the AI. But all that right there? That’s pure Shimmer.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe me or not as you will, it’s still the truth.” She looked at the dragon. “I’ll need to put you in standby for a bit to do this upgrade.”

      His muzzle dipped again. “Acceptable.”

      The infomancer smiled. “Night-night.” She hit buttons on her keyboards and the dragon went completely still with his eyes closed. After working for a few seconds, Mia began, “Listen, while he’s out, there’s something I wanted to discuss with you.”

      Aisling tilted her head. “What’s that?”

      “I’ve reached a new milestone with the AI inside him. But if you want to install it, it would be like starting over again, personality-wise.”

      She frowned. “You can’t salvage who he is from the backups?”

      Mia sighed. “It’s a long and complicated explanation, but so much fundamental code has changed that if I did, it would be inauthentic. You might notice the variation, you might not, but we’d both know it wasn’t really Shimmer as he was.”

      “It’s a substantial increase?”

      Mia nodded.

      “No. I like who Shimmer is, and I think Shimmer likes who he is. So, we’ll go with what we’ve got. Maybe you’ll find a better way to bridge the software gap in the future.”

      Mia smiled. “I’d hoped that would be your response. But I felt obligated to tell you.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      The other woman suddenly looked uncertain.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Mia let out a heavy sigh. “I’m getting my new exoskeleton this Saturday. I should be completely excited, but I’m only mostly excited. Part of me is worried, even though I’ve been involved in the design and construction every step of the way with my collaborators. We know it’s safe. Still, I get a little freaked out whenever I think of it.”

      “It’s a big change. At least not of your personality, right?”

      Mia laughed. “No, no change to my sparkling attitude and incredible brilliance. Physical only. It’s just that I have high hopes and don’t want to be disappointed. Plus, the surgery isn’t what you’d call simple.”

      Aisling understood the uncertainty. “Want some company?”

      The way Mia’s face lit up told Aisling she’d deduced the issue successfully. “That would be great.”

      She grinned. “Then you can borrow Shimmer.”

      The infomancer laughed. “Oh, that’s cold.”

      Aisling joined in the laughter. “I’ll come along, of course, just to make sure he stays in line.”

      “Appreciated.”

      “Don’t mention it. Now, let’s wake the troublemaker up. I’m sure you have work for us to do.”
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      Jameson Hart was shopping in an upscale store in Barcelona, looking for something formal enough for an evening out but less fancy than his typical suits, when his phone pulsed to indicate the arrival of a message. He had specific signals set up for communications from important people, who currently numbered Kali, Luciana Hernandez, and his infomancer contact in the SIS, but it was none of them.

      He picked several things off the racks and headed to the changing room. Once inside, he hit the buttons to access the message and saw only a single line of text.

      
        
        You’re invited to return to the Epoch Hotel for a complimentary overnight on Wednesday.

      

      

      Jameson frowned at the unexpected communication. It was unlikely to pose a threat, but it would be foolish to take any action without some verification.

      He contacted another infomancer he knew, one free of SIS connections. The woman called him back less than five minutes after his ping, during which time he’d tried on the clothes and rejected them. She asked what he needed. He replied, “The last message that came to this phone. Can you find its source?”

      A slight pause followed while she did whatever wizardry it was that infomancers did. “Routed through seven proxies. Came from Stavropol, but not from the hotel it mentions. I can’t get closer than that.”

      He grunted. “That’s enough. Thanks.” The only people he could imagine contacting him about that hotel would be the woman he’d met there, the representative of Apocalypse that he’d warned about the Dragonfly attack.

      His desire for closure on that event was still unfulfilled. The only information he’d gotten came from his mole inside Dragonfly, who had only shared that the agents had returned safely from the operation.

      He considered his options for several minutes, then left the shop and headed for the nearest busy outdoor area. Once there, he called the number he’d been given to contact Kali.

      A female voice he recognized only from similar calls answered. “Yes?”

      “Message for the boss. I received an invitation to visit Stavropol, almost certainly from the friends I made there on my recent trip. I’d like to take them up on it but didn’t want to move without her authorization.”

      “Thank you. Please remain available for a return call.” The line clicked off. The calls were never more than a handful of seconds long, and a different protocol was in place for more involved interactions.

      Jameson wasted a couple of minutes paging through the day’s news on his phone while he waited. When it rang, the woman simply stated, “Approved,” and killed the line.

      He stared at the phone. “Rude.” He called up the booking agency he used to arrange a flight to Russia.
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        * * *

      

      As Charlotte turned to leave after passing the go-ahead to Jameson, Rajani Tristesse requested, “Stay. We need to talk about the meeting, anyway.” Her executive assistant sat on the loveseat across from her couch, dressed as always in a functional and fashionable business suit. Rajani’s apartment in the bunker was more luxurious than the one on the mountaintop, but she preferred the latter of the two. It gave her a sense of security that she rarely felt anywhere else.

      With the Council meeting at hand, she needed to be here to oversee every preparation personally. Although they were only her underlings, not her equals, they were still essential to the smooth operation of her organization and thus worthy of her attention. She requested, “Give me the rundown.”

      The other woman nodded and briefly interacted with her phone’s screen, presumably calling up records. Rajani was sure she had already memorized every necessary piece of information, but Charlotte was thorough down to the tiniest detail. It was one of the things that made her invaluable. Finally, she reported, “Our operations are progressing as expected, although obviously the efforts in southwestern Europe were upset by Vincente Sallent’s failure. The only other current location of any concern is Brazil.”

      Rajani frowned at the unexpected revelation. “What’s the issue?”

      “Our automated systems picked up financial activity consistent with embezzlement, or at least skimming.”

      She closed her eyes in annoyance. “Beyond the expected measure, I presume?” When working with criminals, one always had to tolerate some criminal behavior.

      Her assistant’s voice held an edge of amazement. “Four times the permitted amount.”

      She opened her eyes and shook her head. “I knew he was an idiot, but apparently, I underestimated how good he was at it. I shouldn’t have promoted him.”

      “Family is important, and his father was good to you until he died.” Left unsaid was the suspicion they shared that his death hadn’t been the accident it had appeared to be.

      “Who’s next in line after the idiot?”

      “His sister. However, indications so far are that she isn’t much better. Her reputation for partying is unmatched in the area.”

      Rajani let out an exasperated sigh. “We’ll eliminate them all, then. Prune that tree so it won’t grow again. Find some candidates to take over.”

      “Of course, Dea.” If she knew her assistant, she’d already begun that work.

      “And what of Lucia Hernandez?”

      Charlotte swiped on her phone and reviewed the information on it before speaking. “She’s had the expected startup issues but appears ready for small-scale operations. If not immediately, then within a handful of days.”

      Something about the other woman’s voice suggested there was more to the story. Rajani smiled. “Out with it.”

      Charlotte laughed. “How do you always know?”

      “It’s my special gift. Don’t change the subject.”

      “Jameson Hart has been spending some time there. Overnight time.”

      She rolled her eyes at the euphemism. “Is there reason to believe it poses a problem?”

      The other woman shrugged. “Only in terms of his ultimate loyalty.”

      Rajani nodded slowly. “Not a huge concern then, but also not something to ignore. Good work. Keep a close watch on both of them.”

      “Certainly.”

      “Now, arrange a call with Lucia.” It took a half-hour, during which Rajani reviewed in-depth material about her worldwide operations. She was steadily gaining influence and working her way up the food chain. She didn’t imagine she would rise to the very top since those heights were inhabited by those directly affiliated with nation-states. Still, she had already cracked the upper middle echelon and had set her sights much higher than that.

      When she received word that Lucia was on the line, she walked into her communication room, sat on the couch, and activated the system. A large display mounted on the wall showed the other woman. Lucia would see a similar image of her, captured by the camera mounted on a stand nearby, which shot at a slightly upward angle to increase her psychological dominance subtly. She smiled. “Lucia. How are you?”

      “Very well, Dea, thank you for asking. How may I serve?”

      “I am told you are fully ready for operations. Is this true?”

      Lucia nodded emphatically. “It is. And I am eager to do so.”

      “Excellent. Your first mission will be a small one. We have an order from a local group of Basque separatists. The weapons will be portaled to your location. Then you will deliver them however you see fit. I recommend magical transport, of course.”

      Her subordinate nodded. “I have a transfer location set up and people on staff that I trust. But why would you want to support those idiots? When the first Basque separatist movement fell by the wayside, that matter seemed handled. These folks aren’t likely to have any more success than those that preceded them.”

      Rajani smiled. “We’re not supporting them in any ideological sense. We’re supporting chaos. Chaos is good for our bottom line.”

      Lucia nodded. “Of course. Forgive my impertinence.”

      Rajani waved away the concern away. “Not to worry. Tell me, what are your thoughts about Jameson Hart?”

      The other woman’s eyes snapped up, and Rajani read the confirmation of Charlotte’s suspicions. Lucia said, “Seems competent. Loyal, up to a point. Motivated by money, but not only by money. Do you have doubts about him?”

      “None in particular. I like to keep my eyes on everyone.”

      “Of course, Dea.”

      Rajani signed off the call, confident that her message had gotten across and the other woman knew she was being watched. It would ensure greater performance, which was the most important thing. Ideally, she would pass that information on to Jameson, who would respond the same way.

      With a sigh, Rajani called for Charlotte again. It was time to decide how to most rapidly and effectively dispose of those causing a problem in Brazil. She muttered, “Idiots,” and contemplated how best to use the necessity of their elimination to send a message to the rest of her organization.
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      Aisling examined her reflection in the mirror with a critical eye. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a formal, official date. During her years at college, hanging out with romantic partners was mostly the same as hanging out with nonromantic ones, a night at the local pub, or maybe an excursion to a fancier pub. Tonight she was headed for London to fulfill her promise to Eddie Smithton.

      She was fairly certain his potential knowledge of the challenges involved in the last mission would be a nonissue, although she felt it necessary to ask. If it turned out he or his organization had sent them in without a full briefing, it would mean an end to the date before it started.

      She’d put her hair in curlers for the occasion, winding up with a style that presented more waves than usual. A bit of product had cemented it into the look she wanted. The upper holes in her earlobes held the never-removed studs that allowed her to communicate magically with Cait, who wore the matching pair. The lower holes had modest silver hoops that sparkled when the light caught them right. She’d dabbed on some makeup, but not a lot since the line between enhanced and painted was thin, given her pale complexion.

      The dress was the key component. It was a standard little black model that reminded her uncomfortably of what she’d worn on the mission in Rome. This one bent toward enticing where that one had been deliberately elegant. It would be sufficient to catch and keep Eddie’s eyes during their date.

      Shimmer had perched on the edge of her vanity. He commented, “Do you actually like this guy?”

      Aisling smiled at him. “I think I do. Although whether a person who works for one spy agency can have a relationship with someone who works for another is probably not a question with a simple answer.”

      “Nothing about you is simple. Except your brain. That’s remarkably simple.”

      “You know, Mia mentioned the existence of another AI, one without such a sassy personality. Maybe you need an upgrade.”

      He snorted and displayed that personality in his response. “You’d miss me. Maybe I need an upgraded partner.”

      She laughed. “Sure. I’ll send you out with Lance.”

      “Thanks. He’s danger-prone, but not in a bad way, like you.”

      Aisling turned to him with an offended scowl. “I am not danger-prone.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      She sighed and checked her look in the mirror one more time. “Not tonight, anyway. The only danger here is that Eddie will fall hopelessly in love with me. Let’s go.”

      Aisling opened a portal to London and stepped through, followed a moment later by the dragon. “Enjoy yourself but keep an eye on me. No recruiting new partners during my date.”

      Shimmer leapt into the sky and quickly vanished, but his voice came back over her ever-present earpiece. “You’re no fun.”

      “I’m lots of fun. As Eddie is about to discover.” She felt the dragon’s presence overhead as an autonomous taxi carried her through the London streets toward the restaurant. Shimmer was her ace in the hole, her emergency fallback plan in case of trouble. She doubted intervention would be necessary, but recent events had convinced her it was always good to have something in reserve.

      When she reached her destination, Eddie stood outside the front door, waiting. He smiled as she emerged from the vehicle. Once again, he wore a suit and tie that fit his athletic form extremely well.

      He stepped forward and offered her his hand. She took it although she’d already exited. He leaned in as if he might kiss her on the cheek, then apparently thought better of it and turned toward the restaurant. “How about a drink first?”

      Aisling laughed. “So I can slip away if you turn out to be a creep?”

      Eddie’s smile matched hers. “I thought we were past that. Is Victoria around here somewhere as backup?”

      Aisling's eyebrow quirked upward. “Sniper position. Scope trained on you, just in case.”

      He gave a theatrical wince. “Ouch. I’d hoped you’d forgotten.”

      “Not likely.” At their first meeting, he’d explained that death from afar was the preferred way of dealing with hostile magicals.

      “Would it help if I said I’m sorry again?”

      She kept her expression neutral to mess with him. “Wouldn’t hurt.”

      Eddie pulled open the door to the restaurant. “Then I am most sorry for letting my mouth run faster than my brain.”

      She laughed as he gently guided her to the left toward the lounge, and she claimed a seat at the large metal and stone bar that dominated the space. Being in England always made her crave gin and tonic, so she ordered one. He did the same, then twisted to face her. “I wasn’t sure you’d still come after what happened in Rome.”

      Aisling nodded. “Right to the point. I admire your bravery. Did your boss hose us deliberately?”

      Eddie shook his head. “Not according to any information I’ve been able to pull. And I’ve been looking.”

      “Have you now?”

      His lips had flattened into a thin, angry line. “Well, yeah. Listen, I’m as positive toward my organization as anybody, but that doesn’t mean I’m blind to the realities of our business.”

      Aisling nodded. “Good to know.”

      “Do you really think it was a setup?”

      She toyed with the stirrer that had accompanied her drink. “No. I don’t. But either it was an impressive conflation of factors, or there had to be a leak somewhere in the chain.”

      “Those happen sometimes.”

      “Sometimes.” The moment hung, then she added, “Let’s leave all that in the past now that we’ve addressed it, shall we? How are things at your place otherwise?”

      Eddie’s expression had eased, but her question caused the edges of his lips to turn downward. “Troubled. After the Hart thing, everyone was on edge. The extraction going wrong seems to have tipped the scales. The higher-ups are taking a close look at everyone and everything. They haven’t announced it, but they’re doing it just the same.”

      “Ha! The same thing is happening at my place.”

      “Well, at least you have fewer people to check out.”

      She mimed pulling a knife out of her chest. “Wow. Really?”

      Eddie laughed. “Sorry. But it’s accurate.”

      Aisling took a sip of her drink. “It is. It means I might have to do some breaking and entering to look into our people. I hate that idea.”

      “I would too.” He lifted his glass to his lips and emptied it, then smiled. “How about we leave the shop talk here in the bar and go have some food?”

      The usual steps followed, and in short order, they were seated at an intimate table in the corner of a large, dimly lit dining room. A candle flickered between them, sending interesting shadow shapes across his features. Over salads, he asked, “Tell me about your family?”

      Aisling swallowed and sipped water to clear her throat. “Two sisters, both dramatically less intelligent and attractive than me. Mom and Dad are still around and still together.”

      Eddie replied, “Why do I think that’s the sort of statement that would start a physical confrontation of some kind in your family home?”

      She grinned. “It usually does. That doesn’t make it any less true.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “I’ve got one brother and one sister. Both younger.”

      Aisling pointed her fork at him. “Ah, so you’re the oldest. That explains a lot.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell me you're into that stuff. Probably astrology, too?”

      “My hair gets all frizzy when Mercury is in retrograde. I hate it.”

      “It’s very beautiful tonight, by the way. Your hair, I mean.”

      She smiled. “Smooth.”

      He shook his head with a laugh. “Are you always this hostile to compliments?”

      “To everything, I’m told.”

      “So, safe to say you’re single, then.”

      “Ouch.” She grinned. “Point to you. Yes.”

      The banter went back and forth during a very pleasant meal. Afterward, neither wanted the evening to end, so they walked down the street to an ice cream stand. She chose rocky road. He selected pistachio. She asked, “Do you enjoy living in London?”

      He shrugged. “It’s better than the small town I came from. How about you? What do you think about Birmingham?”

      She took a bite of ice cream as she considered the answer. “It’s not bad. Way bigger than where I’m from. But I like all the people around. You know where we’re located. Seeing the tourists and locals hanging out at the square is always a highlight of my day.”

      He chuckled. “And a surveillance nightmare.”

      Her shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Yeah, no doubt. It’s a trade I’ll take.” Once they finished their ice cream cones, she turned to him. “I guess this is the part of the night where I decide whether I should kill you before I go home.”

      “Harsh. No wonder you’re single.”

      She grinned. “Let me introduce you to a friend. Shimmer, would you join us?”

      She’d chosen a relatively empty part of the street deliberately. The dragon landed beside her, and Eddie took a step back. “Whoa. I’d heard about him, but I didn’t realize he was with you.”

      Aisling patted her partner’s metal shoulder. “Can’t get rid of him, as much as I’d like to.”

      Shimmer replied, “Rude. As usual. Hello, Eddie. I recommend that you run away from her now.”

      He laughed. “Jealous?”

      “No. She’s danger-prone. It could rub off on you.”

      Aisling leaned down and gently smacked the back of his head. “Knock it off, you.” She stepped forward and kissed Eddie, a quick smack on the lips, then retreated to her former position. “This was fun. We should do it again.”

      Eddie grinned. “Definitely.”

      Aisling created a portal and gestured for Shimmer to go first. Before he dodged through, the dragon repeated, “Run away, if you know what’s good for you.”

      Eddie met Aisling's eyes. “Good or bad, not running.”

      She blew him another kiss. “See you soon.”

      When the portal closed on the other side, Shimmer said, “See you soon? Really? I have hundreds of romantic comedy summaries in my database, and none of them had a line that weak.”

      “I’m going to melt you down for earrings.”

      He laughed. “Maybe when you see Arthur next time, you can discuss courtship. He’ll probably tell you to do the opposite of whatever you think you should do.”

      “Shut. Up.”

      “I’m going to have such a story for Victoria.”

      Aisling sighed. “Earrings would be so much less troublesome.”

      The dragon cackled. “You love me.”
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      The next morning, Aisling arrived with coffees in her hands to be met by a grinning Victoria. The investigator crossed the room, plucked one from her grip, and demanded, “Tell me everything. Leave nothing out. Go.”

      Aisling laughed. “It was a date. Not much to tell.”

      Victoria raised an eyebrow. “In that case, you’re not doing it right. Need some tips?”

      At Aisling's side, Shimmer replied, “Does she ever.”

      Aisling scowled at them in turn. “Enough. From both of you.” She focused her gaze back on Victoria. “It was good. I’m positive he didn’t have any clue about potential complications with the last mission, and mostly sure his boss didn’t, either.”

      Her friend nodded. “That’s what they want you to think. They’ve done their jobs well. You poor, simple-minded fool.”

      “Maybe if you got into the field occasionally, you’d see it differently.”

      The other woman laughed as she wandered back to her desk. Aisling took the chair in front of what had been her workspace before she’d become an agent. Victoria replied, “Yeah. Sure. Whatever.”

      At her friend’s urging, Aisling described all the date’s details, including the kiss at the end. A message on her phone saved her from listening to Victoria’s analysis and judgment of the occasion. She read it and frowned. “Mia has an outside job for us, Shimmer. We have to go.”

      Aisling opened a portal to a relatively unused portion of Victoria Square and walked through. The dragon followed. She closed it, hit some buttons, and lifted the phone to her ear. “What’s up?”

      The infomancer replied, “I need you to check out a residence.”

      The other woman’s tone was dark enough that Aisling didn’t question it. “All right. Point me in the proper direction.” A map appeared on her glasses, and she followed the yellow line.

      Shimmer asked her, “What do you need?”

      “Surveillance from above. Look out for enemy activity or anything else notable. There shouldn’t be any, but you never know.”

      “On it.” The dragon leapt into the air.

      It took her fifteen minutes to reach her destination. The building was old, with four levels of historic-looking bricks crowned by a fifth floor of modern metal and glass architecture. The top level was almost all windows, and the brick sections below it would be well-lit from natural light thanks to the building’s many windows. She connected her earpiece to Mia. “I’m here.”

      “Enter through the front door. A disguise would be good.”

      Aisling called up a veil, summoned a disguise, and banished her invisibility. She was now a male electrical worker with a belt full of tools as she moved toward the building again. “Are you going to tell me whose place this is?”

      “No.”

      The front door unlocked as she reached it, and she pulled it open. “Seriously?”

      “That’s the protocol.”

      Aisling frowned as she headed for the elevators. “Okay, fine. But I don’t like it.”

      “Noted. Fourth floor.” When the doors opened again, Mia instructed, “Apartment four-oh-seven. Cameras are down.”

      Aisling walked confidently down the hallway like she had every legitimate reason to be there. She stopped outside the designated door and examined its two locks, a deadbolt above another in the handle. She pulled the standard Dragonfly mechanical lock pick out of her pocket and released both.

      Before opening the door, she checked carefully for telltales, like a hair or thread stuck on the lintel that would indicate it had been disturbed. Finding none, she used force magic to avoid touching the door and opened it. Another wave of magic closed it once she was inside.

      She was in an entryway with a tile floor and coat hooks mounted beside the door. To her left was a living area, in front of her, a small dining area, and a modest kitchen to the right. Against the far wall, a hallway led off to the left. As she’d anticipated, sunlight spilled into the room from several windows.

      Aisling remained in place as Mia announced, “Checking for electronic signals. Stand by.”

      Aisling used the interval to examine the surrounding space further. Minimalist paintings hung on the white walls, giving a splash of color here and there. The white furniture was simple, even Spartan in its clean lines and precision.

      The infomancer informed her, “Nothing found. Be careful.”

      “Why do I have to be careful? Whose place is this?”

      Mia sighed. “Behave, will you?”

      “Vicki says I behave too much.” She headed into the kitchen and used her magic to open the refrigerator, which was well-stocked with vegetables and a variety of beverages. “What am I looking for?”

      Mia replied, “I don’t know. Anything out of place. A to-do list that says, ‘share Dragonfly secrets with the bad guys,’ would be lovely.”

      Aisling muttered, “Gee, thanks,” then spoke louder. “If you recognize anyone out there, Shimmer, let me know so I can get out of here.”

      She examined the dining room and living room but found nothing unusual. “Everything normal out here. Headed for the back.”

      The first bedroom she came to was as pristine and perfect as the living room. She judged it was for guests and that the apartment’s owner didn’t have many. The main bedroom was bigger, but hardly any more lived in. Aisling shook her head. “It’s almost as austere as a hotel room. Obviously, whoever lives here is obsessive about precision. Can’t be Brodie, though. No musical instruments.”

      Mia uttered a slight chuckle that Aisling thought sounded tense and she wondered if the investigation was getting to her friend.

      “Brodie’s been checked out.”

      “So, whose apartment is it, then?” The infomancer didn’t reply, and Aisling shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.” She used her magic to open a closet. “Okay, this just got interesting.” Inside, a duffel bag sat under a tall stand that held a briefcase-sized box sporting an electronic lock. Neither object seemed in keeping with the rest of the place.

      She examined the number pad on the top of the box, then pulled out her credit card-sized electronic lock pick. The latches released after only a few seconds. She used her telekinesis to open the case. “Bingo.” The case held several clear plastic bags with documents inside them. She coated her fingers in force magic, opened a bag, and pulled out the passport. “So, this place belongs to the woman in identity. Hana. Although this passport says her name is Yukio.”

      “So, a false identity?”

      “Looks like four of them.”

      “Get a good look at each so I can follow up using the recording your lens makes.”

      Aisling complied. “Do you think she’s bad?”

      “I don’t think this proves it one way or the other. Someone from identity having fake papers isn’t exactly unexpected. They could be practice. Or simply paranoia. Probably no different from me having some of the programs I use at work on my home machines.”

      Aisling nodded. She had resources for work at home and vice versa. “Makes sense.” She examined the case further once she finished with the papers but didn’t find anything else. It seemed like a big box for such a small amount of content. She closed and relocked it.

      Then she used her magic to pull out the duffel and unzip it. Inside were clothes and toiletries, the essentials for a quick trip. “A go bag. I guess that’s not all that different, either.” All the agents had them, and it made sense that other workers did as well since a field agent might requisition them. She couldn’t see why someone in identity would need one, but maybe Hana wanted to feel like part of the spy game. She slid it back into place. “Okay. I’m out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after finishing work and stopping at a restaurant on the way home, Hana Ishida entered her apartment. She headed straight for the bedroom, where she used a nail file to check the tiny metal strip positioned at the edge of her closet that she’d set in place using a magnet before she’d left for work.

      Her file didn’t touch it, which meant someone had opened her closet. After finding the marker on the front door hinge moved, she’d hoped it had been maintenance or something that had come inside. That would have been annoying but not unreasonable. If they’d been in her closet, it was a more serious search, and almost certainly Dragonfly.

      She headed immediately out again and walked to the nearest popular evening spot. Once in the middle of the revelers at a bar, she called a number she had only for emergency communications. At the tone, she stated, “Hart. They might be onto me. I need out soonest.”
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      After checking in with Mia to ensure the infomancer didn’t have an assignment for her, Aisling carried her morning coffee down to the fabrication lab. The place was uncommonly busy, but one of the computers was still available, and she moved to it. The humming of the 3D printers was almost soothing as she took her chair.

      Shimmer banished that good feeling as he jumped up on the table beside the computer and looked her in the eye. “I want it all.”

      Aisling pinched the bridge of her nose between her index finger and thumb. “I always assume that you want it all, Shimmer. That doesn’t mean we can make it all happen.”

      Brodie entered, grabbed a rolling stool, and spun it beside her. “What does he want now?” He grinned at the dragon, who showed no sign of shame.

      Aisling replied, “Everything, of course.”

      “Well, I think I’ve got the new scales ready to go. At least the test version worked. We won’t know for sure until we print and install them.”

      “We have the day free.”

      Brodie shook his head. “Problem is, they’re a little thicker, so the weight will be different. The variance is substantial enough that we’ll have to rebuild him from the bottom up.”

      He reached past her, hit some buttons, and a schematic appeared, floating in midair. “I’ve worked out the calculations. Have to cut out a bit of his internal structure, but we can do it in a way that barely reduces his overall toughness and resiliency.”

      She noted that he had removed small slivers from the middles of what had been solid pieces of skeleton.

      Shimmer replied, “What do I get in return?”

      Brodie clapped in excitement. “So many things. I almost want to keep it a secret.”

      The dragon scowled. “My fire weapon is fully loaded. I mention this for no particular reason.”

      Dragonfly’s tech genius laughed. “We’ve already done your optics, software-wise, but we’re going to improve the hardware, too. Your scales will continue to have their camouflage function, but they will also be able to serve as a transmitter and receiver and absorb a certain amount of electricity.”

      The dragon bobbed his head happily. Aisling thought it made him look like a parrot. “Excellent.”

      She observed, “That seems worth a little reduction in overall stability. How effective will the electric absorption be?”

      Brodie scratched his perfectly groomed goatee. “That’s the question. So much functionality is built into the scales that the electric absorption might damage some of it. Ideally, try to avoid getting hit at all. But I think it’ll take a decent amount of power to overcome all the absorption. Less, of course, to damage its other functions.”

      Aisling frowned. “Any way to make the electrical defense happen that doesn’t impact the scales? Maybe route the power into his skeleton?”

      “I suppose that’s possible, but there are plenty of things in there you wouldn’t want to mess up either. If the electrical blast takes out the stuff in his scales, he’s still got his breath weapons, claws, and tail. If the electricity were to burn out his internal motors and such, though…” He shrugged. “Seems like that would be worse.”

      Shimmer agreed, “Definitely worse. Let’s not do that.”

      Aisling laughed. “Okay, just asking. What about a way to fully integrate with him technologically rather than magically?”

      “The new optics will handle the visual side of that. We’ll use his existing comm function to send back the information. Shouldn’t be any bandwidth problems unless you’re in a dampening field.”

      Shimmer asked, “Better breath weapons?”

      Brodie shook a finger at the dragon. “You are seriously demanding. I’m glad you’re not my partner.”

      Aisling added, “See? I told you. You’re unreasonable.”

      Shimmer announced primly, “Things only get done because of the unreasonable dragon.”

      Aisling groaned. “That is a terrible rendition of the quote.”

      Brodie interjected, “We’re maxed out, I’m afraid. Unless you’re ready to make him bigger, we’ve maxed out the hardware improvements we can make.”

      Aisling replied, “I can only think of two more improvements we need. The first is easy, adding stronger audio pickups. The second is more difficult, finding somewhere better to store the sphere rather than in his claws. I have something else to say about those, but let’s talk about this part first.”

      “That one’s already addressed. I’ve set up a few panels to slide out of the way. We can mount it inside him, along his belly, where he can grab it with any of his legs.”

      “Which explains the need to do a full rebuild.”

      Brodie nodded. “We’re definitely reaching maximum density here.”

      Shimmer said, “This is acceptable for now, but I’ll need further upgrades eventually.”

      Aisling sighed. “And more, and more, and more.” She turned back to Brodie. “Let’s talk about the spheres for a second. They’re excellent for recon, but it would be great if they could do a little more. Specifically, could they interfere with electronic devices?”

      He tilted his head. “Interfere, how?”

      “In a perfect world, fry them. I imagine that would take more power than they have. So, make them go haywire, knock them out temporarily, whatever. Anything to give an advantage.”

      He nodded. “I could remove some of the sensors and put in that functionality. Again, it wouldn’t be too great of a loss to existing abilities since I could use software to interpolate the other data or use wider angle lenses.” He stared into the air and murmured under his breath for several seconds, making vague gestures as if drawing. “Yeah. We can do that.”

      “Excellent.”

      His attention came fully back to her. “Now that we’ve addressed the dragon and dragon-adjacent items, what else do you need?”

      “Since you ask, I have some bad news. The implant idea won’t work. It risks interfering with my magic.”

      He scowled. “Well, hell. I was looking forward to that project.”

      Aisling laughed. “Is that what I am to you? A project?”

      Brodie shrugged with a smile. “In part, sure. Everyone is. Anyway, I’ve got something you’re gonna like. Come on into the back.”

      She followed him into his work area, with Shimmer trailing. The dragon jumped onto the worktable as Brodie pulled two small cases from a nearby cabinet, one smaller than the other, and set them on the desk.

      He opened the bigger one first and handed her a larger-than-normal revolver. She popped out the cylinder. It had five shots instead of six, and the holes for them were too big for ordinary rounds. “I’m waiting for the punchline.”

      He drew a small plastic box from the case, set it on the worktable, and flipped it open. “Here it is. You’re holding a dart gun. The red darts are explosive. The blue ones are stun. The white ones are tranquilizers. The green ones, poison. And the black ones deploy shrapnel.”

      “Why only one of each?”

      Brodie explained, “Demo model. I have to take it down to the firing range for more testing before we make the first fully functional one. This is the third prototype.”

      “Well, sign me up when it’s ready to go.”

      “Will do. This one, though, is ready.” He set the small case on top of the big case and opened it. Inside was something that resembled a long syringe without a needle. “It shoots pellets. Basically, gel packs containing either tranquilizers or poison. You can assemble it from pieces, so it’s easier to sneak in.” He broke it apart and showed her the components, which were innocuous on their own.

      She examined them in turn, holding them up to the light. “I could’ve used something like that on several missions already.”

      Brodie nodded. “Reading your after-action reports gave me the idea.”

      Aisling frowned. “I thought those were only for the higher-ups.”

      He grinned. “I am a higher-up. I just don’t act like it.”

      She laughed. “Thank goodness for that. So, Shimmer?”

      “Set up his personality transfer with Mia for tomorrow. I’ll get to work on the fabrication right away.”

      “Won’t be fast enough to make him happy. You break the news.”

      Brodie shook his head. “He’s your dragon, which means he’s your problem.”

      She scowled. “Coward.”

      “Maybe cast a shield, just in case. I have it on good authority that his breath weapons are ready to go.”

      Shimmer interrupted, “I’m right here and can hear you. Work faster.”

      Aisling sighed, took the smaller box, and headed out with her dragon.
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      Jameson entered the lobby of the hotel in Stavropol at a casual stroll. It was generally elegant, especially the chandeliers overhead. He wore tinted glasses as a minor disguise and to hide the contact lens that fed him images from the cameras he’d placed along the street outside.

      The meeting had every hallmark of a setup, so he had to be cautious, although he doubted it posed any danger. Sometimes things were like that in the world of espionage, where even ordinary contacts could seem like threats. One wrong move could change it from one thing to the other in a flash. Hence the cameras, although any problem would probably come at him from inside the hotel.

      He headed into the bar and ordered a vodka martini in flawless, Moscow-accented Russian. The bartender dropped off the drink, then moved to the corner of the bar and lifted a phone. He had turned away so Jameson couldn’t read his lips, but he presumed the man was notifying someone of his arrival.

      He sipped his drink and scrolled through the news on his phone for several minutes before someone slid into the chair on his left. Jameson casually glanced at the figure, expecting it to be the woman he’d met with previously. He was half right. It was a woman, but not the same one.

      She had long black hair and looked young until one noticed her eyes, which showed the weight of experience. She beckoned to the bartender and ordered a vodka on the rocks.

      Jameson smiled. “Come here often?”

      She lifted a well-manicured eyebrow. “You could say that. I’m close with the owner.”

      It was as good an introduction as any. “You’re not who I was expecting.”

      She accepted her drink and sipped. “That’s because she’s, um, out of town, visiting with some friends of yours.”

      He blinked as he processed her words. “Voluntarily?”

      “Not so much.” Her frown showed more than displeasure. She was angry.

      Jameson nodded. His reports on the operation from Hana had missed some important details. Dragonfly had accomplished more than only coming back safely. The lack of knowledge irritated him, and his first thought was that he needed to push Hana harder. Based on her recent message, that wouldn’t be an option. “Thus, the invitation to visit the hotel.”

      She smiled. “Exactly.”

      He sipped his drink as he sorted through his options. Finally, he noted, “I will need assurances before I can provide any more information.” He presumed they wanted knowledge, not action. “Last time was a gift, but this would have to involve an exchange.”

      She nodded as if she’d expected him to say something like that. “Like what?”

      Jameson waved at the bartender and pointed at their drinks. The man acknowledged with a gesture. “Meet the boss?”

      Her lips twisted, almost like she’d started to frown but had caught it. “The boss isn’t seeing anyone right now. Not anything personal with you. It’s just a bad time.”

      He shrugged. “Information, then. On your organization.”

      She tossed back her drink and stood. “Wait here.” She walked out into the lobby. He continued scrolling on his phone as the bartender replaced their drinks. He considered and quickly rejected the idea of putting a drop of something in hers to help relax her and make her more amenable to conversation. The organization would have this place wired up and down if they owned it and were probably extra cautious around someone like him, a known intelligence agent. Plus, if the bartender were any good, he’d be watching over his customers’ drinks as a matter of course.

      After ten minutes, the woman returned and took her seat. “All right. What do you want to know?”

      He looked around at the partially full bar. “Here?”

      She chuckled. “Here. We know everyone in our hotel, Mr. Hart. No one currently present would dare betray us.”

      He lowered his voice anyway. “So, you’re Apocalypse.”

      She nodded. “We are.”

      “Is it true that you’ve lost two facilities recently?”

      “You know I’m not going to answer that.”

      Jameson smiled. “Of course. It was worth a try.”

      She made an impatient gesture. “My time is limited. Get to the point, please.”

      “Okay. What can you do for me?”

      “What do you want?”

      He considered it. “First, I need to know. Are you planning to retrieve your comrade?”

      She nodded decisively. “Absolutely.”

      “While you’re there, I want you to pull all the information you can from their servers and get it to me. I don’t care if you keep a copy. I don’t imagine I could trust your word that you wouldn’t, in any case.”

      She nodded. “Good that we understand each other on such matters.”

      “Other than that, any tech you find, share information and analysis, or the actual items. My people will do the same back with whatever you give us.”

      “Easily done. What do you offer in return?”

      He sipped his drink. “I imagine you called me here because you know I have someone on the inside and want the intel I have.”

      She nodded and drank from her glass. “That’s correct.”

      He reached for his phone and navigated through it. “Give me a secure place to send it.” She rattled off a bunch of numbers, and he dispatched the data. “That’s the full take from my agent. You’ll be able to see who she is, but that won’t matter. I need to pull her out, anyway.”

      The woman tapped a finger on the bar as she scanned through the material he’d sent to her phone. “Keep her in place for the moment. She might prove useful to us.”

      “She can’t stay much longer. They’re doing an internal review of all their personnel. She believes they’ve probably noticed some irregularities about her that will cause them to follow up.”

      “Give us two days to figure out our timing. Then we can talk. I’m sure we can make it worth her while to stay until we need her to.”

      He shrugged. “For an appropriate commission to me, sure.” It wasn’t like Hana could do anything to burn him at this point.

      The woman finished her drink and stood. “Then we have an arrangement. Thank you for your visit. Enjoy your stay. I’ll be in touch.”

      Jameson finished his drink, wandered back out to the street, recovered the cameras he’d planted, and headed for the nearest hotel not owned by Apocalypse to hail a taxi to the airport. As he walked, he called the number to leave a message for Kali.

      At the beep, he stated, “Dea, it’s Hart. Our contacts here in Stavropol are planning some action against the group we have in common. It might be an opportunity for us. Let me know if you’d like me to do anything more than provide information to them and you.”

      He clicked off and continued walking, enjoying the evening air while considering how best to turn the situation to his advantage.
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      Maslov Anokhin grunted as he dropped into the medical chair in the operations room of his bunker. He was excited to hear the details Kira had retrieved, so much so that his doctor had mixed a slight sedative into the IV pumping pain medicine and antibiotics into his veins. The burns the Dragonfly witch had given him continued to heal, although he would always have scars as a reminder.

      His metal mask was in place over the ravaged side of his face, so no one would feel the need to try to hide their reactions to the damage. No matter their efforts, he saw either pity for his pain or fear that they could experience the same in their eyes.

      The room was otherwise empty, except for his doctor. Despite his desire to have Kira with him at all times, with Irina taken and Anya killed, she had too much work to do on his behalf to stay at his side. His bunker was as secure as possible, eliminating the need for her as a guard. Should it prove necessary, the walking stick lying against his chair contained an easily accessible pistol and a blade.

      A light flickered in the small chamber in the front corner of the room. The latch magically slid aside, and a moment later, Kira, Oleg the wizard, Golov, one of his most trusted infomancers, and Anatoly exited the chamber and moved toward him. The three men stopped walking once they stood before his chair. Only Kira took the extra steps that put her at his left shoulder.

      Maslov looked at her. “What do you have for me?”

      “An impressive haul of data about Dragonfly. Jameson Hart came through with more than we could ever have anticipated, and so far, it’s all checked out. His source inside is rather disgruntled with her organization.”

      He laughed, something he didn’t do so often anymore. “All the better. Lay it out for us.”

      “The facility is inside the Birmingham Council House, which we already knew. Thanks to the mole, we understand its internal structure. One side is devoted to Dragonfly, and their headquarters extends deep underground. The whole place is guarded by anti-magic emitters except for a few locations where magic is necessary.”

      Maslov grunted. “So, our infiltration will have to be mundane?”

      Kira nodded. “At least the initial breach will need to be. It should be easy enough to conduct reconnaissance to discover where the anti-magic field kicks in during the hours the building is open and to see if it extends out to the walls when it’s closed.”

      He replied, “Ultimately, it will probably be easiest to send in one or two people in advance and have them portal in the rest.”

      “That will almost certainly be our approach. We can have the mole create several false identities for us in their system in exchange for making her extraction a high priority.”

      Maslov grinned. Things were coming together in a way that felt like his old luck returning. He nodded. “Obviously, Oleg will need to go in. Who else?”

      “Me.”

      He shook his head. “They will have seen you from the battle.” That was how he referred to it now since its aftermath was so life-changing for him. “The” battle.

      She waved as if to bat his objection away. “I’ll wear a disguise. It has to be me. I’m the only one left.”

      Maslov heard her pain and couldn’t take the opportunity to rescue Irina from her, nor the chance to gain revenge on those who had killed Anya. “Very well.”

      Kira added, “I believe it would be wise to start with an infomancy attack similar to the last one. It will serve as a distraction if nothing else, and if we can get in and undermine their security response, so much the better.”

      Maslov nodded. He could see the plan unfolding. “Consider whether the mole could assist in that as well. Priority one will be to rescue Irina. Where is she being held?”

      “Their detention area is on one of the lower levels. A staircase connects most of the floors. Rather a poor defense design, actually. They have security at each level, but only when entering the functional space. We should be able to reach the level we want unhindered.”

      He shook his head. “Foolish.” His bunker’s design had staircases that only ran for a single level. One had to cross the entire facility to get to the next. A highly secure elevator was available for his use, but during a lockdown, the shaft would become a death trap for anyone who dared infiltrate his fortress. “So retrieving her is our first priority. Second, we will need to get the mole out. Once we have them, how do you plan to remove them from the facility?”

      Kira replied, “One of the bottom levels is for their magical transport. By its nature, it has no magic prevention. We’ll take them there and portal away. If that is inaccessible for any reason, we’ll head back up the staircase and find the nearest spot without anti-magic coverage.”

      Maslov was satisfied with the plan for the two women. “We must fully embrace this opportunity, however. I want you to capture the organization's leader and any of his direct subordinates.”

      Anatoly replied, “That brings up the question of timing our entry. Our surveillance so far indicates that the greatest likelihood of reduced opposition would be on a Saturday evening, just before the Council House closes.”

      Maslov shook his head. “No. We’ll go in on Wednesday at the lunch hour. They’ll be solidly set in their routine, which will slow their response to our attack. The more people there, the better. There should be nothing left of Dragonfly when we’ve finished, and I want their leaders here.” He pointed at the floor.

      Anatoly winced. “We’ll need a substantial number of attackers.”

      “You’ve been gathering magicals for the third facility, correct?”

      The other man nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Use them. Plus everyone else we put on notice because they’re indebted to us. That will give us an adequate force.” He nodded in approval at the completion of the plan. “So, to reiterate. We rescue Irina. We extract the mole. We capture the leader and any lieutenants that we can.” Murmurs of assent came from those around him.

      “After that, two more objectives remain. We should grab anyone else we can from the facility, no matter what their role is. We’ll be able to use them for information. Of course, safety is more important, but if we can pull some out alive, that’s all to the good.”

      Kira asked, “Where should we take them?”

      Maslov smiled. “To the third facility. I presume it can be made ready, Anatoly?”

      He nodded. “It is secure, and we don’t currently have any merchandise there. Just a matter of bolting some restraints into the floor.”

      “Do it. Finally, I want you to cause as much destruction as possible. Dragonfly has taken two facilities from us and turned the hotel into an unsafe place to conduct operations. It’s time they discovered how annoying that is.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement, and he waved in dismissal. “Go. Except you, Kira.” When the others had departed, he asked, “Are you prepared for this?”

      She nodded. “I will take that place apart until I find Irina. Then, as long as she’s able, she’ll help me destroy the rest of it.”

      “If she’s injured, are you ready to step aside from the rest of the operation to get her to safety?”

      “I can have someone else do that.”

      He reached over to touch her arm, and her eyes met his. “No, you can’t. She is the most important thing about this mission and your sole priority. Once she is safe, other possibilities open. Until then, you must focus all that you are on this one goal. I need you both.”

      Kira nodded. “I understand.”

      Maslov smiled. “Besides, once you get her out, you can always portal back in with heavy weaponry.”

      She laughed. “An excellent plan, sir.”

      “Make sure everyone has video feed equipment. I want to enjoy every single second of this.” He gestured at his face. “And if you see the witch who did this to me, capturing her overrides everything else.”

      “Even Irina?”

      “No. Not Irina. But I’m confident you can accomplish it all.”

      Kira straightened at his praise. “I will.”

      Maslov nodded at the room’s exit. “Now go and put your plans in order. Your sister is waiting.”
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      Aisling woke up far earlier than normal Saturday morning, got herself together, said goodbye to Shimmer, and portaled to Victoria Square. Mia was already waiting, seated on a bench. Aisling plopped beside her, and the infomancer offered a shaky smile. Aisling greeted, “Morning.”

      Her friend replied, “It is that. I don’t see this hour too often, at least not from this side of sleep.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, it’s a little early for me, too.” Mia rose, and Aisling followed as a car pulled up nearby. They climbed in, and the autonomous vehicle drove away. Aisling asked, “Are you okay?”

      Mia nodded. “Just nervous is all. I spent a good part of yesterday over there making sure they had everything they needed, and all the programs were up-to-date, and so on. I don’t anticipate any problems, but you know how the brain works.”

      “I totally do. Some things logic can’t overcome.” They rode in silence as the car navigated the streets. Finally, it pulled up at a nondescript but high-tech-looking two-story building. The guard standing outside the front doors admitted them without question.

      They made it partway across the spacious lobby before a group of people in white coats appeared from a side door. Mia smiled at them and hugged the first woman to reach them. She was probably in her late forties, with short-cropped hair, glasses, and a friendly smile. The infomancer turned and introduced them, “Doctor Sands, this is Aisling, a friend of mine. Aisling, Margaret is my collaborator on this project.”

      Aisling shook the other woman’s hand. “If Mia likes you, you must be very talented.”

      Sands laughed. “I’ve been told many times that my personality isn’t anything to write home about, so that’s probably it.” She turned to Mia. “Are you ready to do this?”

      The infomancer nodded. “I am.”

      “Then Ronnie and Shay will take you to prepare.” Two female group members detached themselves and walked with Mia toward the end of the room. Aisling waved as Mia turned and mouthed, “Thank you,” before leaving.

      Aisling turned back to Sands. “Should I be worried?”

      The other woman tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “No. Everything should go fine. We spent yesterday making sure nothing unexpected would happen.” She turned and started walking. “Let’s head down.” Aisling followed as Sands led the way to a side staircase and used it to descend several levels.

      They emerged into a hallway with several identical doors along it. They passed through one and entered what had to be a control center. Computer terminals were set around the periphery, and one wall was a floor-to-ceiling glass window. The room beyond it was highly technological and contained a large surgical table on the left and a tall rectangular tank on the right.

      Robot arms dangled from the ceiling above the former. The latter had metal cylinders at intervals along the inside of the transparent panes that comprised it. Aisling asked, “So, what do you do here?”

      Sands had busied herself at one of the terminals, as had the two others who had accompanied them. She replied, “Body modifications. All sorts. We’re very much pushing on the cutting edge here, in large part thanks to Mia.”

      “Have you done any body modifications on magicals?”

      The other woman twisted to look at her. “I take it you are one? You know, since you’re asking?” Aisling nodded. “No, we haven’t. All the literature suggests it’s problematic. I’m not sure if it’s because metal doesn’t generally conduct magic without loss or because the act of doing the implant messes something else up. If you’d like to do some research on it together sometime, just let me know.”

      Aisling raised her hands, figuring that the research would involve modifications to her body. “Nope, I like my magic exactly how it is, thank you.”

      Sands turned back to the window as a door opened in the room beyond it. Mia walked in, naked and alone. It was the best look Aisling had ever gotten at her exoskeleton. The metal columns ran along her front and back, the two long pieces connected by extensions that wrapped her shoulders, ribs, waist, thighs, and calves. It was far more expansive than she’d thought.

      Mia climbed a small staircase that led to a platform at the top of the tank. She lifted an object Aisling hadn’t noticed and strapped it over her face. Her voice came over the speakers, sounding strangely muffled. “I’m ready.”

      Sands replied, “As are we. Sterilization process initiated.” Something happened in the room beyond, a light moving through the space from an unknown source. When it had passed forward and back several times, the tank began to fill with a clear liquid.

      Aisling asked, “That’s not water, is it?”

      “No. Sterile antibiotic gel. It’s the only way to do the front and back at the same time.”

      She figured that made sense. “How long will Mia need to recover after the surgery?”

      Sands’ fingers were dancing on the keyboard. “It’s mostly microsurgery. Not long at all if everything goes well.” When the tank was full, Mia waved, then slid inside. A metal iris engaged at the top to seal the chamber.

      Sands asked, “Still okay?” Mia gave a thumbs-up. “Then assume the position.”

      Mia lifted her chin, stuck her arms to the sides, and spread her legs. Two of the metal columns within the tank moved, and rings attached to segmented arms encircled the infomancer’s wrists, ankles, and neck. A spike of adrenaline jolted Aisling. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      Sands didn’t look back, her attention locked on the room beyond the window. “It’s fine. No compression. We only need to be able to position her perfectly.” The robot arms moved slightly, and Mia’s body straightened. “Still okay?” Mia gave the same hand signal. “All right. See you tomorrow.”

      Mia smiled, and her eyes closed. Behind Aisling, one of the other white-coated figures reported, “Pain receptors deactivated. Sedation successful. She’s ready.”

      The other one advised, “Positioning is correct. I agree. We’re good to go.”

      Sands confirmed, “I concur.” One of the side cylinders rotated to reveal the new exoskeleton. A robot arm reached over and grabbed it, and Aisling was surprised when only a tiny section came off. “I thought it was all one big piece. Well, two, one for the front and one for the back.” She realized her prior assumption hadn’t accounted for the connecting pieces, either.

      Sands replied, “No. Hundreds.”

      “Doesn’t that make it more complicated?”

      “Not in any meaningful way. It’s already highly complex. We could repurpose some of the existing connections if we were simply replacing the previous exoskeleton. Instead, we have to create new interfaces with her nerves.”

      The doctor’s head rose as she looked through the window at her patient. “Okay. Final check.” The others confirmed they were ready and everything was as it should be. “Excellent. Initiating the procedure.”

      The robot arms began to move quickly as they retrieved sections of the exoskeleton and stabbed them into the infomancer’s body. Aisling was sure the process was far more complicated than that, but that’s what her eyes saw. The gel took on a slight crimson hue as blood mixed with it. She asked, “Is the bleeding a problem?”

      Sands looked over her shoulder. “She won’t lose enough to matter. The gel helps heal the wounds almost immediately.”

      Aisling sank into a seat after a few minutes at the doctor’s suggestion. The procedure took over three hours, during which all the other people in the room stared intently at screens or their patient. Finally, the motion of the robot arms subsided. Sands reported, “All connections green.”

      One of the others replied, “Confirmed.”

      The doctor turned to Aisling with a smile. “We’re done. Success. She’ll stay in the tank for another twelve hours so we can get as much healing done as possible before we have to remove her and transfer her to a bed. We’ll bring her out of her sedation late afternoon tomorrow if you want to be here.”

      Aisling nodded. “I’ll see you then.” Hang in there, Mia. If all goes well, I’ll be back when you wake up.
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      It was late afternoon when Aisling made it to her village. Shimmer accompanied her, even though he wouldn’t be coming along on the trip to Oriceran. Brianna immediately accosted her as she entered through the kitchen door. “About time you got here.” Her sister was already wearing her armor and had her curly red hair pulled back in a warrior’s knot.

      Aisling waved as if to flick her sister away. “Some of us are busy people. We can’t all hang out doing nothing all day long.”

      “Cait won’t be joining us.”

      That caused her to stop and turn toward her sister. “Why not?”

      “Some Marshal stuff happened, she said. Between you and me, I think she’s tired of you.” Brianna gave her a superior look. “I imagine you’ll want to cancel.”

      She recognized the taunt for what it was but gave the answer her sister wanted, anyway. “Of course not. We three can handle it.”

      Shimmer replied, “Doubtful.”

      She scowled at the dragon, who was heading into the main room. “Shut up, metalhead. It’s annoying, you feeling all feisty and fancy now that you’ve got your upgrades.” Shimmer Mark III had lost none of the sassiness but now had better capabilities to back up his bragging.

      He twisted his head to look back over his shoulder at her. A deliberate taunt was in his voice as he countered, “Whatever.”

      Her father rose from his chair. The lines on his face deepened as he smiled. He had dressed for the venture to Oriceran, so she truly was the holdup. He prompted, “We’ll want to be on our way before long. Daylight’s burning and the place we’re going is more or less on our clock.”

      Aisling replied, “I’ll be ready in just a few minutes,” and dashed upstairs to her room. Her leather armor was on its stand in the corner, recently cleaned, repaired, and polished. She adhered potion packs on her shoulders and knees, then quickly donned it along with her heavy boots. She missed the wrist daggers that had melted in her hands during a fight, and the thought that she should get new ones flickered through her mind.

      For now, she’d have to be content with her swords. She slid the cylinders with their collapsed blades into the belt holders at the small of her back. The rest of her belt already held its usual stuff, and she checked to be sure she’d remembered to refill the flasks. After confirming they were full, she threw on her backpack that carried sundry supplies and went downstairs. “All right. I’m ready.”

      Brianna observed, “About time.”

      Aisling frowned. “Where’s Mom?”

      Lewis said, “Out being the coven’s leader, doing leader things.”

      Brianna added, “We’re very important, those of us who lead the coven. Oh, right, I forgot. You’re not one of those, are you, Aisling?”

      A snicker came from under the table where Shimmer was lying. Aisling made a rude gesture at her sister. “Let’s get this show on the road. Time’s a-wasting, so we don’t want to fill it up with your stupid comments.”

      They crossed through her father's portal to a clearing beside a mountain. Aisling frowned at it. “Have I been here before?”

      Brianna shrugged. “Seen one hill, seen them all, pretty much.”

      Her father said, “No, you haven’t been here before, or at least not with me. This particular mountain is a little more than it seems.” He walked up to the stone face and touched a barely noticeable glyph with the fingers of the hand that bore his wand bracelet. The words of a spell wafted back to her.

      The face of the mountain shimmered for an instant. Then two tall stone doors elaborately carved with runes and images she recognized as dwarven in design replaced it. She murmured, “Nice. How did you find this place?”

      He replied, “Some research work. Wasn’t too hard once I found the right library. I figured it had to be dwarven, you see, and—”

      Brianna interrupted him. “Yeah, awesome, let’s save the long version of that story for another time.” She gestured at the opening created by a piece of one of the doors that had fallen off. “Shall we get inside?”

      The hole was big enough for them to walk through hunched over, and Aisling cast a force shield around them to guard against unexpected collapse. She couldn’t hold the heavy stone door for long, but a second might mean the difference between life and death if the mammoth rock tried to crush them.

      Inside, the space was not nearly as high as the doors had suggested, only about two stories. Every surface was dirty, and the flickering lights of the trio of fireballs they had sent to hover in midair cast strange shadows all around. The large room appeared to have been a communal area where whoever had occupied the cave had hung out, cooked, and shared their meals. Broken plates and goblets crunched underfoot as they walked through.

      She asked, “What makes you think we’ll find the magical metal here?”

      Her father’s voice echoed strangely. “I’m not sure we will. This is a starting point. It was a central forge for the dwarves when they inhabited this part of Oriceran. If they knew of it back then, there should be some evidence of that here. At least according to the books I found. Admittedly, they were old journals rather than scientific works.”

      Brianna snarked, “So, what you’re saying is this is a wild goose chase.”

      “Less ‘wild’ than, perhaps, slightly addled.”

      Aisling laughed. “Are we talking about the goose or you?” He raised a fist as if to threaten her, and she stuck her tongue out at him. “Why did they leave?”

      He pitched his voice dramatically low. “Some think they delved too deep and released dangers that should have remained unbothered.”

      They all laughed, and Brianna added, “Seriously, though.”

      He shrugged. “The books I read said they tapped out the resources, so they went seeking new mines.”

      Brianna frowned. “Why did you pick this place again?”

      “We should be able to get some information, at least. Ideally, we’ll find some of the metal, but even if we don’t, it’s a step on the path.”

      Aisling asked, “There’s no other path to take?”

      He shrugged, then waved away a cloud of dust particles that came off his shoulder. “The stuff is both precious and expensive. No one’s going to come out and say, ‘This way to the magical metal.’ So, we need to find our own path to it or do a lot of treasure hunting to persuade someone to share the knowledge.”

      Brianna replied, “I can be very persuasive.”

      Lewis smiled at his oldest daughter. “We’re talking about brains here, sweetheart. That kind of leaves you out.”

      Brianna scowled before joining Aisling and her father in laughter at the standing joke. As they moved through the space, they discovered what appeared to be sleeping chambers in the middle section. The rear held several forges.

      Aisling examined them. Based on the paths through which the metal would flow and the imprints of the molds, they had created ingots rather than finishing anything here. She asked, “Don’t dwarven craftspeople usually make the finished product near the mines?”

      Her father replied, “Sometimes. Not always. It might be they do that in their large operations, the ones we’re familiar with, and this one never got that big.”

      They found an entrance to the mine at the back of the space. The dwarves had cut a square into the ground and hewn stairs around the outside of it. They were steep and frankly alarming. The mechanism for a lift hung over it, and lines went down to attach to a wooden platform far below.

      They each had fireballs hovering in the shaft, and their glow illuminated several openings along the way. Her father said, “Looks like they’d choose a level, dig the tunnels sideways, then deposit the stuff on the lift to bring it up. Pretty logical setup, really.”

      Brianna suggested, “Uh, I think I might know what made the dwarves go away.”

      Aisling and her father turned to look at her. She asked, “What?”

      “Those giant spiders coming up the shaft toward us.”

      Aisling's head snapped down. She’d taken them for shadows, but now they were clearly in motion. Each of the ones out in front was at least twice her size. She jumped back and cast a shield around herself as the first wave surged over the lip of the shaft.
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      The first spider to come over the lip met with bursts of force magic from both of Aisling’s hands. The blast dislodged it from the edge, and it tumbled back into the shaft and out of sight. She shouted, “Take that, spider.”

      Her father and sister had chosen the same tactic, and they swept the first wave clean. While they were doing that, smaller ones reached the surface and circled behind them. Aisling retreated and tripped over one of the channels the metal flowed through. She didn’t go down, but the creatures were swarming around her feet by the time she recovered her balance.

      Their barbed legs scratched against her force shield but didn’t penetrate. She waved her arm to summon a cone of fire and slashed it across the ones in front of her. She’d expected it would disperse the spiders when it hit them, but they were undaunted. If anything, the fire attracted them since more of the creatures surged toward her.

      Aisling slammed force magic into the ground and flew to the shaft’s opposite side. After landing, she spun back to face it and snapped, “Fire is not a good idea.”

      Brianna had switched to her shillelagh after the initial defense and was swinging it almost like a golf club to send spiders flying through the air away from her. She replied, “Not a problem.”

      Her father was creating blocks of ice and freezing the spiders inside them. Aisling copied the approach with some success. Then the large ones appeared again. Four of them crawled out of the shaft at the same time. She blasted the nearest with force magic. Her magic struck it and knocked it into the air, but it only flew a short distance before the line it had attached to the ground halted its flight.

      Another charged her, and she threw herself to the side into a shoulder roll to avoid its wicked mandibles. When she came up to her feet, the hilts of her swords were in her hands. She pressed the buttons and sent bursts of magic into them to release the blades. They snaked out in time to counter the spider’s attempt to slash her with its legs.

      A quick slice, pirouette, and diagonal cut took off its first two legs. It voiced a keening shriek and shot webbing at her. The sticky fluid coated her shield but didn’t penetrate. She dispelled the protection and stepped over the residue before summoning another. The spider had disengaged and was circling toward Brianna, who was battling another of the large ones.

      One was on her father, and the fourth was charging Aisling. She shouted, “Brianna, watch out,” and turned to the one approaching her. It moved surprisingly quickly. She stabbed her swords forward to intercept it, but it used its many legs to scuttle to the side and avoid impaling itself. Its body struck her shield at an angle, and the impact knocked her backward.

      One of the swords flew from her grip, and she blasted the creature with electricity as she fell. It stopped moving as the lightning wreathed it, and Aisling momentarily hoped it would go down. However, it proved stronger than her magic and resumed its advance.

      Aisling climbed to her feet, using her sword blade for support while keeping the electricity on the spider.

      Her sister was in motion, running from the pair of giant spiders that chased her. Her father had his shillelagh in one hand and had summoned a tall shield in the other. He deliberately blocked with one in ways that allowed him to attack with the other. It was an old-school way of fighting that fit his style well.

      The idle thought that Shimmer would love this fight crossed her mind, then Aisling charged her foe again. She amped up her muscles and increased her speed with a surge of magic. When the spider tried to repeat its dodge, she was ready for it. She threw herself to the ground and held her blade out to slice its belly open as she slid underneath. She got free before it collapsed on her and shouted, “Undersides are vulnerable.”

      Aisling jumped up and charged toward the one facing her father.

      Brianna yelled, “Coming your way.”

      Aisling turned to see her sailing through the air toward her. One of the spiders shot a web and caught her in midair, sending her plummeting to the ground. Her sister used her magic again to land softly, then slashed her hand to create a force blade that severed the line.

      Aisling rushed in from behind, killed the one her father was facing, and was at Brianna's side when the final two came in together. Lewis began dealing with the smaller spiders that had been making random attacks throughout but who weren’t powerful enough to do real damage.

      Brianna called, “I’ll go high.”

      “I’ll follow your lead.” Aisling extended a hand and summoned her fallen sword from across the room. When the spiders arrived, Brianna shot up on a column of force magic. The spiders reared to intercept her, as Aisling had hoped they would. She leapt, stabbed her swords into the nearest one’s chest, and let her weight drag the weapons down to slice it open.

      When she hit the ground, she dove aside, spun, and severed the hind legs of the other spider, which fell. Her sister landed on its chest and whipped her shillelagh down to splatter its head on the stone underneath.

      They returned to Lewis and helped him finish off the small spiders. He remarked, “About time. Sometimes it’s like I have to do everything myself.”

      Brianna held her shillelagh up in front of his face. “Comments like that will result in involuntary consumption of spider brains.”

      He knocked it aside. “You’re gross.”

      Brianna laughed.

      Aisling remarked, “Down we go, I guess, unless you’re going to take Brianna up on that snack.”

      The first tunnel extended for a substantial distance from the side of the main shaft. It was low, forcing them to crouch as they moved through it. The space would have been completely dark if not for the force spheres filled with fire that bounced along the tunnel ahead of them to provide illumination. It ended so abruptly that the fireballs hit one another.

      Her father suggested, “Maybe it was exploratory, or maybe they were following a vein that played out.”

      The next several tunnels they checked, each farther down the stairs along the shaft’s perimeter, were the same. The fourth was larger and taller. Lewis observed, “This looks like it must’ve been a particularly rich one, given the extra effort they put into it.”

      Brianna commented, “I think the spiders liked it, too.” She gestured ahead. Spiderwebs showed at the limit of their light. They approached the bundles and found eggs.

      Aisling replied, “I guess the spiders are still active if nothing else in this place is. Lucky us.”

      Brianna ground out, “Exactly. Typical Keane luck.”

      Her father replied, “I have plenty of luck when you’re not around.”

      Brianna playfully scowled. “So you say. You have plenty of tall tales, old man.”

      Aisling suggested, “Let’s keep moving.” Several more tunnels offered nothing more interesting than spiders, and an equal number were empty. Finally, they reached the level of the lift. One wall held a tunnel at least twice as big as any others they’d seen but less polished, as if it had received no attention after its initial carving.

      Before they entered it, her father cautioned, “It would make sense that something happened while they were working on this one that caused them to abandon the site. We need to be extra careful.”

      They moved inside, and Brianna suggested, “Maybe they found more spiders?”

      Aisling shook her head. “I don’t see any webs or egg fragments or anything.”

      Brianna replied, “So, they found something scarier than the spiders?”

      Lewis added, “Or it’s played out.”

      Aisling countered, “You don’t think it’s played out.”

      “No. Not really.” The tunnel twisted and turned a bit as it continued. Her father remarked, “This one is longer than the others.”

      Aisling nodded. “It’s a good sign.”

      Brianna added, “But that’s not.” She pointed at a rock fall that ended the tunnel. “That doesn’t look natural. Seems like whatever they found, it caused them to block this off. Probably for the protection of anyone else who stumbled this way. Like, you know, us.”

      Her father answered, “I’m sure whatever the threat was, it’s passed.”

      Brianna replied, “Ha. Sure, it has.”

      He shrugged. “What do you think, Aisling?”

      “We’ve come this far. It would be stupid not to see what’s on the other side.”
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      Aisling and Brianna worked together to clear the rock fall while Lewis kept a careful eye on the passage behind them in case any spiders were thinking of an ambush. He brandished a shillelagh in his off hand and was ready to cast. Aisling knocked the rocks away one at a time while her sister created a force barrier around them and down the tunnel. They would be safe if the roof collapsed or the floor fell away.

      A glow entered the corridor as rocks rolled away and revealed what lay beyond. Once they removed the fall, Aisling stepped into a space that reminded her uncomfortably of the cavern beneath Stonehenge. Where that had been stone and magic, this was rock and magma. The heat was intense, and she began sweating under her armor.

      She drew her left-hand sword, flicked out the blade, and carefully advanced. Someone had strangely carved the floor at some point in the past. A central aisle with intersecting spurs created a grid-like pattern around lower rectangular spaces. Those held pools of magma that boiled and shifted within them.

      Aisling set each foot down gingerly, afraid the old structure might crumble under her weight. It felt like an enormous trap waiting to be sprung.

      Behind her, Brianna remarked, “I don’t feel good about this place.”

      Her father laughed. “Understandably. It’s hot, it smells like sulfur, and it’s filled with molten rock that would do very bad things to you if you touched it. Good to know there’s some logic in that head of yours, Bri.” His tone became more serious. “Looks as if the next cross-section leads off to a cleared area over there on the right.”

      Aisling headed in that direction and was inordinately relieved when she stepped off the narrow path onto the platform. The cavern was the work of nature rather than tools and was relatively small. Above, the roof was maybe twice the tunnel’s height but no more than that. The air shimmered with the heat. She pushed her hair out of her face and complained, “I can’t imagine working in a place like this.”

      Her father replied, “Apparently, they felt it was important to do so. They have ingot and weapon molds here.”

      Brianna asked, “You’re telling me they worked in here? They didn’t get the stuff and haul it out of here?”

      “Looks like.”

      “Crazy.”

      Aisling laughed. “If this is the environment the magical metal has to be forged in, I think Grash might reconsider his desire for it.”

      Brianna replied, “Doubtful. That man’s crazy for his work.”

      Her father called, “Something interesting here.”

      She walked to where he knelt beside a stone chest. A seam ran around it about three-fourths of the way up, but when he pushed on the top portion, it didn’t move. Aisling summoned her magic and tugged on the cover, but it refused to budge.

      Brianna laughed. “You’re both weaklings.” She shoved her shillelagh into the harness on her back and wedged her fingertips into the seam to get a grip. She pulled, her muscles straining, but failed to make it move.

      Lewis rubbed the front of it and uncovered a series of glyphs after a few minutes. Brianna read them aloud, but nothing happened.

      Aisling asked, “Do you think it’s a magical lock?”

      Her father’s head bobbed. “It would have to be. Let’s try reciting them in different orders.” He worked his way systematically through the permutations. It took ten minutes, during which Aisling had little to do but listen to his voice and look around the chamber. She noticed scorch marks on the walls and ceilings and figured that sometimes the magma must be livelier than others to have caused them.

      She pointed them out to her sister, who observed, “Weird,” then returned to watching their father. When the lid suddenly released and creaked open with the sound of stone grinding on stone, everyone peered inside. It held a small pouch and a large book. Brianna grabbed the pouch, and her father retrieved the other object.

      He rose with it held reverently and carefully opened it. The interior pages appeared to have been written in multiple hands and included diagrams of metalworking instructions. Brianna had searched the bag. She held up a piece of silvery metal with an odd sheen that glowed in rainbow hues as light from the magma struck it. “Think this is what you’re looking for?”

      Aisling grinned. “It almost has to be. I wonder if there’s more of it around.”

      A sudden snapping sound from behind, like a tree branch breaking, caused them all to spin. Things moved, silhouetted against the blaze of the magma. They looked like they were made from the stone but moved like liquid. Four legs, an oblong body, a head, and a tail that glowed orange at the top.

      “Are those cats?” Brianna sounded dumbfounded.

      Her father replied, “Yes. But they look like they’re made of cooled magma.” Aisling's eyes had locked on the tips of their tails, and she only had a moment to wonder why they glowed before the nearest flicked its tail and sent a burst of molten rock at her head.

      She yelped, snapped up a force shield, and dodged out of the way. The magma hit the wall behind her and left a scorch mark identical to the others they’d seen. The tiny bit that struck her shield burned through it almost immediately, and she dodged away from it. She snapped, “I think it’s time we were going. Shields aren’t dependable.”

      Brianna replied, “They’re between us and the exit.”

      Then they were all moving and dodging as the prowling felines flicked a barrage of tiny magma balls at them. Fortunately, only five or six of the creatures—Aisling couldn’t get an accurate count in the pulsing shadows thrown off by the molten rock in the space—had roused to meet them, and they weren’t as fast as their surface counterparts.

      Unfortunately, they seemed quite possessive about the chamber and didn’t appreciate her family’s presence. Aisling hurled a blast of force magic at the closest one to knock it into the magma. Her magic struck it without effect. “So, it’s like they’re made of rock, except they can move. Awesome.”

      Brianna tried lightning, which didn’t work either. Her father blasted one with shadow magic, which slowed it momentarily before the cat shrugged it off and flicked magma that forced her father to run.

      Aisling called, “I’m going to try to draw their attention. You two make for the exit. I’ll be with you in a second.” They didn’t argue as she tossed force blasts at each cat and yelled taunts at them. They were fickle, even in the face of attack, and it took her almost half a minute to get all of them focused on her.

      She backpedaled toward the wall as they advanced on her. Rather than trusting a simple shield, she threw out force bolts to intercept their attacks and moved as necessary to evade them. Their coordination improved as they drew closer, threatening her ability to avoid damage.

      Finally, she used force magic to propel herself up and over them. She layered shields behind her, throwing them at random to intercept the magma balls she knew would be coming after her. She landed cleanly but not as close to the exit as she’d hoped. She sacrificed a moment to solidify her balance, positioned at the intersection of four magma rectangles, then ran for the tunnel.

      Brianna stood beside the entrance, tossing magic past her, probably layering shields as she had done. When they reached the tunnel, she pushed the others back, turned, and pulled the end of the passage down in a rock fall that resembled the one they’d found. She panted. “Well, now we know why they left it like that.”

      Her father gestured with the book and shrugged off his backpack to store it. “At least we got something useful.”

      Brianna shook her head, looking back at the rocks. “Cats. Why did it have to be cats?”
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      Aisling slept in the next day but was still at Grash’s door when he opened his shop at ten a.m. He grinned at the sight of her. “Did you bring me a present?”

      She nodded and drew the bag from her pocket. “I did.”

      He led her to one of the workspaces in the rear of the building and pulled over a magnifying glass mounted on the edge. He set the metal on the table’s surface and peered through the lens at it. “Are you sure this is the stuff?”

      “Not really, since I’ve never seen it before, and it didn’t come with a label.”

      He glared at her with a raised eyebrow in response to her sarcasm, and she responded with an irritating grin.

      “We think it’s possible.” She explained what they’d gone through to get it, and he laughed at the description of the creatures that had chased them away.

      “People are always worried about dragons. For my money, cats are more dangerous. And imagine, what if it was a dragon-sized cat?” He gave a dramatic shudder. “Death personified.”

      Aisling laughed with him. “Right?” She thought back to the notion of a Kaiju-sized Shimmer. “Dragons. Cats. They’re all trouble.”

      Grash looked up again from his examination. “I can keep this?”

      Aisling nodded. “Yours. My father’s going to examine the book we got to see if it gives us any more clues about this piece or where we can find more magic metal.”

      “I’d love to look at that, too, once you’ve finished. Might be some tips or tricks on metalworking I haven’t heard before.”

      “I’ll let him know.” She bid the dwarf goodbye and returned to her family’s house to share that information, then portaled back to her apartment with Shimmer.

      Aisling showered and changed into a long skirt and a nice blouse. She slipped on sandals and portaled them to Victoria Square. As he flapped his wings to take to the sky, she called, “Have fun. Behave.”

      Shimmer laughed. “Watch out for cats. Oooh, scary cats.”

      Aisling sighed. The feline jokes would never end now. She set the annoyance aside and focused on enjoying the walk through the streets of Birmingham. She’d been in a rush to get here, but now she had twenty minutes left before her meeting time with Arthur, and she took her time to enjoy the sights and sounds of Sunday morning.

      An espresso street cart enticed her to stop, and she downed the bitter shot in a single gulp. The caffeine hit her system immediately and sped up her steps, and she arrived at the restaurant a few minutes early. Arthur was already there, dressed in a trendy navy suit with a vest and an off-white tie. He kissed her on each cheek in the European-style greeting, and they headed inside.

      He had chosen the brunch venue, and though she’d never been to this particular dining spot, she instantly saw why it appealed to him. The people around were all dressed well in classic styles that spoke of manners and money, and the place was airy and bright, even though the materials were all dark wood and gold metal. Wide, light-colored fan blades spun lazily overhead.

      The servers were all in black trousers and button-down shirts. The woman who came to take their orders had slicked-back hair that made her look like something from the nineteen twenties.

      Arthur requested, “Mimosas, of course, and the continental for two.”

      The server nodded. “Very good. Coffee or tea?”

      Arthur replied, “Tea, for me.”

      Aisling answered, “Coffee, please.”

      After the server departed, Arthur asked, “So, what do you think?”

      She smiled. “It’s fantastic, just like you.”

      He laughed and waved at her. “Flatterer. I’m so glad you could make it.”

      “I’m happy you were willing to take the time to meet with me.”

      Arthur reclined in his chair, looking pleased. “It’s always more pleasant to have brunch with someone else than by my lonesome.”

      Aisling grinned. “Handsome guy like you? I’m sure you have dates aplenty.”

      He leaned forward as if sharing a confidential secret. “Well, it is true that I am rarely unaccompanied, but still, it is a pleasure to be here with you.” The drinks arrived, and he continued. “I haven’t spoken to you since our last fitting of that gorgeous black dress. Tell me all the details.”

      She described the action at the embassy and finished, “Having a waistband and garters beneath the dress was good for when things got busy, and I had to lose the purse. But it sure would be nice if the outfit could have had hidden pockets or something.”

      He chuckled. “In a garment that tightly fitted? Hardly. Disguising the waistband was difficult enough.”

      “Still, I could’ve used more functionality in my fashion.”

      “Perhaps next time you could wear a scarf. We could theoretically make one with a tight weave, something very strong that also complemented the dress.”

      “So, a scarf for climbing. Or maybe as a large sling. What about the shoes?”

      “We can almost always add blades to shoes. Although you might have been able to use the heels of the ones you wore that night as a weapon.”

      Aisling snorted softly. “I’d probably be more effective with that than walking on them. How about hairpins that are throwing stars?”

      Arthur grinned. “Stockings. We can reinforce them, and you can use them as garrotes.” The way he said it was particularly playful, given that he was talking about killing someone.

      She laughed, then covered her mouth and looked around to see if anyone had noticed her outburst. “Explosive earrings.”

      He snickered. “A cameo that’s also a bomb.”

      “Pearls to trip people if they’re chasing you.”

      He pointed at her. “Good one. A bracelet that breaks into shards when you throw it on the ground to act as caltrops.”

      The ideas got sillier from there, and by the time their food arrived, they were both crying from laughter. They took a few moments to collect themselves while selecting from the scones, pastries, and other snacks their server had deposited in the center of the table. Finally, she remarked, “I seem to recall that we were originally planning to get together to talk about makeup.”

      Arthur nodded. “What you do normally, like this morning, is fine. You have a good sense of what to add for occasions and don’t need much for everyday wear. However, if you want to make people notice you, your eyes are the place to add some emphasis. They’re definitely your best feature.”

      Aisling made a show of looking down at herself, then back up at him. “Seriously?”

      He laughed. “All of you is lovely, but your eyes are distinctive.”

      He offered her tips on how to do it best. Finally, when they finished eating, she admitted, “That mission showed me you’re right. I don’t think I fit in very well in such a classy gathering. I need some etiquette classes. Clearly, I have more to learn about navigating those sorts of events.”

      He grinned. “I know an expert here in town. I’ll introduce you.”
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        * * *

      

      After brunch, she portaled back to her apartment and changed, then spent the early afternoon tidying up and making sure her magic kits were fully equipped. She would need to replenish some supplies soon, but it was all under control for the moment.

      When the time arrived, she and Shimmer portaled to the lawn outside the medical center where Mia’s procedure had taken place. Dr. Sands met her in the lobby and took her down to see Mia, who was in a high-tech-looking hospital bed. The infomancer’s eyes were closed, and her chest rhythmically rose and fell beneath a thin white blanket.

      Aisling asked, “How is she?”

      Sands replied, “Exactly as she should be. All indications are that the procedure was perfect and the ongoing integration is progressing well.” At a nod from Sands, one of her assistants moved to the control panel beside the bed and pressed some buttons. It took a few minutes, but then Mia’s eyes fluttered open.

      For a moment, the infomancer looked alarmed, like she didn’t know where she was. She calmed as her eyes traveled the room and finally settled on the spot where Aisling and Dr. Sands stood. Aisling smiled, and Mia returned it.

      Sands moved to the infomancer’s side and helped her to rise slowly to a sitting position. Mia’s legs and arms trembled as she moved them.

      Aisling asked, “Is that how it should be?”

      Mia’s grin was equal parts tired and excited. “Totally normal. There’s a settling-in process as the software and hardware get their act together with my wetware.”

      Sands nodded with a smile at the description. “While Mia was asleep, the software did what adaptation it could. Now it needs to integrate with her waking activities. It’ll take a day or two. Then she’ll be back to normal.”

      Shimmer replied, “As normal as she ever is.”

      Mia scowled and looked at Aisling. “Your dragon’s a jerk.”

      Aisling nodded. “I know, and that’s your fault.”

      Shimmer interrupted, “Will all this make you more effective?”

      Mia nodded. “Very much.”

      The dragon replied, “I got upgrades too, you know.”

      “But mine are better.”

      Aisling shook her head as Shimmer argued the point with her friend. Everything was back to normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jameson Hart yawned as he headed for the hotel near Heathrow Airport. Kali had provided a time, location, and the simple command to be there. He didn’t know what he was walking into but presumed it was another meeting in one of the hotel suites she liked.

      Her preference for in-person communication was stronger than anyone he’d ever worked with since leaving the SIS. While with the organization, he’d had several management types who had loved to meet. It was among the things that had motivated him to leave.

      His flight from Barcelona, where he’d headed after Stavropol, had been quick, easy, and spent in first class. He appreciated his employer’s apparent lack of concern with his spending money on luxury. She’d reimbursed everything without complaint so far.

      He crossed the faux-elegant lobby, took the elevator up to the seventh floor, and knocked on the door of room seven-oh-seven. A woman he didn’t recognize opened it. The missing guards told him it wasn’t the meeting he’d expected, and his body and mind braced for a fight in case that was what awaited him.

      When he walked down the short hall to the living space, a wizard awaited him. The man waved the arm holding his wand and opened a portal, showing an industrial-looking hallway on the far side, with a woman standing there. She had dark curls and pale skin. Jameson nodded at the wizard and stepped through.

      The woman smiled as he reached her. “Mr. Hart. Thank you for joining us and for your promptness in doing so. I’m Charlotte.”

      He shrugged. “When Kali says to be somewhere, I obey.” The portal closed behind him with a slight sizzle.

      “As do we all. Allow me to take you to your waiting room.” She gestured for him to follow and headed down the hallway. It sported undifferentiated doors on both sides.

      A short walk later, she opened one and stepped inside. He followed and entered a room with a couch, a small end table, and a large monitor mounted on the wall. “Dea Kali has asked that you wait here for her. Can I get you coffee? Tea? Something stronger?”

      Jameson smiled. “Coffee would be great.”

      “Cream?”

      “Nothing extra. Just the coffee, please.” He sat on the couch, wondering what was up.

      This didn’t match his experiences with Kali so far. The room felt strangely industrial, unlike the more comfortable, almost elegant places where he had previously met the woman. Because he had portaled here, he had no idea where “here” was. For all he knew, he was still in London. He could as easily be in Antarctica or Australia.

      His coffee arrived, and he contented himself with sipping it as he called up the news on his phone. Unfortunately, his cell had no signal. He laughed inwardly and muttered, “Antarctica it is, then.”

      The door opened again, and Kali entered with her two guards. He rose. “Dea, a pleasure, as always. How may I serve?”

      She smiled but seemed distracted. “I have need of your services today. My top-level underlings meet occasionally as a group. We will be doing so today. You’ll be able to watch the proceedings on your monitor.” She gestured at the blank screen on the wall. “Charlotte will escort you to a spot outside the room at the appropriate time and cue you when to act. When that moment arrives, I want you to step inside and kill someone. You’ll know who by what goes on.”

      He blinked in surprise but forced himself to reply as if the instruction was routine, even expected. “Of course.”

      Kali nodded over her shoulder, and her left-hand guard produced a pistol and handed it to Jameson. He extended a magazine and growled, “Do not load it until we leave.”

      Jameson returned a grim smile that he calculated would annoy the other man. “Wouldn’t think of it.” The guards were irritating, although it was probably a sign that they were doing their jobs well.

      Kali nodded. “Very good. Please enjoy yourself until the appropriate moment arrives.” She turned and left.

      He returned to his seat on the couch, sipped his coffee, and examined the weapon. Everything seemed proper, and he worked the slide to load a round in the chamber.

      Why he, in particular, was being asked to do this was unclear. He had zero doubt that either guard would be more than competent enough to kill anyone she wanted dead. Doubtless, she had ulterior motives for his involvement, probably ones that weren’t entirely to his benefit.

      Still, he’d chosen to follow her and would do so all the way. Only feeling an imminent threat to his life would cause him to back away from that commitment, and he didn’t get the sense that moment had yet arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Rajani walked to her dressing chamber after the meeting with Jameson. She preferred formal attire for council meetings and changed into a black business suit with a high collar and several silver necklaces of various lengths and pendants atop it. She added a pair of chunky silver bracelets. One contained a functioning Taser in case her guards proved inadequate to her defense. Low boots finished the look.

      Charlotte entered and announced, “Everyone is assembled.”

      Rajani nodded. “Are you confident that Hart is up to the task?”

      “I am. Are you?”

      She offered her assistant a thin smile. “As much as I am of anyone outside my inner circle these days. Matias is here?”

      Charlotte frowned at the mention of the problem from Brazil. “He is.”

      Rajani’s next smile showed satisfaction. He would receive the appropriate punishment for his excessive theft from her organization today in a way that would make the price of transgression obvious to others. He hadn’t been present the day her guards had killed Vincente Sallent. Perhaps if he had been, he would have restrained himself from exceeding his boundaries.

      It was no matter. The lesson would be good for the rest, and the lack of his services would be addition by subtraction for her organization. “Simon, are we prepared?”

      Her guard nodded. “We are, Dea.”

      “Then let us begin.” Rajani entered the Council chamber after a short walk. She paced around to her right on a path to the head of the table that would take her behind the man she was going to have killed. A deep part of her mind that spent most of its time reflecting on experiences as they happened wondered if he felt death encroaching. It assessed he was almost certainly too thickheaded for such subtlety to reach him.

      She sat in her chair with her guards standing a step behind her on either side. Charlotte took her customary position near the door to the hallway, holding a tablet. Rajani greeted, “Thank you all for coming. It has been some time since our last meeting, and I am eager to hear about your successes. Please, Paulina, begin.”

      The woman in charge of her Eastern European operations stood to give her report. One part of Rajani’s mind listened, categorizing the information and slotting it into the appropriate containers in her mind. She always reviewed the data before making any important decision, so it wasn’t vital to get every detail of the woman’s report, only that she had an overall sense of how things were going.

      Rajani selected her subordinates in a mostly random order to provide their reports. Some were arrogant. Others verged on fearful. Most were acceptably confident, at least those whose operations delivered at the expected rate.

      No one was present to represent Southern Europe since Lucia Hernandez had not fully stepped into that role. Next time, she would be present. Thinking of her made her think of Jameson, and she looked at her embezzler.

      “Matias, could you please explain the four percent of cash flow that’s missing?” Charlotte, standing behind him, left the room.

      He looked confused for a moment. Then his face paled. He began to stammer an excuse, and she raised a hand to cut him off.

      “Please. If that’s all you have, I am even less impressed with you than I was when I entered. Which is saying something.”

      Rajani looked away from him and met the eyes of a few of her other subordinates. “For those around the table who are unaware, Matias believed he could skim off the top and I wouldn’t notice. Unfortunately for him, he was rather clumsy about it, which made it impossible not to notice.”

      She gestured subtly, and her guards walked slowly around both sides of the circular table. Matias rose and backed away from them as he continued to protest his innocence. He spun and broke toward the door at the lack of response from either her or the guards.

      At that moment, it opened. Jameson Hart stepped in, lifted the pistol, and pulled the trigger three times. Matias fell with two holes in his chest discharging blood. The third in his forehead severed him from this plane of existence. Hart turned, bowed to Dea, and left the room again without a word.

      Rajani smiled at her underlings and asked another of them for a report. After the meeting, she returned to the room where Hart was waiting. He rose at her entrance. “Hopefully that was adequate, Dea.”

      “Entirely so.” She had him on video, legal proof of him committing murder. It provided her with some security, which reassured her as she implemented her decision. “Please, come with me.”

      She led him into the bunker’s small social area, where Charlotte moved to the bar, opened a bottle of champagne, and handed each of them a flute. Rajani said, “I have decided it’s time for you to take a greater role in my operations. From here on out, I intend you to be my troubleshooter. It will mean more work, and of course, more money.”

      If he was impressed, he kept it from showing on his face. “Thank you, Dea. I look forward to the opportunity.”

      “This could potentially bring you into conflict due to your relationship with Lucia Hernandez. Will that be a problem?”

      His smile was thin. “My loyalty is ultimately to you, Dea.”

      Rajani nodded. “As it should be. Now, let’s discuss the details.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Hana Ishida’s Tuesday morning had started pleasantly enough with a cup of tea and a pastry out in Victoria Square. She had watched the citizens of Birmingham and the tourists flutter back and forth like flocks of birds as they traveled through the public space.

      Then she’d passed through security, made her way to identity, and booted up her computer. One of the other identity workers was in today. They shared a few words, but both had work to do, and neither felt affection for the other.

      That had been Hana’s experience with Dragonfly overall. She’d never been one to fit in, preferring solitude since her childhood, which hadn’t served her well in becoming part of Dragonfly’s community.

      Sometimes she’d wondered if that had been the thing that prevented her from advancing beyond her current position. Her standard answer was that surely they had known what she was like when they’d hired her, so why suggest she might one day become an agent if that wasn’t possible?

      Hana irritably shoved the thought aside, as she did every time it came up. She opened her desk and withdrew a small blade and a sheet of laminate to use on the identification card she was working on. It took focus and concentration to prevent a reaction as she noticed one of her pens was out of alignment. That only happened if one opened the drawer differently than she did. It meant someone had been in her things.

      She stared across the room at the back of her coworker’s head, wondering if he, or anyone else from identity, might have innocently borrowed something from her and jostled the pen in the process. It was possible, but she couldn’t assume it was the truth given the other considerations in her life.

      It could be a coincidence, one of those things that happened sometimes. Maybe she’d done it herself. Still, the discovery set her suspicions afire and caused her to burn with the need to escape, to get away before they figured out what she’d been doing and took her to task.

      If the decision had been hers alone, she would have fled Dragonfly already. Hart had asked her to stay a little longer. Today, she’d find out how much longer that was to be. She was ready to leave the organization that hadn’t recognized her worth. Hana shut the drawer and went about her work for the next several hours, able to set her concerns aside by applying her disciplined mind to the tasks at hand.

      At eleven-thirty, she headed out for lunch as she usually did. Many days, she walked all the way home to eat there, but today her route took her to the small restaurant she visited about once a week. The woman behind the serving counter greeted her with a wave as she entered, and she smiled as she returned the gesture.

      Seated near the end of the bar was a man with stubble on his face, a large salt-and-pepper mustache, and a low hat pulled down over his eyes. He looked like someone who had overindulged the night before, an image enhanced by the mug of coffee he cradled in both hands. She sat beside him, looked forward, and muttered, “Not a bad disguise this time.”

      Jameson Hart replied, “You’re so kind.”

      The woman came over to be sure that Hana wanted the same thing as usual, and she confirmed it. The server delivered a soda shortly after, and she sipped it through a straw. “I might be being followed.”

      Hart assured her, “You aren’t.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I have a team watching.”

      That was a relief, at least. The spot in the middle of her shoulder blades tingled all the time now, sending false warnings of danger that kept her continually on edge. “Are you ready to get me out?”

      He replied, “Tomorrow.”

      “Why not right now?”

      “You could leave? Just like that?” Hart sounded doubtful.

      She paused as her salad arrived. “If I needed to, after a quick stop at my apartment.”

      He considered it, raising her hopes. “No. I need you to do one more thing. Not for me, but for a contact of mine. The reward is substantial.”

      She held in a scowl. She’d never deluded herself with the belief that Hart had her best interests in mind, and if the reward were substantial for her, he would doubtless get a percentage to make it worth the effort to convince her. “And if I don’t agree?”

      His shrug made his worn brown leather jacket creak. “I can pull you out, but you’ll be much less wealthy. Stay in, and you’ll have money to vacation for a while and the contacts to make much more when you’re ready.”

      Hana sighed inwardly. What she wanted more than anything was security, and he was describing a path to achieve it. “Fine. What do you want me to do?”

      After lunch, she headed back to the Council House. As she neared it, she received a seemingly random text on her phone that told her she was still clear of surveillance. While he didn’t have her interests front and center, Hart was at least conscientious about helping her know if she was at risk.

      Hana went to her computer and logged in as usual, then navigated to a part of the system she used fairly often. Visitors to Dragonfly needed permission to get past security. They had developed a system to easily generate temporary credentials to allow guests through the initial screening and into the side of the building that held Dragonfly’s territory.

      Those visitors couldn’t get beyond the outer lobby without someone to open the main door to their section, but the people the credentials were for weren’t concerned with that. Hana had no idea why they needed access and no desire to acquire that information. While this action didn’t put her at extreme risk on its own, it was one more item that would go on the side of the scale against her innocence if someone noticed.

      She set up the identities and the permissions with the false names that Hart had given her with an assurance that they would hold up against investigation. Tomorrow she would add the pictures and the biometrics he’d provided. No point in giving anyone who might notice the addition tonight any more information than necessary.

      Guests who needed credentials were frequent enough, and her tenure with Dragonfly was sufficiently long that she didn’t require additional approval. The only real risk was that the system, or an infomancer checking out the data, would flag it as requiring further investigation. She hit the button to send the data to the server, rolling the dice hopefully for the next-to-last time as a mole inside Dragonfly.

      Hana opened her drawer again, pulled out a blank passport, and inserted it into her printer. In addition to creating identities for the various people at Dragonfly, she’d done a few for sale on the black market and a few more for herself. None of them had been what she would call a “thick” persona. They were only to be used once or twice and disposed of before anyone decided to look more closely at them.

      Now she needed a new identity that would stand up to a harsh examination. She’d been building out identities for some time, creating real credit histories, evidence of residence at multiple locations, and so on. It was a common practice among those who worked the gray areas of identity, and partially developed ones were often available on the black market. She’d done that with the identity she was about to solidify several years before and had continued building it since then. It would almost certainly stand up against even intense inspection.

      Hana entered the data, added a recent picture of herself, and hit the print button. She created a driver’s license with the same name, then applied the appropriate year’s holographic layer to it using an adhesive transparent material and her small blade. She had what she’d need to start her post-Dragonfly life when she finished it.

      She slid the items into a lockbox in her desk, fearing security would notice if they decided to search her bag at the exit, which happened sometimes, and headed out.

      As she walked home, she thought about what would happen the next day. Hart hadn’t said how the extraction would happen. He’d told her to delay her lunch by an hour to twelve-thirty, which made her think they would grab her when she left the building. It was difficult to be so reliant on him, but he had been competent in all their other interactions so far. It wasn’t too much to expect that he would be so one more time, hopefully.

      When she entered her apartment and closed her door, she noticed that someone had tripped the telltale on the hinge again. They had been in while she was out, which meant she was probably now under audio and video surveillance, the next logical step in tightening the net of suspicion around her. It didn’t matter. Even though she’d prepared identities and a travel bag, she would leave them all behind tomorrow so she didn’t hint that anything was different.

      Hana performed her usual evening routine, which included watching some television, fixing herself a light dinner, and tidying up her apartment. She changed into her night clothes and crawled under the covers. Sleep was unlikely, given how keyed up she was, but she would pretend for whoever was on the other side of the cameras and microphones.

      It wouldn’t be long. Tomorrow, her life would finally change for the better.
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      Maslov was alone in his control room again, save the doctor, who napped in a chair behind him. He held a tablet on which a bouncing video image showed the interior of facility three’s warehouse. A small speaker carried Kira’s words.

      “As you can see, we’ve got the bolts installed.” She knelt to show him a fastener drilled into the concrete floor. Attached to it were several shiny silver chains. She held them up to display wrist cuffs, ankle cuffs, and a collar, each with a lock.

      He remarked, “Thorough.”

      She let them fall and rose, causing the camera mounted on her glasses to bounce. “We’re not taking any chances. Some of them are secret agents, after all.”

      He winced at the memory of their competence as Kira walked around the warehouse’s periphery. An abundant number of the restraint setups were placed symmetrically throughout the space, far enough apart, he presumed, that those imprisoned by them wouldn’t be able to reach one another. “And the anti-magic emitter?”

      “One is sufficient to cover the entire place. We have two that will run constantly, the primary attached to the local power grid, the backup fed by a generator we control.”

      “Good. Very good. I am reassured.”

      “I live to serve.” Her voice held a note of humor. Kira was the only person remaining who would take such a tone with him. He missed Anya terribly and was determined that Irina would not share her fate. Kira passed through a doorway, and the video showed Oleg and Golov seated on one side of the desk as she moved to the opposite side.

      The subjective view deactivated as another camera mounted on a display hung on the wall took over. His subordinates were all looking up at the screen, which showed the feed from his tablet’s camera. Maslov said, “We’re ready for whatever prisoners we can capture. Good work. Now, explain the rest of the operational details to me.”

      Kira replied, “We’ll start with an infomancy attack to take place precisely at noon. Oleg and I will be walking through security at that same time.”

      Golov took over. “Unlike our last attempt, when our goal was to get to specific and highly protected information, this time our main objective is simply to cause chaos in their systems. We will accomplish that with a less targeted, more brute-force approach. It should look to them as if we’re making another try at their records since they’ll be sensitive to that.”

      The infomancer smiled, looking pleased with himself. In Maslov’s view, infomancers were among the most egotistical people on the planet. Still, one couldn’t do without them. “In reality, we’ll be deploying programs to interfere with everything. We hope to be able to strike at the power and security systems, but if all we can access is bookkeeping, for instance, we’ll still disrupt it. Anything that pulls resources away from supporting the defense of the physical facility is worth doing.”

      Maslov nodded. “Agreed.”

      Golov smiled at the screen as if the praise had been his due. “At the same time, another one of our infomancers will hit the Council House systems. Those should be far easier to penetrate than Dragonfly’s. If we’re lucky, we’ll find shared links between the two.” He shrugged. “It’s doubtful, of course, but sometimes people are stupid.”

      Maslov frowned. “Unlikely in this case, unfortunately.”

      The other man nodded. “Anyway, our real objective, among all that other stuff, is to find the anti-magic emitter controls. If we can take those offline, we’ll have an easier time moving deeper into the facility.”

      Maslov grunted. “And while this is happening?”

      Oleg replied, “Once Kira and I are in the Council House lobby, we’ll locate an out-of-the-way place to portal people inside. If for some reason anti-magic emitters cover the entire place, which our initial reconnaissance suggests isn’t the case, Kira will hold the security doors while I create portals beyond the field. To be clear, that would be a thoroughly unexpected development. It is far more likely that our troops will arrive inside the lobby. From there, we’ll rush the Dragonfly entrance and take control of it.”

      “Where will they deploy from?”

      Kira answered, “We’re using the facility here as ingress and egress. It’s got built-in defenses, so if anything goes wrong, we’ll be able to take out any pursuers who cross over with those. Plus, it’s hardened against signal emission, so they can’t figure out where they are even if they come over.”

      Maslov replied, “This seems to jeopardize the potential long-term viability of the facility, does it not?”

      Kira shrugged slightly. “It is a risk, though not a large one. This offers us the best security for the operation available in our shortened timetable.”

      Maslov wanted to argue but knew there was no reason to. It was only his nerves compelling him to talk. “Okay. What happens after you’re inside?”

      Kira replied, “Oleg and I will head to the detention area to recover Irina. A different team will find Hart’s contact and retrieve her. From there, both teams will move down to the transport floor to portal out unless it’s faster to reach the Council House proper.”

      “And our resources for this operation?”

      Kira replied, “Four infiltration teams. Each has one magical and four soldiers. Oleg and I will also have four soldiers with us. A reserve team with two magicals and four soldiers will hold the Council House entrance and lobby. We’ll also have a team here, although their focus will be securing the prisoners we bring through.”

      Maslov frowned. “Do you think that’s enough?”

      “It’s what we have.”

      He drummed the fingers of his free hand on the arm of his chair. “Even after calling in all of our debts?”

      Kira nodded. “We lost a lot of bodies in Belarus. It’s been difficult to replace them. It takes a while to find people with the right blend of loyalty and open-mindedness.”

      He chuckled at her euphemism for criminal activity. “Very well. If you say that’s the situation, I trust you. But I have a thought.”

      “Yes?”

      “What are your plans to deal with the inevitable law enforcement or military response to the incursion? The Council House is a public space, after all.”

      “The reserve team should be able to handle it.”

      Maslov shook his head. “While I don’t doubt you, I think this is a potential weak link in your plan. Contact Hart. Have him arrange a distraction in the square when an external response arrives. It’s his backyard, more or less. I’m sure he’ll know the groups to activate. Promise whatever is appropriate.”

      Kira nodded. “Very well. Anything else?”

      Maslov shook his head. “Only that you be sure everyone has a camera, so I can watch. We will be fully active here in support of your mission. Ensure that I have a magical who knows how to get to the facility in case my presence is necessary.” If they captured the witch, he wanted her to see him as soon as possible so she’d know the hell that awaited her.

      Kira nodded sharply. “Excellent. Consider it done.”
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        * * *

      

      Jameson Hart frowned at his phone as it rang from an unknown number. He hit the button to connect. “Hello?”

      A female voice he recognized replied, “Greetings, Mr. Hart.”

      “I didn’t expect to hear from you again until after the thing.”

      “You’ve arranged what we need?”

      He nodded, then remembered she couldn’t see him. “Yes. Should have no problems with security.”

      “Very good.”

      “You plan to extract my contact?”

      “Yes. But there’s something more we need you to do.”

      Jameson chuckled. “So, it’s not just a social call. Here I thought we were well on our way to marriage.”

      The woman laughed, an unexpectedly joyous sound. “You are a funny man, Mr. Hart. No, not that. There will undoubtedly be a response from local authorities to an emergency at the Council House. We’d like you to give them something else to think about out in the square.”

      He let out a low whistle. “That’s a bold move.”

      “Is that a no?”

      He considered the question. “It’s a maybe. What are you offering me in return?”

      She sounded pleased. “An ongoing retainer from our organization and opportunities for additional work.”

      The money would be good, but a position further inside the organization would be better since it would serve Kali’s needs as well. “All right. We’ll discuss the details afterward. I’ll expect my commission for my contact to hit before the event, though.”

      “It will arrive within the hour.”

      “Okay. You’ll have your distraction.”

      “A pleasure, Mr. Hart.” She clicked off.

      He immediately hit the buttons to reach Kali. Her assistant’s voice answered. “Yes?”

      “I need to speak to her briefly.”

      “Stand by.”

      A moment later, Kali’s voice ordered, “Go ahead.”

      Jameson reported, “I’ve been asked to create a distraction for Apocalypse’s next operation. I’ve agreed, which will give me more status with them. I wanted to check in and make sure that accorded with your wishes.”

      “It does. Thank you for checking.” The line went dead.

      Jameson shook his head at the screen, wondering why everyone in Kali’s organization was so abrupt on the phone, then dredged his memory for the right people to call to create a little chaos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Kira found it odd to be dressed like a tourist in boots, cargo pants, and a T-shirt while on the way to attack a secret spy agency. Beside her, Oleg was probably thinking much the same, although his expression suggested he wasn’t as eager for the event as she was. His garish shirt, covered with brightly colored birds, was an assault on the eyes.

      She kept her face carefully neutral to hide her anticipation. Irina would be free in very little time, which was the first step to making things right for Maslov, something she dearly wanted to do.

      When she judged the moment had arrived, she announced, “Thirty seconds. Check in.” They were keeping radio chatter to an absolute minimum and would do so throughout the mission, but this was essential.

      From his assigned position in facility three, where he waited to oversee the dispatch of troops and the reception of prisoners, Anatoly replied, “Ready.”

      The infomancer, Golov, was inside the bunker, on a different floor from the boss. He’d been working uninterrupted for more than a day to prepare for the attack. He reported, “Good to go here.”

      Maslov, overseeing it all from the bunker’s operations room, sounded satisfied as he gave the order. “Execute.”

      She suppressed the grin of anticipation that wanted to break out of her control and told her companion, “Just keep cool, and we’re home free. Easy as pie.”

      Oleg snorted, but it sounded more amused than anxious, which meant the comment had served its purpose. “Strange thing to say when we haven’t even started.”

      “They’re all busily working away as if it’s a normal day. We have total surprise on our side. Not to mention our gremlin in the gears.” She angled toward the rightmost set of guards that controlled access to Dragonfly. They wore uniforms like police, without bulletproof vests, and lacked anything larger than sidearms.

      One of them met her eyes and nodded at a handprint reader that stood before the sensor arch. She placed her palm on it and focused on keeping her breathing steady, and her face relaxed. A moment later, a light on the top of the device glowed.

      “Go on through.” The guard sounded bored.

      The Council House’s lobby was large and relatively empty. To the left lay the public areas and the city offices. To the right, Dragonfly was beyond an unmarked door of frosted glass. As Oleg reached her side, he gave the hand signal that confirmed no anti-magic field was in effect. Things could not be going any better, short of Dragonfly destroying itself before they got to the task.

      She spotted a sign pointing down a small hallway with icons for restrooms and lockers on it, nodded toward it, and said in a light tone, “Let’s make a quick stop first.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia snapped upright in her chair as the system intrusion alarm went off. She’d returned to work the day before and had been working on code revisions to address a slight signal slowdown in her new exoskeleton. It was most likely a product of the fact that two were operative at the moment, but that would be the case for at least another week, so she needed to fix it.

      As usual, she’d been logged into Dragonfly’s defensive network while she worked. At the alarm, she sent an alert to Thomas Scott, who was also logged into the system, and to Oliver Overby, who currently wasn’t. Both were standard procedure actions.

      Mia called up her reception room and materialized as her cyberpunk avatar, which had a vibrant version of her exoskeleton, spiked neon hair, and a pistol at her belt. Several other useful weapons and gadgets lay under her skin as well.

      She used a system backdoor to step directly into the control room. The screens showed enemy forces rampaging through the second level of the office building simulation. They were moving fast if the alarm had gone off at the first intrusion.

      She ran to the elevator and took it to the appropriate floor, not wanting to risk a backdoor transit with enemies in the space.

      Mia bolted out shooting as the doors parted, confident that the enemy bots would be no more dangerous than the last ones she’d faced. It was an assumption that the attackers were the same as last time, but until proven false she would treat it as true.

      The system’s automated programs were already responding in the guise of uniformed guards, and gunfire filled the space as they fought against familiar-looking robots that increased her confidence it was a return visit from the enemy.

      She walked through without breaking stride and dispatched several enemies along the way. Her gun clicked empty before she reached the back area of the four-room floor, and she smoothly replaced the magazine with hardly a lull in her shooting.

      Thomas was in his futuristic gunslinger outfit with its white shirt, black trousers, and shiny black boots. He caught up to her as she entered the last room. Once again, a quartet of robots, larger and visually more advanced than the rest, stood in the corner building something that looked like the device that had allowed them to punch through the system’s defenses the last time they’d attacked.

      Mia took several shots at them, but glimmering shields manifested to intercept her bullets. Unlike their previous encounter, when two had broken off to defend, all four continued to work. She took a few more unsuccessful shots and remarked, “Pretty uncreative, really. They could have at least switched it up a little, if only for our entertainment.”

      Thomas replied, “Shall we show them our surprise, then?”

      She chuckled. “Oh, we definitely should.” He waved, and the simulation that surrounded them changed. Something that resembled a wave passing through water rippled across the solid surfaces. Where it passed, unpainted concrete replaced the office building simulation.

      After the earlier attack, they’d rebuilt their defenses based on the model of a military bunker and substantially stiffened the system’s security. Four robot heads turned toward them simultaneously, and Mia smiled sweetly at them. “Do you like what we’ve done with the place?”

      Two turned back to the equipment, and the others started shooting. Mia ducked behind a nearby column as Thomas laughed. “I don’t think they like you.”

      “Good. I don’t like them either. Let’s send them back to where they came from.”
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        * * *

      

      The hallway was narrower than she would have preferred, but otherwise, it was perfect for their needs. Kira stood near its mouth to block the line of sight while Oleg opened a portal to facility three. They’d spent hours planning the incursion to maximize deployment speed, and a look over her shoulder revealed that the people on the other side were arranged exactly as they should be.

      The first through was a reserve team member who carried Kira’s gear. She left her position as the second through moved forward to guard against a response from the building’s defenders and took her weapons belt from the first one. He held her armor while she buckled the belt on, then assisted her in donning the bulletproof vest. More troops flooded in as she did so, and shouts of alarm came from the lobby as they moved into it.

      She accepted the glasses that would provide her tactical feed and supply video and sound back to Maslov and put them on. The four soldiers who would accompany her and Oleg had arrived and stood between them and the lobby while the other teams continued to move out of the hallway. The initial shouts of alarm had multiplied by the time Kira made it out of the hallway.

      Her soldiers had captured the security at the door without killing any of them, ejected the nearest civilians, and locked the doors. One was putting zip ties on those guards while the reserve unit set up to defend the lobby. Others ran to flank the doorway that led to Dragonfly territory.

      After checking to be sure her pistols were loaded, she accepted a rifle from one of the soldiers and walked toward the frosted glass door. She announced, “Entry secure. Reserve team in place. All forces present. Initiating phase two.”

      At a gesture, one of the men flanking the door opened it for her. She stepped inside and smiled at the two women behind the curved reception desk. She barked, “Hands up,” and emphasized the command by lifting her rifle barrel.

      Both obeyed instantly. A security alarm had probably been accessible to them on the desk, and she hoped the suddenness of the entry had prevented them from pressing it. Their incursion wouldn’t go unremarked for much longer, but she’d take every second she could get.

      She gestured with her weapon. “Back away from the desk.” Behind her, one of the teams moved to the security door on the far side of the room and started lining it with detonation cord.

      Oleg announced, “Field is up.”

      Kira replied, “As expected.” She smiled at the women again. “I don’t suppose either of you knows how to turn the anti-magic emitters off, do you?”

      They both shook their heads. Their expressions had changed from shock to fear.

      “Didn’t think so. These men will take you out to the lobby. Don’t worry. We won’t harm you as part of our little visit to your headquarters.” She didn’t mention that they would detain them and her promise was worth exactly zero if they failed to answer questions.

      Once they exited, Kira and her troops followed them into the lobby. A soldier held up a detonator like a question. She nodded sharply. “Blow it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The video feed on Maslov’s monitor shook at the explosion, and the sound of the detonation charged him with excitement. The display at the front of the room showed feeds from different cameras in separate boxes, which he controlled from his tablet. He had a double-sized one locked on Kira.

      The rest showed the lead soldier from each team and the magicals. Backups were preset should any of them fall to ensure he wouldn’t lose track of the various units as they worked toward their separate objectives.

      He didn’t intend to intervene in the operation unless it became necessary. He trusted Kira, and to a lesser extent, Oleg. The plan they’d all worked out together was a good one. Soon, worst case, he would have Irina back with him. A more reasonable expectation was that Dragonfly would also cease to be a potential opponent, with the loss of at least a good portion of their personnel and, hopefully, their facility.

      The next best outcome involved getting his hands on the organization’s leaders so he could extract revenge for the irritation they’d caused him. In the best case, the one he hoped for down to the base of his soul, he would have the witch who had burned him in chains, where she would spend a long time begging for mercy before he tired of causing her pain.

      His grin widened as the first team ran through the wrecked security doors and into the staircase that linked the Dragonfly levels together. His day of revenge was at hand, and he would enjoy every second of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Alarms jolted Hana as they shrieked the intrusion warning through the facility. She realized her extraction wouldn’t happen outside the building as she’d expected. It would be far too great a coincidence for this to be a breach unrelated to her, given the timing and the requests she’d fulfilled. Her coworker bolted upright. “What’s going on? What should we do?”

      She remained seated and pulled open the drawer in her desk that held her lockbox, keeping her eyes on him so he wouldn’t notice what she was doing. “Remain calm. Wait quietly. Security will protect us. It’s probably only a drill, anyway.”

      Hana punched the code into the top of the lockbox, and it popped open. She withdrew her new identity papers and tucked them in the inner pocket of her suit jacket. Then she lifted the Taser out, glanced down briefly to be sure it had sufficient charge, and set it in her lap. She shut the lockbox’s lid and quietly slid the drawer closed again.

      Next, she called up the personnel management program on her computer for the second time that day. Upon arriving that morning, she’d added photos and biometrics to the guest passes she’d created the day before. A man and a woman, otherwise unremarkable.

      Now, she upgraded their permissions, setting the two new identities to administrative status. The change would allow them to bypass virtually every lock inside the facility. She sent the command, followed her advice, and sat quietly with one of the hands in her lap gripping the Taser’s butt.

      Her new life was at hand. Now it was only a question of waiting and hoping her coworker didn’t do anything stupid that got her killed before she could identify herself.
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        * * *

      

      As she moved through the security door, Kira detailed a unit to hold their position in the space beyond it. They would guard against anyone coming from the other Dragonfly area across the public gallery and up some stairs. The leaders would be there, and by not charging toward them immediately, she was rolling the dice on whether they would attempt to flee.

      If they had magical support and the ability to control the anti-magic field there, the speed with which the teams reached them wouldn’t matter. Preventing their escape in that situation would be impossible.

      However, her people had the areas of non-magical egress locked down, including someone watching the supposedly secret back doors that Hart’s contact had told them about, so they wouldn’t get out that way. According to their diagrams, anyone trying to assist them would face one of her teams first.

      Besides, that was the third objective. She needed to deal with the primary ones before she worried about that.

      She ran downstairs and walked into the first airlock she came to. Her handprint gave her access, and she set one of several small memory chips that had come with her belt on the computer terminal on the opposite side. The device interacted with the system, and the airlock shifted into free access mode. She grinned at the result. Hart’s mole was worth every penny they were going to pay her.

      Kira ordered, “One team inside. The rest of you, with me.” She charged down the stairs toward the next level.
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        * * *

      

      Mia had rushed out of cover to get a good angle on her foe, and her shots should have hit the robot ahead of her. Instead, it dodged to the side, raised its arms, and fired a barrage of laser bolts at her. She allowed herself to fall to her left, out of the way of the attack, and into the shelter of a desk.

      Her safety endured for only a moment before laser blasts struck it and knocked it back into her. She shouted a curse. “They’re upgraded. Move faster, hit harder than last time.”

      Thomas replied, “I think they’re infomancers.”

      Her pistol clicked empty as she fired it blindly while running to cover behind a pillar in the center of the room. She ejected the magazine and rammed in a new one. “Any suggestions?”

      “Both of us go after yours.”

      “Deal. Go.”

      She spun out from behind the column and fired at their shared target. His return fire struck true. Her avatar’s body armor glowed as it dissipated the kinetic energy and absorbed the rest. It didn’t hit like one of the routine bots would have, and she frowned at the evidence that Thomas was right. Shields flickered into place one after the next to deflect the bullets she sent at it and the blaster fire from Thomas’s position.

      It fired additional shots at her and her partner between its defensive efforts. Thomas was backpedaling to avoid attacks from the second robot while the pair in the corner kept working on their construction project.

      She barked, “Grenade,” and threw an incendiary. One of the two in the back turned, fired a burst of air from his palm, and redirected the grenade toward her. It hit the floor a couple of feet away but didn’t go off as its proximity sensors prevented it from harming her.

      She kicked it toward the robot she was fighting, and it detonated at his feet. Unfortunately, he’d slapped a shield over it that protected him from damage. Mia snarled, “Okay, these people officially suck.”

      Thomas responded with a dark laugh. “Next plan?”

      “You keep shooting. I’ll get better weapons.” A sprint carried her into the elevator room, which was free of combatants, where she opened a back door in the system. She stepped through it into the armory, strapped a rifle across her chest, grabbed a drum shotgun, and snagged another rifle for Thomas. She closed it behind her and ran out to the main room.

      As she arrived, the device in the far corner emitted a high-pitched whine and a column of energy that slammed through the ceiling above it. Broken pieces of concrete rained down, but the robots’ shields kept them protected. She fired the shotgun one-handed to no effect as all four ran to the hole and leapt up.

      Thomas bit off a curse and ran toward the opening. Mia did the same and handed him the extra rifle. A moment before, she’d gotten the report of the physical incursion into the base. “This is a serious attack.”

      He nodded as he spun the rifle into a proper grip. “Disaster protocol?”

      “I think so.”

      Glyphs flashed in her visual field as Thomas invoked the scripted set of programs that were their emergency failsafe. Essential sections of the system would be cut off from the rest by physical interdiction, becoming purely local so the enemy infomancers couldn’t use them. Backups would be initiated and transmitted to an off-site facility using a hardline buried during the construction of the building to ensure they wouldn’t lose data. Top-level phones would buzz with the warning that they had invoked the plan.

      Had there been time, they would have sought permission from Keller or Lind. The fact that they hadn’t would warn the recipients that something serious was going down if they were somehow still unaware.

      With that all in process, Mia urged, “Let’s go kick their faces in.”
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        * * *

      

      The alarms penetrated the hearing protection Aisling wore. She jerked as she fired a shot into the target down range, missing the silhouette entirely, and her pistol clicked empty. She ripped off the heavy earphones and looked around. The others on the training floor had stopped at the sound of the alarm, as shocked as she was, but now lurched into frenetic motion.

      Her comm didn’t give her useful information beyond an automated message warning of a physical intrusion into the facility. She wondered why it wasn’t providing more as she headed for the weapons locker, but most of her mind was already racing ahead to figure out how to respond.

      Heinrich Bauer was behind the counter, and he handed her a bulletproof vest as she laid the empty pistol on the counter. She shrugged it on, fastened the Velcro straps, and accepted a rifle from him.

      She asked, “What’s going on?”

      His expression was calm but angry. “Don’t know anything other than the automated breach warning. No other communication.”

      She checked the weapon over and put its strap over her head. “That’s weird, right?”

      He nodded. “I think so. Could be jamming, or maybe something’s haywire in the system.”

      “What should I do?”

      He shrugged as he put the strap of another rifle over his head. “Find the bad guys. Shoot them. Until someone gives us a more coherent plan than that, rely on the classics.”

      She managed a dark laugh. “Improvising is what I’m best at.”

      Beside her, Shimmer retorted, “It’s not, though.”

      She waved at him as she ran for the staircase leading upward. “Shut it. Let’s go kick our unwanted guests, whoever they are, to the curb.”
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        * * *

      

      Victoria had locked her work up as soon as the alarm started and put in her earpiece since that was the standard protocol in the investigation department. Neither the system nor her comm gave specific instructions, so she didn’t know where to go from there. Dragonfly had several evacuation plans for the facility, depending on the threat, and the system should have been giving her information on which one to choose. Unfortunately, all it provided was a hissing sound that hurt her head.

      She headed for the airlock, planning to go up toward the lobby and see what was happening. Her momentum stopped, then reversed, as people she didn’t recognize came down the stairs. One of them, a woman with black hair, a bulletproof vest, and a rifle in her hands, stepped into the airlock. Victoria smiled at the knowledge that the woman would be trapped, and her immobility would keep Victoria safe since no one else could get past her.

      Unexpectedly, the airlock slid open with a whirr. Victoria’s mouth fell open in surprise as the woman raised the rifle at her face and calmly instructed, “Don’t resist, and you won’t be hurt.” The threat held her long enough for a man who’d entered behind the woman to grab her.

      They directed her toward the stairs, forcing her to walk fast to keep up. She stumbled, and instead of waiting, they carried her until she got her feet back underneath her. She looked over her shoulder at the other woman, who smiled. “Don’t worry. They won’t hurt you. We’ll chat later.”

      The brunette headed for the stairs leading down while her captors dragged her up toward an unknown fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Maslov smiled as he watched the attack unfold. The team in the lobby had dealt with one attempt by guards from the Council House to take them out. Those men’s bodies lay on the floor, bleeding onto the tiles. They weren’t Dragonfly so they had no value as captives. His people wouldn’t go out of their way to kill bystanders but couldn’t allow a threat to remain.

      Multiple prisoners had already been portaled back to the new facility, and he chided himself for not thinking to ensure someone there was feeding a signal back to him. It was better for operational security that the facility remained dark with its filters up to ensure no signals in or out. The only communication was through the portals. It was the smart plan. Still, he would like to be able to see.

      His doctor came to his chair and fussed with the flow of medicines. Maslov almost cursed at him, but then a pleasant warmth counteracted the pain he only now realized he’d been feeling. He focused his attention on Kira as she headed down the stairs, each moment bringing her closer to rescuing Irina.
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        * * *

      

      Mia leaned into the area below the hole in the ceiling. It went up several floors, just like the time before. No enemies were visible. She sent a command into the system, and a few seconds later, a flight of fist-sized drones flew up after the enemy infomancers.

      When they encountered no traps, Mia fired a line upward. The spike at the end stuck into the ceiling high above, and the motor attached to her belt pulled her up. Thomas landed at her side as her boots hit the floor at the top level of the breach, wearing a jetpack.

      One of the robots stood before them, doing something to the large room’s far wall. It spun and fired a wave of laser bolts at them. Mia dove to the right as Thomas hit the floor and returned fire. Shields shimmered around the robot, and she varied her shots to get past them, putting shotgun rounds high, low, and in between. None penetrated its defense.

      Mia suddenly realized what was making her spine crawl with the feeling that something wasn’t right. She checked her sensor feed and snapped, “The other three aren’t here. They must be on the floors below.”

      “Bloody hell. You or me?”

      She turned and ran for the hole. “Me.” She leapt across and down, planted her feet on the far wall after crossing through the opening, and pushed off. The thrust carried her over the hole in the floor below so she only descended one level, and she landed in a shoulder roll.

      Laser blasts struck her immediately, but her body armor dealt with them. A small winking light at the corner of her vision warned her it couldn’t take too much more. The absorption capacity needed to rebuild over time, which meant it would be a good idea to avoid getting shot again.

      As if to deliberately reject that advice, Mia surged to her feet and charged the robot, moving in darts and sprints to evade the incoming fire. She stuck her pistol under its chin and pulled the trigger when she reached it. The shots met another shield, and its arm smashed into her shoulders from behind to crush her against its chest.

      Its defense failed to detect the real threat. A blade extended from her left arm as she drew it back, and she stabbed the point into the machine’s left side below where ribs would be on a human. The robot stiffened, and she twisted her torso to wrench the blade horizontally across its body. It sparked, then froze. When she pulled the trigger again, no shield stopped the shotgun from blowing its head apart.

      She lifted her leg and kicked the robot to force it off her sword. It tipped backward and fell as the blade retracted into her forearm. “Take that, scumbag. One down.” She tossed the spent shotgun to the floor.

      Thomas replied, “Two down.”

      Mia turned and raced for the hole in the floor. “Let’s go find the others. I don’t know why they split up, but I don’t like it.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira had opened multiple areas on her way down the stairs to allow the other teams to move in. She regretted the lost time, but it was logical, and Irina had already waited so long that a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt. By the time she reached the detention area, only she, Oleg, and their four escorts remained of the assault group.

      The airlock took an extra second to release, a moment that stretched as Kira thought that if it didn’t open, she would be inside the unit while her team breached it with explosives. Fortunately, the credentials she’d received worked here, and the front panel slid away.

      The guard on the opposite side pointed his rifle at her but looked confused. He made the mistake of telling her to stop, probably thinking she belonged there if she had clearance to get through the airlock.

      She raised her left hand and responded in her most reasonable tone, “Whoa, okay, hold up now.” Her right hand drew her pistol. She fired it from the hip and hit him with four of the six remaining rounds.

      Kira switched magazines, then ran to the cell at the back of the room. She’d already seen Irina’s face in its small window. She placed her hand on the pad beside the door, but it failed to open. Presumably the guard would have a key on him, but that, too, might be offline. She gestured at the door and ordered, “Blow it.”

      Irina backed away as the soldiers went to work. Moments later, a series of pops wrenched the door off its hinges. Irina ran out and hugged her. Kira returned the embrace. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Irina stepped back. She wore slippers and a one-piece jumpsuit in an unpleasant shade of orange. Her hair was matted and stuck out all over the place. None of that appeared to bother her as she knelt and retrieved the guard’s pistol. “Hell no. Let’s get some payback before we leave.”

      Kira shook her head. “Others will handle that. The boss wants you back, safe and sound.”

      “The hell others will. We’ll handle it.”

      “He’s going to be ticked. At both of us.”

      Irina shrugged. “Tell him I threatened you.”

      Kira laughed and tapped her glasses. “He’s watching.”

      Irina waved. “Hi, boss. I’m threatening her, just for the record.”

      Kira’s face hurt from grinning. “Missed you.”

      Irina gave her a one-armed hug. “Where to?”

      “Well, if you insist on staying, let’s behead Dragonfly.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in his bunker, Maslov considered ordering them to stop and escape. He wanted Irina safe more than almost anything. Still, he understood why she didn’t want to run. She felt the need for revenge too.

      His pain was physical and hers psychological, but both left scars. He had to let her be who she was if she was going to heal from the experience. Besides, he wanted the Dragonfly leaders as much as they did.

      He eliminated most of the windows on the screen and made the feed from Kira’s glasses the primary image. If they returned safely, he’d yell at them then and enjoy doing it. For now, he would think only good things and send them every bit of energy and hope for success that he could.
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        * * *

      

      A woman appeared, passed through the airlock, did something to lock it open, then vanished. Hana and her coworker had exchanged glances. Both were on their feet but hadn’t moved as the sounds of the fighting outside froze them both in place. He was visibly scared. She was excited, hopefully not visibly.

      When another group stormed into identity, her colleague raised his hands and stammered something that sounded pathetic. Hana stepped up behind him and fired her Taser into his back. He shuddered and fell to the floor in a decidedly satisfying way. A young-looking man from the invading group pointed a wand at her. “You’re Hana?”

      She nodded. “And you’re my ride out of here.”

      He smiled. “That I am.” He turned to the men who accompanied him and pointed at the one on the floor. “Bring him. Let’s go.” Hana ran forward and fell in line behind him as he headed for the stairs leading up.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling charged up the stairs, doing her best to keep silent, although Shimmer’s metal claws beside her reduced the usefulness of that attempt. At a sound from above, she shrank back against the wall and pointed her weapon forward. The dragon leaned against the railing on the opposite side. Together, they waited.

      They didn’t have to wait long. The first person to come into view looked like a soldier. He was in all-black fatigues, with a bulletproof vest and a helmet. Unfortunately for him, his rifle was pointed at the floor. Hers wasn’t. Quick pulses of the trigger put rounds into his thighs without her having to do more to aim than twitch the barrel.

      He yelled as he fell, and she snapped, “Go.” Shimmer ran forward in a metallic blur, his claws audibly digging into the metal of the stairs. Gunfire struck him as he rounded the corner, with Aisling a few steps behind. She lost sight of him briefly, and when he returned to her view, he was in mid-leap with his claws slicing across the neck of another soldier.

      The third person she saw was different. The wand in his hand signaled that he was a wizard. With the anti-magic emitters activated, he was limited to the pistol he carried in the other one. His panicked round went wide. Hers didn’t, and the headshot dropped him.

      Two soldiers remained. She eliminated one with the remaining bullets in her magazine while Shimmer took care of the other.

      Only the one she’d shot first was alive in that group. She went down to him, grabbed him by the throat, and growled, “Who are you people?”

      He laughed, blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, and he passed out without responding. She released him, took his rifle, and scavenged extra magazines from the other soldiers.

      Shimmer asked, “What now?”

      She readied the weapon and gestured up the stairs with it. “We keep going.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Maslov had his eyes on Kira’s feed as she crossed the public gallery to the executive suite. Irina was beside her and frequently wound up in the picture. She’d acquired a bulletproof vest from somewhere, thankfully. Seeing them together made him feel as positive as he had since the battle.

      That feeling lasted only moments before watching another of his teams get taken out banished it. He’d been focused on Kira, so he had to rewind the cameras to see which team he’d lost. He bit off a curse as he spotted the witch who’d hurt him alongside the mechanical companion he’d thought his people had destroyed.

      He activated his comm connection to the infiltration units. “Resistance from below. Be careful. Capture the red-haired witch alive, if possible, but do not let her get up to the main floor.”

      Kira asked, “Do you want me to go deal with her, boss?”

      He did. He so very much did. Instead, he pushed the desire away for Irina’s safety since she would insist on accompanying Kira. “No. Continue as you are. Find the leaders, then get out. Don’t even think about going down there.”

      Her voice made clear that she’d understood his disapproval at not bringing Irina straight back, which he’d forgotten to hide. “Affirmative. As quick as we can.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia’s avatar landed cleanly on the next level down. Strangely, the robot there didn’t fire right away. Instead, the other avatar rippled and reformed itself, becoming a cyborg with a mostly metal body and a human head. He smiled at her. “You again.”

      Mia scowled. “Wasn’t getting beaten down once enough for you?”

      He laughed. “As if. You barely ejected us from the system last time. This round, we’ll get every piece of information you’re trying to hide.”

      She snarled, “Not likely.”

      He raised an arm and four projectiles shot out from above his wrist. She dove to the side to evade them, but the tiny missiles curved in midair as they tracked her. Each one blasted her farther away from him until she fell into the hole he and his friends had created.

      She slammed into the floor with a breath-stealing thump and concrete dust filled the surrounding air. She groaned, called in a few choice curses on his family for generations to come, then forced herself to her feet and shot her line back up into the ceiling.

      She was surprised he wasn’t waiting for her when she swung onto his level. Instead, he was busy ripping chunks out of the back wall as if he could break through to the data he wanted behind it. He spun at the sound of boots landing, but her bullets struck him anyway. Most ricocheted off his metal body with no effect save the one that carved a long bloody line along his cheek and over his ear.

      Rather than being angry, he laughed at her again. “Is that all you’ve got?”

      Mia smiled. “It really isn’t.” She pointed at him, and a panel popped up on her forearm. Tiny spheres shot out at him. Their magnets pulled them toward his body, and although he tried to brush them away, the steady stream quickly covered his legs. He raised his arms to counterattack, and she triggered the spheres.

      They detonated, destroying his legs from mid-thigh down. The rest of him landed on the floor, sparking and shuddering. She stepped over him and looked down with a mocking, sad face. “Aww. Who’s the loser now?”

      He smiled. “You are. You and your whole organization.”

      An alarm blared through her senses, one she’d never heard outside of tests before but instantly recognized as her physical proximity failsafe. She slammed back into her meat body in the real world and looked around in a panic. A soldier stood in the doorway with his right arm back to throw the grenade in his hand.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling charged into the investigation area. She’d heard explosions from above and below while she dashed up the stairs but hadn’t encountered any more enemies. It was probable that one or more teams like the one she’d faced were somewhere behind her. She’d locked on the idea of getting to her former workstation to find out what was going on and in doing so, protecting Victoria. Unfortunately, the airlock had been open when she’d arrived, and Victoria was missing.

      Her earpiece buzzed and hissed, with the occasional sound of frantic voices, but nothing intelligible came across. Whatever the opposing force was doing to it, it was effective. A creeping horror slid up her spine as she realized she’d run past Mia’s floor since her mind had focused on this one.

      Aisling turned to go and find her other friend, then stopped herself. She forced down the wave of guilt that filled her stomach with bile and headed over to her former workstation. She hit the buttons to log in to the system and called up the security displays. They showed her cameras from several locations, mainly hallways, although the lobby, the public gallery, and the transportation room also had them.

      The latter was empty, the magicals who worked there likely having wisely retreated to the equipping rooms if they hadn’t already fled. The lobby was full of enemy troops, and she could see open portals, but not where they led. Dragonfly personnel were being forced through them, and her body twitched involuntarily toward the exit.

      Before she moved away, a group moving toward the door that led to Franz Keller’s office caught her eye. Everything in her wanted to check on Mia or rush out to the lobby to ensure they didn’t have Victoria. She couldn’t. Her duty was clear. What she could do was hedge her bets. “Shimmer. Go check on Mia. Then, if she’s safe, look for Victoria in the lobby.”

      The dragon nodded. “What will you be doing?”

      “Hunting.”
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer ran for the staircase ahead of Aisling. He went down, and she went up. He didn’t like leaving her to her own devices, given her danger-prone nature, but her strategy was sound. They had people to take care of, ones who weren’t as good at taking care of themselves as he and Aisling were.

      He wondered what had happened to Victoria and hoped she’d been out to lunch when things started. At least they hadn’t found her body in there, which was what he’d feared most at the time. If she’d been taken, it meant she was still alive.

      His newly improved hearing picked up the sound of voices and footsteps from below, between him and the infomancer floor. He leapt into the air, flapped several times to gain speed, then banked and spun quickly at the switchback. The soldiers had arranged themselves the same way as the others. The unit formed a straight line. Two men with rifles led the way, a magical stayed in the middle, and two more rifles were behind. It was almost too easy.

      He slashed his talons at the eyes of the first one as he passed, and the man shrieked and fell backward on the others. Shimmer landed at the bottom of their stairs, spun, and raked his claws across the heels of the closest to slice through his Achilles' tendons. That one also fell screaming. Part of the medical information Mia had provided was a thorough grounding in anatomy. Now, he knew exactly where to strike for maximum effect, and he regretted not having asked for the data before.

      However, sometimes precision wasn’t the best choice. He reared as the remaining attackers turned to face him and released a wave of fire onto them. He held it until his canister read half-full. When it stopped, his five enemies were ablaze. Only one was still conscious, screaming and thrashing. He considered staying to ensure they didn’t get back up, but he had other priorities. He spun and flew toward Mia’s office, another floor down.
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        * * *

      

      Hana reached the lobby behind her escorts and stared open-mouthed at the organized chaos around her. Their attackers were shoving people she recognized as Dragonfly personnel through portals to some other location. Her coworkers were in two lines, with enough soldiers to control them. Several recognized her and gave her a misdirected look of shared suffering.

      She shook her head in amazement. The alarms going off had signaled an attack, so this wasn’t a complete surprise. She hadn’t anticipated this level of commitment to Dragonfly’s destruction. The organization’s defenses seemed to have failed it. Doubtless, the upgraded access she’d given the attackers had been part of that, but it was still surprising.

      The magical in her group sighed. “So much better. I hate anti-magic emitters.”

      A siren from outside, muffled by the glass that separated the lobby from Victoria Square, hit Hana’s ears. The events inside the building had attracted interest, and a bunch of people were watching from beyond the lobby windows. None moved to help, though. She laughed inwardly, knowing they wouldn’t understand what was happening or how to help, even if they wanted to.

      A deeper part of her reveled in the knowledge that she was partly to blame for what had happened to Dragonfly. She felt no remorse about it. She’d tried to do things the right way, but that hadn’t gotten her anywhere.

      The wizard at her side announced, “Time to go,” and created another portal. Through it, she saw a street she recognized on Crete, where she’d spend the next few weeks recuperating.

      Hana nodded, thanked him, and stepped through the rift to begin her new, post-Dragonfly life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia’s mind raced almost as fast as it did when she was inside her computer system. The man in the doorway wore black fatigues and carried a rifle strapped across his chest. He was not Dragonfly personnel.

      The physical intrusion warning scratching at the back of her brain while she fought the virtual invaders was a real, imminent danger. Never before had anyone violated her space or triggered her failsafe alarm. Still, like in most things, she’d planned for the worst.

      She lifted her right hand, which was nearest the door, with her palm rotated outward. The soldier would see her exoskeleton against her skin where it rose from her wrist to the middle of her palm before splitting out to each of her fingers. He would perhaps notice how it glowed for a fraction of a second as the capacitors along the newly installed equipment triggered in sequence to send a cascade of energy down her arm.

      It exploded from her hand in a forked blast of lightning that struck the man. He stiffened from the charge, and his face registered surprise as the grenade fell from his grip. To her, it seemed as if it was all happening in slow motion. The guard’s head tilted down, his shock replaced by terror as he processed the danger. Mia wrenched herself to the side, away from the door, attempting to fall in the opposite direction so her chair might provide whatever modest protection it could.

      The grenade hit the floor and bounced. Her brain noted the useless fact that it wasn’t an impact fuse the moment before the grenade went off. Things sped up into real-time at the detonation. Shrapnel shredded the man and stabbed into the walls and doors nearest him.

      Mia didn’t fall completely out of the way and took a blizzard of cuts from the shrapnel that flew in her direction. None of them was deep, thankfully, and none struck anything important. She hit the floor and stayed there for a moment as her brain whirled.

      She wrenched herself around and peered over her fallen chair. The soldier was down and had seemingly been alone. Mia rose, pressed the simultaneous ten-key-combination that would activate the demolition charge in her portion of the computer system, and headed for the door.
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer darted down the stairs and reached the infomancer level in hardly any time. He’d heard an explosion, which his systems identified as a fragmentation grenade, and feared the worst. Then he saw Mia moving, climbing unsteadily up from the floor. His audio sensors also detected other misplaced sounds, and he spun toward them.

      A man in a black uniform had pressed a rectangular device to the door handle at the other end of the hallway from Mia's office. It went off with a bang and a discharge of gunpowder fumes. The soldier kicked the door open. As Shimmer ran toward him, he spotted Thomas Scott, the other infomancer on duty, frantically scrambling to get out of the way beyond the man.

      As the black-suited figure raised his rifle, Shimmer leapt and slammed into him from behind. The man went down on his face as his finger tightened on the trigger and sent several shots into the wall on the way down. Shimmer leapt again and came down on the man’s head, smashing it into the floor. He repeated the process three more times until the figure stopped moving.

      Thomas stuttered, “Thank you.”

      Shimmer replied, “My pleasure.”

      The infomancer gagged upon seeing what he’d done to the soldier. “Did it have to be that bloody?”

      Shimmer tilted his head. “Should I have given him another chance to kill you?”

      Thomas gulped and turned even paler. “No.”

      “Good. You’re thinking logically. Let’s retrieve Mia and get moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Maslov examined the screen again, making sure that what he thought he’d seen was accurate. Then he activated his comm in a one-to-one connection. “Kira. The witch is coming up behind you, probably to protect the leaders. Be careful.”

      She replied, “Affirmative,” and he switched his comm channel to the general address.

      “This is Maslov. A threat exists in the gallery. A witch. One team from the lobby, move to intercept her.” He watched the cameras in satisfaction as four soldiers and two magicals gathered and ran toward the gallery. He continued, “Stop her without killing her if you can, but if you’re in danger, do what you must.”

      As all-encompassing as his desire for revenge on the woman had been, he suddenly cared more about having Kira and Irina back with him. Dragonfly would be broken in any case. If he had to sacrifice his vendetta to have his people safely at his side, it was a small price to pay.
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        * * *

      

      Jameson Hart stood on the roof of a tall building about a block and a half away from the Birmingham Council House. He’d climbed up before the start of the operation and had watched the activity in the lobby through the magnifying function of his display glasses. It wasn’t the same as being there, but it was pleasurable nonetheless.

      A small headset microphone ran down to his mouth from his right ear, connected by a burner cell to the people he’d hired to create a distraction in the square at the appropriate moment. The sirens in the distance told him it was time to get them started. He laughed out loud. “Can’t have the authorities coming to crash the party.”

      He pressed the connection button on the phone, and a man’s voice answered, “I’m here.”

      “Light it up.”

      “Disco Inferno it is.” The other man sounded excited and enthusiastic.

      Jameson focused his glasses on the square and made internal bets on where the disruption would begin. It started on the side farthest away from the Council House and nearest his position. Someone started pushing and shoving, curses and threats followed, and suddenly the altercation turned into a general melee that pulled in the people gathered nearby.

      The square wasn’t as full as he would’ve liked. Instead of one solid mass filling it, several groups were present, and together, they only occupied about two-thirds of the space. It would be enough. When the police arrived, they would see tourists and civilians in danger. It would force them to act in defense of public safety before dealing with the goings-on inside the Council House.

      Another fight began a distance away from the first, on the right-hand side from his vantage point. That escalation was only a small step and made little impact on the overall picture. Then the firebombs started.

      He had left the tactical choices of how to create the disruption to the people he’d hired—it was something they were experts at. Hart had specified a need for fire, though. He’d also told them not to use it on the Council House without his instruction. It wouldn’t be good to interfere with Apocalypse’s operation.

      Instead, they threw their flaming projectiles at nearby buildings, breaking windows and starting fires inside them. The sight of the flames drove the square further into chaos, and groups ran into each other in their panic, which caused the fighting to spread. Jameson smiled. It was always rewarding when an assignment one took as business turned out to be such a pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling skidded to a stop in the middle of the public gallery as shouts came from her left. The stomping footsteps that accompanied them gave her sufficient warning to bring her rifle up in time to greet whatever danger was inbound. As the first soldier appeared, she fired at him, then cursed as her stolen rifle jammed. She dove behind an exhibit of intertwined metal sculptures and worked to free the jam as bullets struck the surrounding metal.

      In a complete reversal of the traditional Keane luck, the anti-magic emitters that protected the base deactivated, filling her with a surge of magic. She spent some on increasing her speed and strength as she scrambled to her feet, then charged toward the next chamber in the area. The gallery itself was several rooms, and she was quite familiar with the various ways through them, having been summoned to Keller’s office many times. She hoped her enemies would know it less well and split up to corral her.

      That hope was dashed as Aisling turned a corner and encountered six invaders. Her mind quickly categorized them: four soldiers, two wizards. The former had rifles, and the latter had wands. She grabbed a heavy wooden etching off the wall with her telekinesis and positioned it between her and her enemies barely in time to absorb the first round of bullets they fired.

      She built her magic before using it to thrust the heavy, double-door-sized object at them. It slammed into the front pair of soldiers and knocked them down. The others scattered to avoid getting caught in the attack. Aisling ran to her right to evade whatever magic the wizards might throw and reached out with both hands, recalling a trick played on her in the past. The magazines fell away from the soldiers’ rifles as she used her telekinesis to activate the releases.

      They goggled at her as their ammunition containers clattered on the tile floor, then reached for reloads. The magicals’ attacks struck her shield, which she’d snapped up automatically as soon as the magic had returned, and failed to penetrate. She barked a command and one of the charms on her left-hand wand bracelet activated to cover her in a shadow shield.

      The stored spell wouldn’t last long, but while it did, she could focus more of her energy on offense. Aisling summoned lightning with both hands and dispatched it at the wizards. They each snapped up shields in defense, so she shifted her aim and dragged the lightning to the reloading soldiers. Unfortunately, the wizards protected them as well.

      Aisling shook her head. “Bad move, bozos. You’ll wish you’d accepted unconsciousness.” She reached toward a nearby display and pulled a single decorative stone from it. It landed in her hand, and she whipped the arm forward in a sidearm throw aimed at the wizard on the left. She simultaneously activated the kinetic charm Grash had gifted her.

      The projectile flew out of her grip faster than a bullet. The magical had no time to react, although even if he’d strengthened his shield, it probably wouldn’t have stopped the stone. It struck him on the right side of his chest and exploded out his back. Blood flew, and he fell.

      Aisling hadn’t taken the time to watch the results of her handiwork. She was already in motion toward the soldiers, figuring the remaining magical would focus on his defense and leave them vulnerable. She slammed one of the two with a burst of force magic that sent him flying up and backward to slam into the wall at almost ceiling height.

      He dropped the eight feet to the floor. He made an effort at the end to break his fall, but his head hit the tile and removed him from the fight.

      The other soldier got to experience her anger and frustration up close. She ran at him, leapt, and delivered a roundhouse kick that spun him into a cartwheel. He slammed into the magical, who backpedaled but kept his balance. The wizard fired magical attacks at her as she stomped toward him, and she shrugged off each with bursts of her magic.

      They traded magical attacks and defenses until Aisling reached him. She delivered four magically enhanced punches, the last an uppercut to his jaw. The blows staggered him despite his force shield and left him completely unprepared when she spun into a sweep and cut his legs out from beneath him. His head hit the floor, and she landed a fist in his face a moment later.

      Aisling rose, grabbed the wand that had fallen from his hand, and broke it. She did the same with the other wizard’s wand as she ran back to where she’d left her rifle. She cleared the jam and headed for the stairs toward Franz Keller’s office when a sudden sound made her spin.

      Lance raised his empty hands. “Whoa, we’re on your side.” Annika, next to him, had her pistol pointed at the floor.

      Aisling jogged to them, handed the rifle to Lance, and warned, “They’re after Keller.”

      Annika replied, “Then let’s go save the Dragon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kira opened the door to the Dragonfly leader’s outer office and motioned for a soldier to precede her in. A gun barked as soon as the man crossed the threshold, and he staggered forward and fell with one hand pressed against his neck.

      Oleg rushed through and waved his wand as Kira followed. The woman who had fired the pistol, who looked like somebody’s grandmother, flew backward to slam into the nearest wall. She hit the floor with a cry of pain, then went silent.

      Irina stepped into the room and laughed. “Guess magic is working again.”

      Oleg nodded. “It came back a couple of moments ago. Probably better for the defenders than for us, all things considered.”

      Kira moved to the cabinets and rifled through them. She ordered, “Let’s do a quick search. See if you can find anything worth taking.” She pointed at two of the three unwounded soldiers. “You two stand outside the door and greet our friendly neighborhood witch when she arrives.”

      Maslov’s warning that the witch was on her way had set a finite timetable on the operation, but she was confident that either her soldiers or Oleg could handle at least slowing her down. They had a moment to search before dealing with the man they hoped was still beyond that door.

      Irina asked, “Are you looking for something in particular?”

      Kira replied, “Operation information. Personnel files. Transcripts of meetings. Especially records of other facilities. Anything that will help us find Dragonflies who aren’t caught up in today’s sweep and get rid of them.”

      Irina chuckled. “Dragonflies. I like that.”

      “Soon to be extinct.” Kira instructed the last soldier, “Check to see if the inner door is unlocked, but don’t go inside.”

      A moment later, the man reported, “No joy. And it feels heavier than average.”

      Oleg looked over and met her eyes, and Kira nodded. Irina said brightly, “It’s so lovely having magical support. Make that door go away if you would be so kind.”
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        * * *

      

      Jameson had refocused on the lobby, peering through the windows to watch the Apocalypse people as they sent the captured Dragonfly workers through portals. He had a moment’s regret at what might await them on the other side. The SIS had taught him that the spy business had rules, and agents were expected to play by them.

      Unfortunately, outside of the largest agencies, such rules were routinely ignored. Apocalypse, in particular, struck him as a bunch who didn’t give a moment’s thought to the niceties of the espionage game. He hoped that the lower-level captives, at least, would find their way to freedom.

      As the black-clad attackers pushed the last Dragonfly person through, he grinned with satisfaction. He activated his phone connection with the leader of the troublemakers in the square and reported, “The Council House is now open for business.”

      His contact didn’t reply, but he heard increased shouting below as the man gave his commands. The people who were fighting broke away from their conflicts, and the ones who had been firebombing the streets around the square did the same. They headed as a mass toward the Council House. When they got close enough, Molotov cocktails arced through the air, sailed through the already broken windows, and set the building aflame.

      Jameson felt a keen pleasure as he watched furniture, curtains, and every other kind of thing catch fire. Apocalypse hadn’t asked for this development, and if they inquired, he’d tell them the people he’d hired had gotten out of hand. No one else needed to know that this act was his revenge on those who had caused him so much trouble.

      He crowed, “Burn, baby, burn,” then headed for the fire escape and the magical who waited a few blocks away to portal him back to Barcelona. Tonight, he would celebrate.
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        * * *

      

      Mia snarled under her breath as fire alarms joined the general cacophony of alerts. She’d initially started leading Thomas and Shimmer up toward the lobby but turned at the new warning. “If there’s a fire, it most likely would’ve started above us. Let’s make our way down to transportation.” She moved in that direction, and the others followed as she passed them.

      Thomas asked, “Do you think anyone will still be down there?”

      “I’m sure of it. Protocols exist for situations like this. At least one person will be, probably hiding. There’s a safe room in the back of the equipping area.”

      Shimmer retorted, “It doesn’t seem like the defenses worked very well.”

      Mia replied, “You’re not wrong. I think the infomancers did more damage than we guessed. Plus, they probably caught us when some personnel were out at lunch.”

      Thomas growled, “I’d like to know how they got in.”

      Mia stopped on the landing. “Did you hear that?”

      Shimmer replied, “I did. Stay behind me.” The dragon crouched and almost crawled down the stairs ahead of them. At the bottom, he peeked around the corner. His voice was low as he reported, “Thermal imaging shows two below, on different levels. I’ll take them out.”

      Mia replied, “We’ll be right behind you, buddy.”
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer decided that on this occasion, aggression was the right call. He ran at full speed down the stairs toward the enemies he’d identified. He leapt on the first one with his claws extended. All four struck him in the torso, and Shimmer ripped in and down. The man’s bulletproof vest was no match for Shimmer’s claws, and he fell backward, already dying from the attack’s trauma.

      Shimmer continued down the stairs. His thermal vision showed only one more enemy standing between them and the transportation floor. The thought that perhaps he should try to take whoever it was alive flickered through his mind, but the fact that he was escorting infomancers, not soldiers, argued against it.

      Bullets struck him as he charged but failed to penetrate his armor. He breathed fire on the man, who fell, screeched, then passed out. He waited there while Thomas and Mia passed him.

      When they reached the transportation floor, he turned to leave. Mia urged, “No, Shimmer, stay with us.”

      “Aisling needs me.”

      Mia countered, “Aisling needs you to be safe. She can take care of herself. But all your backups were in the base’s system. If you get killed or severely damaged, I won’t be able to bring you back.”

      He hesitated, seeing the logic in both arguments. Mia added, “We’ve all lost so much today. We can’t afford to lose you, too, buddy.”

      He nodded. “Okay. But I’m telling Aisling this is your fault.”

      Mia smacked his head as she walked toward the equipping room. “I can live with that.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira stood aside as Oleg blasted the door from its hinges. The heavy wooden barrier fell into the office, and the fact that it didn’t fly into it told her exactly how heavy it was. She followed Irina inside as a pistol discharged. The bullet from Franz Keller’s gun went into the ceiling when Oleg yanked the weapon from his hand as he squeezed the trigger.

      Irina sauntered forward and smiled at him. “Remember me?” She shot him in the leg. Keller collapsed with a yell. “That’s only the smallest bit of what awaits you.”

      Kira shook her head. “Simply couldn’t resist, could you?”

      Her partner waved it off. “He won’t bleed out before we get them back.”

      A burst of gunfire came from beyond the room, followed by the loud thumps of close combat. Kira and Irina plastered themselves against the walls flanking the door, crouching low to present a small target. Oleg crouched behind the desk. Their remaining soldier grabbed Keller, yanked him to his feet, and positioned him as a shield.

      The witch dashed through the doorway to the outer office and dove to the side as Kira leaned out further and shot at her. Oleg called, “Time to leave.”

      She turned and saw the guard dragging Keller toward a portal a few feet behind them. Irina ordered, “Go,” and jumped through. With a glance back and a growl of regret, Kira followed.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling had been forced to evade fire as she’d entered Sophie’s office. The sight of Keller’s assistant slumped on the floor unconscious filled her with rage. She popped back up and rushed for the door. Between her bulletproof vest and her shields, she should be able to break through and make a difference. She raised her arms to cover her face as she charged.

      She’d expected gunshots to intercept her before she reached the room but made it unchallenged. Inside, she saw a portal through which two invaders had already passed. A wounded soldier was on the floor crawling toward it, and a wizard and another soldier were in the room, the latter hiding behind Keller.

      Aisling blasted them all with lightning, covering them with electricity until they fell. She turned toward the portal in time to see one of the women step out, level a gun, and pull the trigger. Another shot echoed immediately after as Lance fired and caught the woman in the shoulder. She fell back through the portal, which closed as the magical passed out.

      Aisling waited for the blossoming pain indicating she’d been shot, but it didn’t arrive. She looked around in surprise. Keller had a neat hole in his forehead. He was gone. Annika and Lance ran into the room, and the woman who had recruited Aisling into Dragonfly let out a string of curses at the sight of their fallen boss.

      Aisling started to ask a question. Then a sudden shudder ran through the building. The floor underneath them began to move, and sounds of cracking and breaking came from all around. Annika said, “The generator level must’ve blown.”

      Aisling snapped, “Outer room,” and dashed into it behind Lance and Annika. She opened a portal, and while the others sprinted through, she used her telekinesis to pull Sophie into her arms. Then she charged across the boundary between here and there as well. Dust and debris followed them through the portal until it closed.

      Aisling knelt, laid Sophie on the ground, then fell back on the grass of the clearing near Stonehenge and focused on breathing. They’d escaped, but how many hadn’t? What of those who had been taken? Even though they’d gotten away, it was no kind of victory.

      She expanded her magical senses, hoping to detect Shimmer, even though he was doubtless too far away for her to sense him, wherever he’d been when the building collapsed. The thought that she might have lost her companion twisted her insides until her eyes leaked tears.

      She might have stayed that way forever if Annika hadn’t kicked her leg. Aisling angrily opened her eyes.

      Her boss scolded, “Get up, Keane. No time to rest. There’s work to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Maslov walked slowly through the back rooms of facility three. It was the first time he’d left the bunker since his injury, which made everything feel that much more dangerous. His body was fatigued, and he used his walking stick for its intended purpose. It caused his progress to sound odd to him, the step-click counterpoint to his normal footfall unfamiliar and unwelcome.

      Irina’s shoulder wound had been cleaned and bandaged, and she walked one step behind on his left. Kira, who had come out of the battle with only superficial cuts and scratches, was on his right. Two guards with rifles paced ahead of him, and another pair trailed his party. Finally, a magical walked at his side, the one who had brought him here from the bunker. There would have been two, but Oleg hadn’t made it out of Dragonfly before the building had collapsed.

      He’d watched the news reports in the aftermath of the attack and had thoroughly enjoyed the destruction his people had caused. Knowing that the organization’s leader was dead and their base had fallen in upon itself made him feel as good as he’d felt since the battle. He’d still hoped for the red-haired witch to fall into his hands since he’d wanted to take his time to ensure she felt as much pain as she’d caused him.

      The chances were good that she hadn’t escaped the building alive. If she had, she would be irrelevant, in no position to act against him. If she were foolish enough to make herself relevant in the future, that would be one more opportunity to capture her and indulge his desire for revenge.

      He heard the prisoners before they emerged into the warehouse and saw them. His teams had captured over two dozen Dragonfly people during the operation. All were locked up in the silver chains, and most of his remaining soldiers were detailed to manage them.

      Maslov walked around the periphery at a safe distance and examined his captives. Some were still defiant. Others had collapsed in tears or were blank-faced, seemingly disconnected from their current reality. At least half appeared to be office workers or other administrative personnel rather than potential agents.

      At the back corner of the room, he stopped and gazed at them, thinking. After several minutes, Kira asked, “What should we do with them?”

      Maslov replied, “First, sort them. The ones we can identify as ordinary workers, simple staff, you should debrief and release them. By portal, far away from here, of course. They pose no threat to us.”

      Kira nodded. “And the others?”

      “Those who are agents and above, perhaps we can find people willing to pay for them after we fully sift them and retrieve all the information they have to give us.”

      Irina growled, “Not Dragonfly.”

      Maslov laughed. It was an answer he was happy to give. “No, not Dragonfly. Dragonfly is headless and homeless. At least in the short term, Dragonfly no longer exists in any practical sense.”

      He’d been looking over the captives and spotted someone he recognized from the information they’d bought on Dragonfly. “That one is Blackwood. What happened to his legs?” The man had bandages wrapped around both thighs.

      Irina shrugged. “He tried to evade capture. Our soldiers shot him. He didn’t resist after that.”

      Maslov shook his head. “Foolish man. Let’s bring him into the back room for a chat.”
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        * * *

      

      From the clearing, Aisling had first taken Sophie to a hospital in Birmingham and checked her in. She’d retrieved the others, and they’d portaled to a spot near Victoria Square. They had walked close enough to see what had happened to the building, but no closer. Whoever had attacked the base would almost certainly have people nearby to intercept Dragonfly agents returning to the site.

      After staring for several minutes at the building that had been their home, Annika asked Aisling to portal them as near the London city center as she could get. Once there, an autonomous taxi took them to a different part of the city. They exited the vehicle and Annika led them on a journey that crossed back on itself several times to detect surveillance.

      They found none, and finally, Annika took them to the door of a three-floor condominium in a row of identical buildings. Aisling remarked upon the fact that the Dragonfly safe house was in London, only a few miles from SIS headquarters. Annika managed a dark chuckle. “Where better to hide than right under their noses?”

      The door had a keypad instead of a lock and a screen for biometric access. Annika put a code in the door, then pressed her finger against the pad. A light flashed on the top of it, drawing a frown. “Someone’s already in there.” Lance had ditched his rifle since it would be a little obvious on the streets of London, but Annika still had her pistol.

      Aisling volunteered, “I’ll lead.”

      Annika shook her head and countered, “Anti-magic inside. I’ll lead.” She put in another code and the door unlocked.

      Aisling stayed close behind the other woman, and as soon as she crossed the threshold, she heard a familiar scraping sound of metal on wood. Shimmer appeared around the corner, and she knelt and hugged him. She’d been worried when she hadn’t felt him in Birmingham but had tried not to be overwhelmed with worry.

      Mia and Thomas Scott were both in the room Shimmer had left. She let the dragon go and hugged each of them, as well. Maria Fischer walked in from the back, holstering her weapon, and everyone exchanged greetings.

      Aisling told Shimmer, “I was so worried about you. I couldn’t detect you.”

      Annika replied, “Anti-magic and anti-emissions in here. This place is basically a huge vault.”

      After catching each other up with how they’d made it to the safe house, they all moved into the dining room. Lance headed into the adjacent kitchen and pulled together a pasta dinner for everyone while the rest took seats.

      Annika reported, “Okay. Here’s what I know for sure. Franz Keller is gone.” Faces fell at that revelation, and Aisling realized that she would miss the old man, too. “That makes me the new head of Dragonfly. Keller kept me up to date on all the appropriate knowledge, and I have all the relevant accesses. I’ll be making Lance and Will my lieutenants.”

      Maria asked, “Why two?”

      Annika replied, “Because they’ll likely still have to be out in the field. We’ll need a backup in case one is killed or captured.”

      Shimmer observed, “Lance is danger-prone.”

      Annika managed a small smile at the levity. “So he is.”

      Lance called from the kitchen, “Aisling's fault.”

      She leaned her chair back enough to see him past Maria on her right, stuck her tongue out, and countered, “Your fault, Mister Fancy Senior Agent.”

      Annika continued, “Sophie Girard was injured. We dropped her off at a hospital in Birmingham. She has family there, and our enemies probably won’t know who she is or bother looking for her. I think she’s safe.”

      Maria asked, “Do we know who else got out?”

      Annika shook her head. “Not yet. But we will. What I need now is to know what you all know about what happened.”

      Mia replied, “The infomancer incursion that started right around the same time had to be part of it. That’s a likely explanation for why the anti-magic emitters went down, and the safety systems on the utility floors were suspended.”

      Annika frowned. “How could that happen? I thought our defenses were solid.”

      Thomas replied, “They were. We had recently made them even more so. Before I got dumped from the system, I discovered the enemy infomancers had guest credentials with admin access.”

      Annika snarled, “The mole.”

      Thomas nodded. “Yes. Had to be.”

      “Do we know who it is?”

      Mia shook her head. “Once our systems here are fully updated, we’ll pull the logs from the real-time backup and find out for you. We initiated the clean backup per our emergency procedures. Someone will have to go with me to retrieve the drives.”

      Aisling volunteered. “Count me in.”

      Maria asked, “So, where do we go from here?”

      Annika answered, “The first order of business is to see who’s left. The ones who know about this place will come here if they can. Those who don’t know about it or can’t make it here will probably go to their homes or to family. Do we have an extended contact list?”

      Lance yelled from the kitchen, “We do.”

      Aisling tapped her fingernail on the table. “The invaders were taking people away by portal when I saw them on the cameras. If we contact their families and they’re not there, everyone will freak out.”

      Annika frowned. “That’s probably true, and we don’t want it getting out there that any part of Dragonfly is still functional. So, we’ll check primary locations for now and maybe some distant surveillance on family residences with drones or something. Maria and I can handle the primary locations with the help of the transportation folks. Thomas, you’ll stay here with Lance.” The infomancer nodded.

      Aisling asked, “Then what? What’s the plan?”

      Annika smiled. “Once we have everyone accounted for and everything in place, we’ll get to work on figuring out who did this to us and paying them back double, with interest.”
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      Aisling’s and Mia’s first stop was at Victoria’s apartment building to see if she’d made it back. The outer door presented no obstacle to her magic, but no one responded to her knock. She considered breaking in, but if her friend was there, she would have answered. Just like if she could answer her phone, she would have replied to Aisling's texts. Her worry about Victoria continued unabated.

      Next, they went to the infomancer’s apartment, where Mia grabbed a sack full of clothes and changed into jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. Aisling had portaled back earlier while Mia was getting ready to retrieve her stuff and Shimmer’s charging platform.

      As they walked the streets of Birmingham with Mia in the lead, Aisling asked, “How is the new exoskeleton working out?”

      Mia turned toward her with a grin. “Good. Really good. Shimmer tell you?”

      Aisling raised an eyebrow. “He might’ve mentioned something.” The dragon was back at the safe house as an additional layer of defense if their enemies should somehow trace it. No one thought it likely, but none of them would have believed they could lose their headquarters to an attacker, either.

      Mia laughed. “The electrical blast is one of the new built-in features. It doesn’t have many shots before I have to refill the capacitors. I’m not, like, the Terminator or anything.”

      “So, you plug in? Like a toaster?”

      Mia looked upward as if speaking to Aisling was a chore that was on the verge of breaking her. “Exactly that. The exoskeleton’s main batteries are always charging wirelessly. I have base stations at work, in my place, pretty much everywhere I regularly am, plus a kit to use normal power when I’m away from home. There’s one of those at the backup site, which is why I didn’t grab the one from my apartment.”

      Embracing the subject change, Aisling asked, “What is it we’re going to get there again?”

      “We’ve got a standard backup program that runs all the time to copy our servers over to another set. That way, if the primary should fail, the backup will kick in. Unfortunately, those might have been infiltrated by our enemies. We’ve still got a copy of them we’ll use to check the activity logs and see if we can find our mole.”

      She punctuated her speech with quick gestures as if the knowledge had a component she could only share through body language. “We can’t use that possibly corrupted software going forward. I triggered an off-site backup of the system as it was several days before the attack. It’s a special fallback that runs by hardline from the facility. It’s impossible to intercept unless you physically went in and spliced into the cable.”

      “You’re sure that whatever allowed the enemy infomancers to breach our security isn’t in that copy?”

      Mia’s voice turned angry. “Mostly sure. The danger of the system catching a false entry increases the longer it’s in there. It was likely only inserted a day or so before the attack.” The infomancer’s face darkened in a scowl.

      “A spy on the inside explains why they were so powerful. If they had access to a set of guest credentials, it would give them a head start on everything inside the system. Probably the whole time we were fighting them, they were breaking the algorithm for the credentials so they could use them without biometrics. I’m going to rip apart whoever did this to us with my bare hands.”

      “Your exoskeleton can do that?”

      Mia laughed darkly. “Not exactly. But it does have substantially more body control functionality than the last one did.”

      Eventually, Mia stopped at an apartment building. She punched a code into the keypad, and the door buzzed. They stepped into a small entryway with another locked door in front of them. When the one behind closed, the cover of a second keypad slid up, and Mia entered another string of numbers. Aisling chuckled. “An airlock, huh?”

      “You go with what works.”

      Some of her frustration entered her voice as Aisling replied, “Except when it doesn’t.”

      “You can help me rip the people apart when we find them.”

      “Deal.”

      They walked up three flights of stairs and ended at a door that looked like all the others. Mia took a key from a chain around her neck, put it in the lock, and held it there. She didn’t turn it, but a moment later, the door unlocked.

      Mia held up the key for her to see the circuitry printed on it. “It’s biometric and electronic. This lock can’t be picked. It requires physical niches that line up perfectly and the proper code, which changes each minute.”

      Aisling murmured, “Nice.”

      Mia opened the door. “Thanks. I designed it.”

      Lights came on throughout the apartment as Mia closed the door and used the key to lock it again. It was a small place, with one large room inside the entrance, a modest kitchenette, and a hallway Aisling imagined led to a bedroom and a bathroom.

      Plastic crates and cardboard boxes packed the main room. It was organized chaos, but chaos all the same since the dimensions of the containers were mostly dissimilar.

      Aisling gestured at their surroundings. “What’s up with all this? Certainly not computer backups.”

      “Thomas and I decided to do this a couple of years ago. Whenever some piece of equipment got outmoded and replaced, we brought it here, along with a little help from transportation.”

      Aisling opened a small case and discovered a revolver inside. She lifted it out and spun the cylinder, which worked perfectly. The weapon was pristine, possibly never fired, and she wondered why someone had junked it. “That was smart.”

      Mia scowled. “Well, since everyone will blame us for losing the base, maybe this is a step in the right direction.”

      Aisling returned the revolver and closed the case. “No one will blame you.”

      Mia waved as she moved toward a narrow door. “They already are. It’s fine.” She opened the closet, which revealed a stack of server equipment, extracted a pair of hard drive arrays, and slotted two more in.

      She brought the backups over and set them in the corner of the room. “Let’s figure out what you want to take back in this first load. Then we can open a portal and get to moving stuff.”

      It took them a half-hour to do a superficial triage. Now that Aisling knew the location, she could always return later to get more. She opened a portal to the one part of the safe house that allowed it, a corner of an upper room, walked through, and called down for the others to help move boxes.

      Annika came up, walked through the portal, and looked around. “What’s all this?” Mia explained, and Annika grinned with something like actual pleasure, the first such expression Aisling had seen her wear since Keller had been shot. “The infomancers are all getting raises.”

      Mia asked, “Do we even have any money?”

      Annika smiled wider. “Dragonfly was set up around the time of World War I, when people discovered that everything they thought was permanent about the world, wasn’t. We have resources stashed away everywhere, like you’ve done with this apartment. It will take time to bring it all together. We might be down right now, but we are far from out of the fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Maslov had spent several hours at the facility, indulging himself in questioning the agent, Will Blackwell, and another man who’d worked in the identity department. The agent had resisted, as expected, and the other man had broken quickly, also as expected. Unfortunately, he had nothing useful to share.

      “Basically, an idiot,” Kira had observed. He hadn’t been able to argue with the assessment, especially after the revelation that his coworker had Tased him in the back, leading to his capture.

      Now, back in his operations room and hooked up to his supply of medicines and painkillers, he felt good about everything that had happened. Kira was still at facility three conducting interrogations, by her choice, and probably would be for some time. The faster they got the information, the more valuable it would be. As word got out that Dragonfly had fallen, material from and about the organization would be less useful to potential buyers.

      Irina was with him, the outcome he’d hoped for most. Her time as a captive had made her harder-edged and quicker to anger, and if her behavior so far continued, more ruthless. He could easily say the same thing about himself since the battle. He asked, “What did they do to you?”

      Her voice was flat. “When I woke up, I was attached to tubes and needles. I must’ve been injured during the fight. I don’t remember it.

      “They weren’t bad to me. They kept me locked up, messed with my sleep, and caused me to lose track of time. The usual head games. But no particular physical violence.”

      A small frown crossed her face. “I think I remember a magical that could tell if I was lying or not, or at least that’s what they said he could do.”

      He saw her shrug out of the corner of his eye. “I didn’t give them anything useful. They knew about the hotel and the first two facilities, so I bent every question to be about those.”

      “They didn’t ask about the third facility?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good. That’s an unexpected bonus.” He had been pretty sure that place was safe, but now he felt completely confident about it. It remained locked down to ensure no signals could get in or out, and both anti-magic emitters were running. Until he decided to let them go, it would easily contain those people with no chance of escape.

      Irina asked, “What’s next?”

      Maslov scratched his chin. “We get back to some semblance of normalcy, I suppose. Resume making money, start distributing goods from facility three, look for other opportunities to exploit.”

      Irina’s tone was still neutral. “I want to run down anyone who remains from the organization.”

      He shook his head. “Too soon. Let things die down. Then we can do that.”

      “I don’t think I can wait.”

      He looked up at her and saw that she was fighting back rage. “I understand. Then you should do what you have to do. But stay local for a while, maybe.”

      She nodded. “I can do most of the initial work from here. I’ll need a wizard.”

      “We will find one to be at your disposal.”

      She cracked a smile. “We seem to be going through them pretty quickly.”

      Maslov laughed. It was the first time she’d seemed like herself since her return. “True. Maybe try not to break the one I give you, okay?”

      Her laughter sounded real this time. “I’ll do what I can. No promises.”
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      After a busy day of moving things into the new space, Aisling had gotten a few hours of sleep in one of the upstairs bedrooms. They were all sharing the limited furniture in turn. She’d argued that she could spend the night in her apartment, but Annika had refused. The new Dragonfly boss was adamant that everyone would be safe and together. Shimmer had spent those hours beside her resting on his charging station.

      When they headed downstairs at four in the morning, Aisling learned that Brodie and Isla had arrived. She gave them both long hugs and had to fight back a tear of relief. She wasn’t the only one so affected. Everyone in the house was extra emotional as they processed what they’d been through. She asked, “Do we know anything about the others?”

      Brodie replied, “Heinrich is in the hospital with gunshot wounds. He’s expected to make it, but he won’t be around for a while.”

      Isla added, “Jacques hasn’t reported in. Neither has Hans.”

      Aisling blinked as that news hit her. It was hard to imagine Dragonfly without the brusque drill instructor who oversaw training. She growled, “Somebody has to pay for this.”

      Brodie rose from the dining room table and stretched with a groan. “They will. While you people have been sleeping, we’ve been turning this place into a functional base of operations.” He waved for her to follow him into the living room. They had moved the furniture into a central ring, and all four walls were covered with data, from Post-It notes to sheets of paper, to what looked like poster board.

      A monitor hung on a wall, and a cable snaked from it out of the room. She followed the cord back up the stairs, thinking she must have been bleary when she came down to have failed to notice it. It led into a large room on the second floor that contained two computer setups, one on an actual desk and the other on a table. Mia was behind one, Thomas Scott behind the other.

      Aisling asked, “Have you heard from Oliver yet?”

      Mia nodded. “He’s safe, but he’s out.”

      “What do you mean, out?”

      Thomas replied, “The attack on the base was too much for him to handle. He’s left the organization.”

      “Well, damn.”

      Mia chuckled. “Yeah. Great timing, right? Oh, by the way, have this.” She tossed something, and Aisling caught it with only a slight fumble. The object in her hand was an earpiece, notably larger than the one she was wearing. She looked up. “You’re kidding.”

      Thomas answered, “Nope. The comm system we normally use is buried in the rubble at headquarters. We had to put a satellite dish on the roof to get this one up and running.”

      Aisling switched out earpieces and twisted the new one until it sat properly in her ear.

      She handed the other to Mia, who tossed it into a shoebox and informed her, “Better get some food while you can. Annika asked to be awakened at five, and if I know her at all, she’ll want to dive right into things.”

      Mia was correct. By five-fifteen, the new Dragonfly boss had them all in the living room. Lance looked as tired as Aisling felt, and they exchanged smiles.

      Annika announced, “It’s time to let a few people know that we’re still in the game and find out whatever we can about Apocalypse. I’ll contact the Americans. Lance, you reach out to the French.”

      The order made Aisling think of Jacques, and by the way the room went quiet, others had the same reaction. She cleared her throat. “I’ve got SIS.” She’d wanted to let Eddie know she was alive, but Annika had demanded a communication blackout until now.

      Her boss nodded. “Makes sense. Everyone else, hit up who you know best. Those bastards took our people somewhere. We need to know where.”

      Aisling went into a small room on the second floor that had been raided for furniture since it no longer had any. She sat on the floor, activated the masking features on her phone, and dialed Eddie’s number.

      His voice was weird as he answered, probably because the call would show as an unknown number. “Hello?”

      “Eddie, it’s me.”

      Relief filled his words. “Aisling. Thank heaven. I was worried. Are you okay?”

      She chuckled darkly, her mood immediately lifted by his concern. “As okay as I can be given recent events.”

      “But you’re not hurt?”

      “No. What I am is angry. What do you know about the attack?”

      “Very little. Only that the building collapsed and people in uniforms with weapons were seen inside beforehand. Plus magicals.”

      She replied, “Those magicals kidnapped a bunch of our people, and we’re going to get them back. I need everything you have on Apocalypse, the ones from the stuff in Belarus and Stavropol.”

      “Then we have nothing more than you’ve given us. It wasn’t something the higher-ups thought worth investigating since they weren’t impinging on our areas of interest.” Aisling let out a soft curse, and he continued, “We do know one useful thing. Jameson Hart was in the area.”

      Anger vibrated through her at the mention of the rogue agent. He crossed her path a little too often for comfort. “How do you know that?”

      “We spotted him as part of our general surveillance of the area. He was watching the square.”

      “Does that help us?”

      “He was there before the attack began. That suggests he knew about it in advance.”

      Aisling's initial desire was to find him and beat the knowledge out of him. Annika probably wouldn’t let her do it. Still, any arrangement to get information from him would start the same way. “Do you have a contact who can get in touch with him?”

      Eddie hesitated. “I’ll have to clear it.”

      “Do that.”

      They exchanged a few more words, then she killed the line and headed downstairs to pitch in with whatever needed doing and update Annika on her progress. A half-hour later, Eddie returned her call.

      “We found one of the people on the inside working with Hart a week or so ago. He’s an infomancer who’s now working exclusively for us on a much shorter leash to avoid prison. He’ll set up a meeting with Jameson for you.”

      “Good. Somewhere in London. As soon as possible.”

      “Are you nearby?”

      She laughed. “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t have time for a date at the moment, though.”

      His smile came through in his words. “Damn.”

      Aisling shook her head. “You’d do it, too. Ask me out on a date with all this going on.”

      Eddie laughed. “Of course. Life is for living.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Aisling, Isla, Maria, and Annika visited one of London’s most popular nightclubs. Eddie had pulled strings to get them on the guest list. She presumed Hart had a way in since he’d chosen the venue. Aisling had hated waiting so long for the meeting but had spent the day cleaning and readying her gear, retrieving essential items from her apartment, and helping others do the same with theirs.

      She wore a blue sequin dress that glittered when she moved and fashionable white boots. Isla and Maria had entered before her, and Annika was in the line behind her. They all wore their hair down to hide the earpieces. The bouncer opened the door, and a wall of music hit her. She pushed through the noise into the small entryway, ignored the coat check to the right, and headed into the club.

      Dance music throbbed from speakers placed seemingly everywhere. Aisling headed to the bar and ordered a colorful drink to hold as part of her cover. She didn’t intend to drink it unless events cornered her into doing so. She whispered, “Sparks. I’m inside.”

      Isla and Maria replied that they were, as well. Annika added, “Darner. I’m here. Heading upstairs.”

      Isla reported, “He’s to the left when you get up there. A table by himself. Black turtleneck, leather jacket.”

      “Is he armed?”

      “Unknown.”

      Maria added, “I wasn’t able to tell, either.”

      Annika replied, “Sparks, counting on you if there’s trouble.”

      They’d come unarmed, as Hart had required, but Aisling had her rings and bracelet, and for once no anti-magic emitter was around to inhibit her. “You say the word, and I’ll knock him out.” She found a spot on the dance floor where she could sway and pretend to sip her drink. Annika came into her field of view as she marched up the stairs. She didn’t fit in well, and Aisling assumed it was because she didn’t feel the need to, not because she couldn’t.

      Annika walked up to Hart’s table and sat across from him. Her microphone carried the sounds of their conversation as she acknowledged, “Jameson.”

      He nodded. “Annika. Congratulations on the promotion.”

      Annika stiffened, and Aisling was sure she was about to leap across the table to punch the former SIS agent. She leaned back instead. “Let’s not be nasty.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You have to ask?”

      Hart smiled and spread his hands. “Indulge me.”

      Annika leaned forward again, and Aisling saw the intensity in her posture. She could imagine the glare she would be giving Hart. “You were there watching when the attack went down. That’s not a question. It’s a fact. It means you knew it would happen. And that means you have a line on whoever did it.”

      He crossed his arms. “Or maybe I heard something from a friend of a friend.”

      “Here’s the thing. My agency is temporarily in shambles. That’s a problem for me, but it’s a problem for you, too. Because it means I don’t give a damn about the rules at the moment. You give us something useful, or you won’t get out of here alive.”

      Aisling blinked in surprise. She hadn’t been warned that Annika planned to threaten him and wondered if she truly meant it.

      Hart didn’t reply for almost a full minute. Then he said, “Maybe,” picked up his phone, typed something, and set it on the table. His smile was strained. “I was most distressed to discover you had a way to reach me.”

      Annika nodded sharply. “It sucks not to be as covert as you thought you were, doesn’t it?”

      The phone buzzed audibly on the table. Jameson picked it up, nodded at it, then returned it to his inner pocket. “I’m afraid I don’t have the location of their headquarters. But I do know where they’re keeping your people.” He recited a set of coordinates that Aisling repeated in her mind.

      Annika replied, “Smart choice, Hart. But know this. If you warn them we’re coming, expect us to come for you next. And you won’t know we’re there until the bullet hits your head.”
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      They left the building separately, and when they were all together on a side street, Aisling portaled them back to the safe house with a quick stop near Stonehenge, in case anyone was watching. They quickly changed clothes and reassembled in the living room. Annika said, “I’ve already dispatched one of our transport people. He should be at the location in a few hours. It’s in Romania, so we should be able to strike while it’s still dark out if things go right.”

      Mia reported, “We’re looking for a way into their systems, but we haven’t found the site’s virtual presence yet. It’s unlikely we’ll be able to, so expect not to have infomancer support inside.”

      Aisling asked, “What about drones?”

      Lance answered, “We’re working on it. We think the Mossad has some assets in the area. No guarantee they’ll be willing to loan them, though.”

      Aisling replied, “We can portal our own in once we get there.”

      Mia nodded. “We’ll be doing that. It would be useful to have something for reconnaissance in the meantime.”

      Brodie advised, “I’ve got the tech organized upstairs. Aisling, come on up. We’ll get you set up first since you might wind up being part of the transportation effort.”

      She followed him upstairs. The largest room on the second floor had become their equipment room and was arranged in a reasonably organized fashion. He gestured to the right as they entered. “We’ve got a bunch of body armor that Mia squirreled away. You should have all the stuff you normally go out with, vest and strapped pieces and whatnot, although you’ll have to sort them out yourself to get the right size.”

      “Okay.”

      He held up a pistol. “Glock 17.”

      Aisling shook her head. “I have a nineteen upstairs that was in my apartment. Fits my hand better.”

      “Equipment belts are over there.” He pointed to one spot in the room, frowned, and pointed to another instead.

      “I’ve got that covered, too. I need the clips for my swords, so I’ll add a holster rig to my Oriceran armor belt.”

      Brodie laughed. “You’re going to be quite the mishmash of looks. Huge combat fashion error.”

      Aisling grinned. “Keep it up, and I’ll wear my full Oriceran armor.”

      “Is it better?”

      “Not against bullets, unfortunately.”

      Shimmer wandered in. “Are we getting upgrades?”

      Brodie laughed. “No, you little beastie. It will be a while before we’re in a position to give you any more upgrades, I’m afraid.”

      The conversation jarred Aisling's mind, and she remembered something she’d forgotten. “Did you back up somewhere?”

      The dragon nodded. “It happens automatically when I’m using the charger. Mia made another copy as well and sent it somewhere off-site. She says we’re set.”

      Aisling exhaled the worried breath she’d taken. “Good. Good.”

      Brodie asked, “Rifle or shotgun?”

      “Rifle. Precision is good.”

      He handed the weapon over. “Only one mag of anti-magic bullets at the moment, I’m afraid. We expect SIS to provide some more, so you should have them by mission time.”

      “I hope they’re being appropriately friendly.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Well, there’s friendly, and there’s friendly.”

      She groaned. “Someone told you about Eddie.”

      He laughed, and it was definitely at her, not with her. “Somebody told me about Eddie. Maybe you can use your feminine wiles to get us some better gear?”

      “I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “It’s for the greater good.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Stop.”

      He turned and grabbed something from the pile behind him. “I managed to preserve one or two good things despite all the tumult.” He opened a familiar case and extended it to her. Inside was the large, dart-firing revolver.

      She took it out. “It’s fully functional?”

      “Accuracy might be a few percentage points less than I’d like, but otherwise, you’re good. Just aim for big things.”

      “Will the darts make it through body armor?”

      Brodie sighed in false exasperation. “Agents. You’re never happy with what you’ve got. It’ll handle clothes, even several layers of them. But heavy ballistic weave will stop it. So will Kevlar, obviously.”

      She grinned. “It’s awesome anyway. What do I have in the way of darts?”

      “Well, that’s where the problem lies. I’ve only got two of each.” He handed over a belt with metal cylinders to hold the darts. “You can wear this across your normal belt, maybe. It’s a little bulky because we have to protect the points.”

      Aisling accepted the belt and the plastic cases he handed her next. “I get it.” She opened the cases and loaded two blue stun darts, a white tranquilizer dart, one red explosive dart, and one green poison dart into the revolver. She put the remaining ones into holders on the belt. “Do we have fatigues?”

      “With the armor. They’re pretty old, though.”

      She looked over and saw that the once-black cloth was faded gray with threadbare spots. “And they’re used.”

      He nodded with a smile. “Most of this stuff is, and we’re lucky to have it. So quit complaining, agent, and get dressed for work.”

      When she finished, Aisling headed back to the living room. She’d added the healing and energy potion packs on her shoulders and inside her knees. Her belt held her potion flasks, a holster with her pistol inside it on the left side, and her swords in their clips at the back. The dart gun belt held the revolver and darts, ready for a right-hand draw since she was a better shot with that one.

      She’d found fatigues that fit and appropriately sized armor pieces, including a bulletproof vest. Extra magazines for her pistol and rifle were in its pockets. The rifle was still upstairs, but she had the strap that it clipped to ready around her neck. Aisling asked, “What’s the plan?”

      Annika replied, “All-out assault. I’ll stay here to coordinate. Lance will be the leader on-site. You, Maria, Isla, and Shimmer are the attack team.”

      Lance added, “I’ll be going in too. I’m a lead-from-the-front sort of guy.”

      Aisling ignored the opportunity to make a joke at his expense. “That’s not many. No one else we can use?”

      Annika shook her head. “We don’t have permission from the Romanian government for this operation, and there’s no chance they’d give it if we asked. So, we can’t request help from other agencies. Fortunately, those old uniforms will help maintain our anonymity if we’re noticed.”

      Aisling managed a laugh. “That’s something, I guess.”

      Annika offered a tired smile. “They’re quite fashionable.”

      “I don’t see you wearing one.”

      “I’ll change later. After you all leave.”

      Aisling crossed her arms, but the banter had lightened her mood, and her tone was more upbeat as she replied, “Sure you will.”

      Mia entered the room. The smoothness of her movements with the new exoskeleton was noticeable. Where before she had moved like most people, now she flowed. Like a dancer, maybe.

      The infomancer reported, “One of our old drone-based jamming systems was among the stuff we’d stashed away. Thomas has two of the units functioning and charging. I think we’ll have the third one ready to go in the next fifteen or twenty minutes. They should prevent anyone from transmitting out of the building.”

      Annika nodded. “Perfect.” They discussed how to use the drones until the other agents arrived, fully dressed and ready to roll.

      She informed them, “Satellite photos show that this place is basically a warehouse. Use a drone to cut the power line to start the op. First priority is getting our people out. Second priority is information-gathering. Everything has to be fast because we need to be out of there before the locals respond.”

      Lance asked, “What’s the timetable?”

      “Fifteen minutes from the nearest military base. That’s if they don’t deploy helicopters. If they do, we’re probably talking more like ten.”

      Aisling asked, “Any other rules of engagement?”

      Annika shook her head. “None. Get in, get our people out. Once that’s done, information-gathering if time permits, then flee the scene before anyone else shows up to interfere.” Aisling nodded.

      Annika looked down at her phone, then back up at them. “Transportation just arrived at the site. We won’t delay for recon. Get moving and get our people back.”
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      Aisling walked through the portal and saw an infomancer relay station set up so Mia and Thomas could control the drones that were flashing through their self-diagnostics nearby. She asked the nearby magical, “Cloak?”

      The man from transport nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got a wizard tasked only with maintaining it. The folks inside shouldn’t see you until you go through the door.”

      “Hopefully when we take the power out, whatever defenses they’ve got in there will go down too.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think Dragonfly has that sort of luck.”

      “At least lately. Can’t argue with that.” As the conversation ended, Lance arrived, bringing the strike team to completion. She shook her head at him. “Always in the back, that’s you. Way to lead from the front.”

      He countered, “Hey. I have a really good idea. Shut up.”

      Aisling laughed as Annika’s no-nonsense tone cut through the moment. “Okay, people. Remember. Rescuing our own is the primary objective. I don’t know what you’ll find once you get inside, so I can’t be too much help.” The building was proof against all their sensors. “The comm system doesn’t support real-time video back from all of you, so I’ll be watching Lance.”

      He tapped his bulky display glasses. Aisling slid hers on, annoyed that they weren’t giving any useful information. The comm system that had supplied their small earpieces also worked with their lenses, so they were without those on this mission as well. She hadn’t realized how adapted she’d become to having mission details available in her visual field.

      Annika asked, “Last minute questions or issues?”

      Lance looked around at them all. “None. We’re ready.”

      “Then good hunting.”

      Thomas Scott’s voice came over the radio. “Drone’s in position. Thirty seconds to power cutoff.”

      Mia confirmed, “Jamming ready.”

      A wizard from transport waved his wand to catch their attention and jogged toward the building. Aisling and the other agents fell in line, with Shimmer a step behind her. He asked, “What’s the plan?”

      “You heard Annika.”

      He snorted. “No, what’s the real plan?”

      “We’ll see when we get inside. Follow my lead.”

      “You got it.”

      Despite Annika’s instructions, Aisling had some ideas about the mission. She was committed to rescuing their people, first and foremost. If they got inside and found light opposition, and if she judged the others could handle it, she would look for other possibilities.

      If they took the place by surprise, as it seemed they were likely to do, she might have a shot at catching someone who knew something about the people behind the attack on Dragonfly before they could escape.

      They reached the outer door as the drone slashed into the power lines in a cascade of sparks. The facility’s external lights went out. Maria leveled a large shotgun at the top door hinge and pulled the trigger. She did the same with the middle and the bottom ones. The door fell backward, and Aisling darted inside with Shimmer at her back.

      She took stock of the situation in an instant. The building still had power. An anti-magic emitter had robbed her of her magic as soon as she’d entered, and security lights were still on. The space was dim, but her glasses gave her a thermal view now that they were inside. All the captives appeared to be kneeling or sitting, and only five people were standing.

      Aisling snapped, “Five guards. Shimmer, help them.” She bolted for the door positioned roughly in the middle of the right-hand wall. It would lead to offices or maybe barracks. Probably interrogation rooms, too. Also to someone useful, she hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer had launched himself into the air as soon as he’d cleared the doorway. The warehouse was about two-and-a-half stories tall, which gave him room to move for a change. Below, Lance was running along the wall’s outer perimeter toward the guards on that side, and Maria and Isla were charging through the middle.

      Everyone shouted at everyone, and the captives plastered themselves on the floor as the agents’ rifles went off. One bad guy near the far wall spotted Shimmer almost instantly. The dragon banked left and right, flying in a slight serpentine and juking up and down to avoid the man’s shots, which became increasingly panicked as Shimmer closed.

      He feinted at the man’s head, then whipped down and behind him. His talons slashed across the back of his opponent’s heels and tore through the leather of his boots. The soldier screamed as he fell to the floor.

      Shimmer landed in a skid, spun, charged over, and blasted the fallen man with lightning to ensure he couldn’t rejoin the fight. He turned to assist the agents, but they had the opposition under control. Lance yelled, “Shimmer. The chains.”

      He understood the request in an instant, flew to the head of one of the rows, and ran down it. Each time he passed one of the bolts in the floor that secured the prisoners, he slashed through the attached chains. It was faster than trying to get the chains off of them individually.

      Maria and Isla helped those he released to their feet and propelled them toward the door. The fact that the wizards hadn’t entered the building meant an anti-magic field was still in effect, so the captives would be rushed outside where they could take portals to safety.

      Shimmer continued ripping through the chains, enjoying the destruction, but stopped short as he found Victoria.

      She looked unharmed and smiled at him. “My hero.”

      He swiped a claw to cut her chains. “Remember that the next time Aisling says something mean about me.”

      She laughed, bundled her chains in her hands, and headed for the door. Shimmer slid back into motion to free the rest of the captured Dragonfly personnel.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling slammed through the door at full speed into a short hallway with two doors on each side. She kicked open the door to her right, but it was only a bathroom. The one on the left revealed a rudimentary interrogation chamber. She snarled and kept going.

      When she reached the end of the hall, she chose the left-hand door and bashed it open. It proved to be the correct choice. Two men stood inside, and a portal was opening beyond them. She drew the dart pistol and fired. She’d loaded stun ammunition in the first cylinder, and the dart struck the wizard, a middle-aged man dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, and discharged a heavy dose of electricity.

      He dropped his wand and the portal vanished as the other man tried to jump through it. That man, entirely average-looking with glasses, turned back to face her and scrabbled for something behind his back.

      She stepped forward and slammed a punch into his stomach. He folded over, and she reached behind him and grabbed the pistol in his waistband. “Sorry. You can’t leave quite yet. We need to have a chat.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Aisling was back at the safe house. The wizard and their other captive were locked in one of the bedrooms with their wrists bound to one another and their ankles tied. Both were blindfolded. She had the wizard’s wand tucked into her belt. Isla watched over them with a pair of Tasers, ready to knock them out if they so much as moved fast.

      They’d brought several of those they rescued to the safe house, including Will, who was getting patched up. The rest had been portaled to another Dragonfly safehouse. She’d managed to see Victoria briefly and hug her, but that was all they’d had time for. Now she waited, paced the living room while others discussed the mission, and tried not to scream.

      Finally, after five minutes that felt like five hours, Annika nodded at her. “Let’s go see what they have to say for themselves.”

      They took the blindfolds off, and both men glared daggers at Aisling.

      She smiled. “Hi, guys. Nice to see you again. Let me make this really simple for you. We rescued our people, so that’s good, but that’s not enough for me.

      “I want your boss. One of you is going to give him to me. The one who doesn’t is going to get hurt and spend the rest of their natural lives, however short, in the World In Between.”

      Their heads jerked toward Annika as she added, “You probably don’t know me. I’m the new head of Dragonfly because you killed the other one, who was my oldest friend. I want to make this clear to you. The gloves are off.

      “I don’t care about the niceties. I don’t care about the rules. No one knows where you are. No one’s going to be coming for you. You tell us everything now, or we’ll start breaking bones. Then, when we’re done, I’ll let her have you.”

      The two men looked at each other out of the corners of their eyes, and the magical replied, “I can portal you there.”

      The other one nodded. “There’s a gap in the base. You can get right into the control room. Please don’t break anything or send us anywhere.”
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      They had spent fifteen minutes debriefing the men, who had seemed more than willing to talk. Aisling and Annika were back in the living room with the other agents. Annika stated, “If they’re being honest, portaling in would be the way to go.”

      Aisling shook her head. “I don’t buy it. They’re both too interested in us going that way.”

      Maria asked, “What if it’s the only way they know?”

      Aisling sighed. “Still. It’s too convenient.”

      Shimmer interjected, “I can tell if they’re lying.”

      Aisling blinked, then remembered. “Oh, hell. That’s right.” She smiled. “Upgrades.”

      He nodded. “Upgrades.”

      She looked at Annika, who nodded. “Have at it.” Aisling headed back upstairs for another round of questions with Shimmer as backup.
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        * * *

      

      Maslov closed the door behind him with a satisfied sigh. He’d been up all night for the first time in forever, but it had been good having Kira and Irina back. They had discussed operations, made plans for the near future, and shared a bottle of wine and a good meal. Finally, it felt like things were on the right track again. Dragonfly was gone, and his people were safe.

      He would never stop mourning the loss of Anya, who was never far from his thoughts. Still, that was the past, and he had to do his best to leave it there. He planned to get a little sleep while Anatoly completed the initial round of questioning at the facility. The standard check-in time was a few hours away, and Maslov would probably sleep through it. Once he woke up, they could start putting the knowledge gained from the captives into action.

      He was too tired to deal with any of his usual bedtime rituals. Instead, he wandered through his living area and into his bedchamber, set his walking stick at the side of the bed, and lay down. He fell asleep to happy thoughts only moments later.
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        * * *

      

      The wizard’s name was Fyodor. The man’s name was Anatoly. Shimmer nodded to confirm that the information was true. From the previous session, Aisling concluded that the magical knew little about the big picture. The other man had secrets. She was sure of it. He’d seemed eager to please, had appeared scared at all the appropriate moments, and had repeatedly pushed for them to portal into the base.

      Aisling's first thought had been that maybe he was trying to ensure the wizard was complicit in the betrayal. When she asked him, “Is this truly the best way in,” his affirmative response inspired Shimmer's headshake.

      Aisling scowled, sat on the floor in front of him, and grabbed his bare foot. “That was a lie. If you lie again, I’m going to burn your toe, not break it.” She held up her hand and summoned a fireball so he could see it. Flames reflected in his increasingly terrified eyes. “Burns hurt for a long time.”

      He uttered a choked laugh. “I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      “Have you been lying so far?”

      He shook his head. Shimmer growled, then he clarified, “Yes and no. It is a viable entrance. But the likelihood of guards in the control room is high if Maslov’s there.”

      “Does a better entrance exist?”

      He delayed, and Aisling lowered the fireball to his foot, holding it centimeters from his skin. He flinched, and the words rushed out of his mouth, “Yes. Yes. I can tell you where the surface-level entrance is.”

      “Is the lock biometric?”

      He nodded with a gulp. “Yes. I can get you in. But you have to keep me hidden.” His fear of what would happen if they discovered his betrayal seemed real enough.

      Aisling nodded. “Of course, as long as you behave. What happens once I’m inside?”

      “The fastest path is the elevator. It goes down to the command floor, where Maslov’s apartment and the control room are.”

      “But?”

      His face scrunched up, and he flinched back from the fireball still near his bare skin. “It has defenses all the way down it. They’d be almost impossible to evade. Maybe your dragon could do it. I don’t know.”

      Aisling asked, “Controlled by a security system?”

      “Yes. But you won’t be able to access it from outside.” She pushed him for several minutes more, but he gave her nothing else useful, and she judged that she had the truth.

      Aisling returned to the living room and shared her information with the others. When she finished, Mia stated, “Well, if we can’t deal with the elevator from the outside, I guess I’ll have to come with.”

      Annika looked at the infomancer. “Are you sure?”

      Mia nodded. “Yes. I’ll need a heavy-duty tablet.”

      Brodie replied, “I’ve got one for you.”

      “Then I’m good to go.”

      Annika nodded. “All right. I’m keeping Lance here, and Will isn’t ready. It will be Maria, Isla, Mia, Aisling, Shimmer, and Blaine from transport.”

      Aisling replied, “I can get us to Stavropol. This place is twenty minutes outside the city, so we’ll need to rent a van.”

      Annika replied, “We’ll take care of the logistics. Gear up and go.”
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        * * *

      

      They exited the van about a kilometer from the base and advanced on foot. Anatoly’s hands were cuffed in front of him, and Aisling kept a hand on the back of his neck, ready to stun and drag him if necessary. Blaine kept them all hidden under a veil so they wouldn’t be seen.

      Everyone had geared up as before, and Mia wore basic body armor. Aisling had reloaded her revolver with an extra tranquilizer dart to replace the stun she’d spent.

      They arrived at the building and found the door, which had a handprint reader beside it. Aisling gripped Anatoly’s neck hard. “You guarantee nothing will happen when you let us in, correct?”

      The worried man replied, “I’m sure something will show in the security station to indicate the door opening. And they have cameras inside. All over.” He’d already warned them that an anti-magic field covered the whole place.

      Shimmer said, “He’s not lying.”

      Aisling asked, “Mia, anything?”

      The infomancer shook her head. She looked very unlike herself in the bulletproof vest and ballistic helmet. “No signals are escaping the building. I’ll have to do it once we get inside.”

      “Well, that’s all no worse than we expected. Isla, you stay out here with Blaine. Maria, Mia is your responsibility. If she’s in any danger, you drag her out here and throw her through the portal, whether she wants to go or not.”

      Maria nodded. “You got it.”

      “Then we’re a go.” Aisling pushed Anatoly toward the reader, and he raised a hand and pressed it against the screen. Lights flashed, the door unlocked, and they dashed inside while Isla pulled their captive back to the portal. Mia sat on the floor beside the door, and her body slumped as she dove into the system.
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        * * *

      

      Mia materialized as a generic avatar. She snorted in annoyance and overrode the system to summon her cyberpunk avatar. Its weapons would work differently here but should still be effective. Normally, she picked a spot and tried to dive deep. Now, she raced along the top-level connections, looking for a signal from the camera in the entryway. She found it and killed it within a second of hitting the system.

      She looked next for something like a security schematic. When she found it, she sent a message to the team informing them that the bunker had five functional levels plus the entry, that cameras were present in most areas, and that she could control them.

      Mia deployed the programs she’d loaded onto the tablet for the run, things that would move into different parts of the system and lie dormant against a defensive response from the system. If the bunker’s electronic defenses woke up and came after her, she’d use the programs to sow chaos and earn herself extra time to assist her colleagues.

      She turned her attention to the elevator and started her assault on its protections.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling got the message about the cameras and shook her head. “Damn, you’re good.” An icon had appeared on her glasses along with the facility's blueprint. It showed her the safest way to reach the elevator. She announced, “Mia is routing me to the elevator. Take care of her.”

      Maria replied, “Go.”

      Aisling went, with Shimmer at her side. When she reached the elevator, the doors slid open on emptiness. A ladder ran down the side of the shaft, and she started down it, grumbling inwardly about no longer having the rope that attached to her belt, which would’ve made this part much easier.

      Aisling reached the bottom of the shaft and dropped onto the top of the car, which was on the lowest level. She opened the access panel, and Shimmer flew past into the elevator. Aisling dropped in after him. She drew the dart pistol. “Ready.” The doors quietly slid open.

      A hallway stretched out in front of her. Ahead on the right was a door flanked by two men in uniform. They started, perhaps warned by the sound of the doors or maybe by the sense of another person’s presence.

      Aisling aimed the dart gun and fired two rounds, one stun, the other tranquilizer. Her shots hit cleanly, and the men went down. She frowned. “Damn. I should have loaded the two tranqs first.”

      Aisling reached into a pouch on her belt, pulled out the lipstick from her makeup kit, and thumbed a tranquilizer strip out of it. She put it into the stunned guard’s mouth, and he slipped into unconsciousness. Another handprint reader was by the door, and she grabbed the guard’s hand and slapped his palm against it. The door opened, and she stepped inside with the dart gun raised.

      The outer room was a living space, Spartan but reasonably comfortable. Aisling swiveled her gun from side to side as she looked it over. With the scrape of a footfall, a man appeared in the opening at the other side of the room. She recognized him, mostly. He wore daytime clothes, a silver mask covered half of his face, and he held a walking stick. He growled, “You.”

      Aisling nodded. “We meet again, Maslov. I thought you were dead for a while.”

      “I more or less was, for a while.” He reached up slowly and removed his mask to reveal his ravaged face. “These are thanks to you and your little fireball.”

      “You got what you deserved.”

      He suddenly shouted, “You killed Anya.”

      She drew a breath to resist pulling the trigger. “And you killed way more people when you brought down our building.”

      His words came out as a snarl. “You deserved that.”

      Aisling opened her mouth to reply, then stiffened as electricity shot out from the room's corners and intersected on her. The room went black, and she collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      Shimmer froze as the electricity struck him. The energy threatened to shut him down, but his new scales absorbed and dispersed it. Had the onslaught lasted much longer, his defenses would’ve likely been overwhelmed. It stopped before it reached that point, when Aisling fell.

      The man in the doorway, Maslov, pulled off the top of his cane and pointed it at Aisling. Shimmer leapt at him. The bullets from the small pistol struck his scales but failed to penetrate. Maslov dodged with surprising agility and ducked under Shimmer’s claws. He slashed with his tail but only managed a superficial cut on the man’s hand.

      Shimmer landed, spun, and threw himself back into the other room. He flashed over Aisling and intercepted a sword stroke as the man ran past her. A guard ran in with his weapon drawn, and Maslov dashed past into the hallway. Shimmer breathed lightning, dropping the guard. He turned back to Aisling, whipped his tail around, uncovered the sharp tip, and stabbed it into the fleshy part of her leg.

      Aisling yelled something unintelligible, then added, “What the hell?”

      “You were unconscious. Maslov is running.”

      The words clicked. “Let’s go get him.”

      Shimmer heard the man running and led Aisling toward him. They raced down the hall and through an open door on the left. As he flashed inside, a pair of guards attacked from beside the door. Shimmer breathed fire on the one in front, and Aisling slammed the other with her forearm.
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        * * *

      

      The guard recoiled from the strike, and Aisling turned toward the front of the room, trusting Shimmer to finish him off the way he had the other one. The space looked like a low-rent version of the NASA control center. The small chamber Anatoly had described was where he’d said it would be, in the front corner of the room.

      Maslov had almost reached it. A woman she recognized as the one they’d captured was at his side helping him. Aisling only spotted the other woman as she pulled the trigger of her pistol. A bullet burned into Aisling's leg, which flared in agony. Time seemed to slow as she fell to the floor.

      Shimmer was in motion to her left, jumping toward the woman who’d shot her and was moving toward the chamber. The other woman was already inside, and Maslov was partway in. Aisling lifted the revolver, spun the cylinder with her thumb, and pulled the trigger.

      Time shifted back into normal motion as the door slammed and a light flashed in the chamber. Shimmer called, “They’re gone,” and jumped at the remaining guard.

      Aisling let her head fall to the floor, overwhelmed with pain, and spoke as loud as she could. “Mia, send help.”
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      Kira stumbled through the portal as Maslov tripped and fell. The wizard on duty in the control room had taken them to the suite in the hotel at Maslov’s insistence. She caught him, sat him with his back against the wall in the bedroom, and knelt beside him. Irina snapped at the wizard, “Get a doctor. Now.”

      The hotel had one on staff from when Maslov had regularly stayed here. The wizard opened another portal down to the first level. Maslov looked at her, then Irina, and gestured at the dart in his leg. Traces of green liquid showed in the projectile’s transparent body. His mouth opened, and he tried but failed to speak.

      Kira stared at Irina, horrified.

      The other woman shook her head. “He’s gone.”

      Kira looked down at the boss. Whatever the witch had done to him had been fast-acting. The doctor arrived, immediately knelt at his side, and gave him an injection. Kira knew the truth. Her mentor, who had been a father to her, Irina, and Anya, was dead.

      She rose and walked to the windows so no one would see the tears streaming down her face. Irina stepped beside her. “Don’t worry, sister. We’ll make them pay.”

      Kira nodded. “We’ll make them all pay.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Annika had been on the ball back at the safe house. Moments after her request, medics had broken into the room from the portal chamber and evacuated her the same way. Once free of the anti-magic emitter, she used potions to heal and was back inside helping to clear the place less than ten minutes later. After a few hours, even the injury’s lingering ache had vanished.

      Annika had also managed to get additional personnel on loan from SIS and had drawn in more Dragonfly people to search the bunker fully. They found virtually nothing of use. Mia and Thomas were still working on accessing the computer systems though, so they had hope of better.

      Shimmer hadn’t quit bragging about having saved her until Aisling had threatened to blast him with lightning until he shorted out. He’d laughed. She was pretty sure he was still doing it, but in rooms she wasn’t in as she performed her post-operation work on her weapons and armor.

      Finally, the moment she’d been waiting for arrived. Brodie had said he had a surprise for her at noon, and the hour had come. A transportation member opened a portal from the living area into a basement. Brodie led, and Aisling walked through behind him with Shimmer at her side. Brodie announced, “Welcome to the new Dragonfly base.”

      Aisling looked around dubiously. “Really? Where are we?”

      He gestured around them. “Here is transport and fabrication. We don’t have the kind of resources we had at the old place, so no more complete rebuilds of Shimmer for a while if we can avoid it. But we’ll have printers later today, and we’ve got all the basic tools.”

      “I feel like I’ve stepped into the past. The distant past.”

      He laughed and led her toward a narrow staircase. “Quit whining.” The first floor looked like an ordinary living space. It had a kitchen, dining room, living room, and front and back doors. All the curtains were drawn. “This is where we’ll hang out.”

      Aisling replied dubiously, “Like a clubhouse?”

      Shimmer imitated Brodie. “Quit whining.”

      Aisling pointed at his face. “Shut it, you.”

      Brodie laughed and took her up a much nicer staircase to the second floor. Several rooms had become one large one, and Mia and Thomas were installing equipment in it. “Infomancy.”

      Aisling asked, “You still good?” She’d worried about Mia before, during, and ever since the end of the mission.

      The infomancer rolled her eyes. “For the four millionth time, I’m fine. Chill out.”

      What was probably once a bedroom was now Annika’s office. She sat behind a much less fancy desk than Franz Keller had and waved at Aisling as she continued talking into her phone.

      Brodie took her up one last floor. “And finally, living quarters.” He led her into a bedroom with three bunkbeds shoved against the walls. French doors occupied most of the fourth wall, and he threw them open and stepped out onto the balcony.

      Aisling stepped up beside him. The view was amazing. Colorfully painted four-story buildings abounded, and a waterway snaked through in the distance.

      She frowned and demanded, “For the last time, where are we? Tell me, or I’ll use magic to throw you in that river.”

      He laughed and spread his arms as if presenting the scene to her. “Dragonfly’s first base. Seville, Spain.”

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      Brodie nodded. “It is. I vacationed here a few times after doing some work on this place. I love this town.”

      Aisling was so distracted by the outside that she didn’t realize Annika had walked up behind them until the other woman asked, “So, did she get the tour?”

      They both turned to face her. Brodie replied, “Yep, the preliminaries are done.”

      Annika nodded at her. “All right, agent. Take a few days off while we get this place fully up and running. Visit family. Whatever. After that, it’s time to start hunting Jameson Hart.”

      Aisling frowned. She wasn’t against the idea, but she didn’t understand it. “Why?”

      “Because he gave up the information on Apocalypse way too easily. He had another reason for doing it. We’re going to find out what it was.”
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JULY 8, 2023, 2023

        

      

    

    
      Book 4 in the rearview! Time for a “How it started, how it’s going” moment. I hadn’t envisioned the attack on Dragonfly, but it just sort of came about. I guess I just like smashing peoples’ bases. I had thought the book 4 villain death would be Kali, but it wound up being Maslov. Jameson Hart was never in the plans, but he has stepped up to claim a major role.

      Mia has also grown in presence, while Victoria has fallen back a little. Not intentional, as such, just how it worked out. I’m interested to see what other features her new exoskeleton has!

      It’s mid-summer. I can’t believe how fast its flying by. I’m not looking forward to the start of the school year again. To paraphrase a certain hobbit: “What about second summer?”

      I think the next series is going to be a road-trip inspired one. Kind of Jack Reacher-ish. Although I’m toying with another badge-related one, as well. This series doesn’t have the same uptake as the previous one did, which may be summer, or Amazon, or AI, or who the heck knows what, really. But maybe I need a moment away from Marshals and Spies and Agents for a time. We’ll see what the next months bring!

      Once more with feeling - 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.

      The kid and I saw the Cure last month. It was awesome. Hard to believe that they’re still around and still being basically awesome. The opening act The Twilight Sad was pretty good, too. Three days ago we saw Melanie Martinez in Cleveland. It’s the most theatrical rock concert I’ve ever seen. Didn’t love the venue, but the show was great. Missed the opening act because the venue has bad line management across the board.

      And tonight I’m going to my first stadium show in over 35 years. Ed Sheeran. I’m not really a fan or even fan adjacent. But I do support the kid’s desire to immerse themselves in music. So, we’re going. I’m not one for crowds. The stadium holds 62,000-plus. This is literally nightmare material for me.

      We’ve added two more shows to our summer. Louis Tomlinson in Columbia, MD, and Rick Springfield, Paul Young, The Hooters, and Tommy Tutone in Youngstown, OH. After wanting to see Rick Springfield for literally decades and not managing it, this will be my third time in a year.

      Random song lyric that’s stuck in my head: “Snakes and Stones never break my bones.” (From You Need to Calm Down, Taylor Swift)

      I finished Wanderers by Chuck Wendig. It is one weird story. I enjoyed it, mostly, and didn’t see the twists coming. Knowing that the sequel is titled Wayward, I did note the foreshadowing mentions of it.  

      I’m continuing to read the Foreigner books by C.J. Cherryh. Yes, again. My kindle was inadvertently left behind on a trip, and so I was without for a while. Now that it’s back, I’m finishing the series again.

      Nothing new on the small screen. Still watching Westworld. Still need to finish The Boys, and Sandman. Excited for The Witcher S3 and Good Omens S2. Started Secret Invasion. It’s fine. I may be having a little Marvel exhaustion.

      As far as movies go, I loved seeing Jaws in the theatre. It was good fun. Mission Impossible will be next, most likely. I was jazzed for Indiana Jones until the reviews came out.

      Microsoft angers me. I LOVE Bethesda games, notably Skyrim and Fallout. And Microsoft bought Bethesda. Which means if I want to play Starfield, and I really REALLY do, I’m going to have to pony up for an Xbox Series X. I mean, first-world problems to be sure, but can’t we all (gaming platforms) just get along?

      Time to go figure out how many hours in advance of gate time I have to leave for the show tonight. If you’re familiar with Pittsburgh, then you know we have a traffic problem occasioned by the fact that the city has rivers on both sides, one of which also includes a mountain. Fun. Again, first-world problems that I’m lucky to have!

      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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      The first eight months of the year have been a whirlwind for me. I’m still working with Michael and LMBPN because after seven years he’s more like family, it’s fun, and you guys love the books.

      But I also wanted to step out on my own and do things a little differently. It’s in my nature and it’s fun to shake things up. Even at 63, I’m looking for new adventures.

      To that end, I’ve ventured out on my own with a new series, Queen of the Flightless Dragons and the first book, Eamon about a girl gamer with a taco truck who finds dragons and fights interdimensional demons in Austin, Texas. You know, the usual.

      Instead of heading straight to Amazon with the book, especially since the vibe over there isn’t as friendly for authors as it once was, I took on Kickstarter and learned an entirely new way of doing things.

      It took a few months of asking a lot of questions and reading blog posts and more questions and a lot of marketing and that led to a very successful Kickstarter for Eamon in May. Almost four hundred people chimed in to get a copy early. Kickstarter also gave me the opportunity to offer hardcover and special edition books, along with enamel pins of a lot of the characters. Plus, it was just fun to have a countdown clock and see how many people wanted to join me on this new venture. Book two, Lasair, about the red dragon will be on Kickstarter in the early fall and the end of the trilogy, Anail, the green dragon will be out in the beginning of the year, also on Kickstarter, first.

      Well, that is all just phase one. Next, with a lot of help from my trusty assistant Grace and a clever designer, Kayla, a Kickstarter page was developed. If you want to grab a look, it’s at www.marthacarr.com. That will keep everyone up to date on which Kickstarter is live, what’s coming, and what’s already done.

      Now, we’re in phase three. More learning new systems, new ways of marketing and a lot of deep breaths. Eamon, that first book is now widely available on Amazon, Kobo, Apple and Barnes & Noble, as well as libraries in the US. But not on Kindle Unlimited. There have been some changes in KU that have made it no longer profitable for authors. You can request it from your US library, though.

      At the same time, I’ve created an online store with my name on it that will have the paperback and hardcovers and yesterday were my first sales. You can check out the store at www.authormarthacarr.com.

      It took so much time to learn how to set up the store so it would look easy for all of you. There were moments when I was overwhelmed with the to-do list and would have to remind myself, this won’t last, it’s almost done and it’s still kind of fun. Sort of.

      Okay, we’re almost rolling into phase four, the last new phase. Marketing. It’s the bear of all the phases. It’s mercurial, expensive and changes all the time. What worked one year, probably won’t the next.

      On one of those overwhelmed moments I had kind of a brilliant idea. I reached out to every clever, badass woman I know, and a few men, and asked them for three creative ideas to market a book. I didn’t include any authors because they’re in the same bubble with me. I asked that they not self-edit or feel they have to figure out how it would get accomplished. Any idea was welcome.

      To my surprise, I ended up with over 70 amazing ideas. Some of them accidentally built on an idea from someone else. They’re creative, some of them wonderfully outlandish, and I’ve already started putting some of them into practice.

      That’s part of my cool idea to head out on my own with a store and launch initially on Kickstarter. Let it be something I do with my village, which includes all of you, and let it be fun. Kind of glad most of the new learning is behind me, I hope. More adventures to follow.
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