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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Carl Winston’s morning routine for the past several days had been identical and not nearly as luxurious and relaxing as he might have wished. He was up at four, showered and dressed by four-thirty, and conferring with his infomancer by a quarter to five, usually shoving some food in his face while they met.

      During the weeks prior to setting the operation in motion, he’d used a number of freelancers to establish electronic surveillance on the targets so the infomancer could build a picture of their behavior. From that information, they’d established a baseline of how their subjects’ mornings went and shared it with the mercenaries. Now, on any morning that the marshals followed their regular pattern, his people were ready to attack.

      The marshal with the kids reliably started his day at five a.m., before the others. Probably so he can have peace before the chaos begins. The one with a wife but no children was up and around even earlier, which Carl had heard was a common thing among older folks. The man who lived by himself rolled out of bed between five-forty and six, starting his early morning workout shortly thereafter.

      Their lone female target, the only one they knew the location of, anyway, slept in until the last possible second, hitting the snooze button multiple times before climbing out of bed. His infomancer reported that the surveillance confirmed that this morning was going exactly as expected.

      “Excellent. Warn the others.”

      Carl cast the magic required to re-establish the disguise he’d used with the mercenaries and portaled to the modest farm that served as their staging base. Across a small clearing from where he appeared, the fighters were engaged in final equipment checks, tearing into protein bars and electrolyte drinks and waiting for the “go” or “no go” signal. He sensed an edge about them, though. This was the first viable day for the op to go off. They’d been ready two days ago, but the weekend had skewed their targets’ routines, making action impossible. Now it was Monday, when most working people returned to their usual patterns. Like the marshals are doing.

      He entered the farmhouse, the base’s de facto headquarters, and clasped hands with Frank. “My infomancer says we’re good to go.”

      The other man nodded. “My people are ready.”

      “Then let’s make it happen.” Frank dashed out to organize the men in response to his command. Carl unzipped the bag that held his communication gear and donned it, clipping the base pack onto his belt and sliding the earpiece into his ear.

      They’d decided not to transmit video during the operation for fear that the signals might be traced back to them. Carl knew this particular action was crossing all sorts of lines, with the government on the other side. Thus, his real identity was shared only with Frank, who was expendable. Their encrypted audio piggybacked on existing wireless signals without the owner’s permission. The system also had a satellite backup if they lost connection, but using it increased the likelihood of discovery.

      The infomancer’s synthesized voice sounded in his earpiece. “Everything looks normal. We’re a go from my perspective.”

      He reported the same thing at regular intervals until ten minutes before six o’clock. After the last notice, Carl walked to where the soldiers waited. “We’re good to go. Kick it off.”

      The mercenaries’ demeanors changed from relaxed to focused and ready. They proceeded into the barn and arranged themselves into the five teams they would use for the attack. Four would deploy immediately. The fifth would be ready to go if an uninvited guest showed up.

      Carl smiled with gritted teeth, his desire for a certain outcome overwhelming. Please, please show up.
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina groaned as her alarm went off again. It had been set for a quarter to five, and she’d snoozed it once. Now it read five-fifty-six. She tried to clear the mental cobwebs to determine whether she could snooze it once more and still get to work on time. She’d gotten wrapped up in a movie the previous evening and hadn’t prepared anything for the day ahead, which meant the answer to that was a big “no.”

      She threw the covers off and rolled over to gaze at Princess, who had spent the night indoors lying on the pillow next to her head. “How about you go to work for me today, kitty? No one will notice.”

      The cat stared at her, its imperious gaze full of judgment. “Yeah, I know. You’re too royal to work.” She gave her companion a pat and stood up, stretching. She’d fallen asleep in shorts and a t-shirt and felt rumpled. She pushed her dark hair out of her face. Her hair, too, was in disarray.

      Coffee. Need coffee.

      She snagged her phone and looked at the news headlines, yawning as she flicked on the coffee maker. She noticed the time and laughed. It was one minute until six. If she’d waited one more minute, it would’ve turned itself on.

      I’ve got to fully optimize my morning routine like all the smart people say I should. She snorted. They probably don’t stay up as late —

      Her mental monologue was shattered as the surveillance sensors she’d placed around her apartment flashed on her phone’s display. A magical portal had opened in the hallway, and men with guns flowed through. I have to warn Cait! she thought because that was the danger Cait regularly faced, not Sabrina.

      Sabrina realized her error only an instant before one of the men leveled a tactical shotgun at her door and fired.

      She spun and stumbled away from the door toward the dining room. A second shot was discharged. The door banged open. Soldiers charged into her apartment carrying weapons and wearing camo with full-face masks and goggles. She automatically categorized them as three shooters and a magical, the logic fast and furious: Someone had to make the first portal, and they’d want to be able to leave quickly, which meant a magical was here. Sure enough, the last person through her front door had his glowing hands raised.

      Sabrina yelped and dropped to the ground as gunfire stitched the wall behind her, the table deflecting the rounds, so they didn’t hit her. She pressed the button sequence to activate the marshals’ alarm code, sending the highest-priority danger signal to everyone, and crawled toward her bedroom behind her increasingly perforated furniture.
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        * * *

      

      Cait was in the middle of her yoga routine, living up to what she’d more or less promised Delsanra, though that commitment meant she had to get by on less sleep than usual. Stretch, yawn, push up. Repeat. She’d changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt to nap upon her return from Ireland, and they also functioned nicely as exercise clothes. Besides, she thought, with my brain this muzzy, I’m not sure I could pick something else to wear.

      Aza was in his normal position on the bed, snoring, lying on his back with his feet straight up in the air. She’d fallen into an intermittent meditation along with the exercise when the sudden blare of her phone’s alarm jarred her. It was the marshals’ panic button from Sabrina. Worry crashed through her and knocked her mind for a loop.

      Fortunately, her instinctive responses were strong enough to counteract her emotional turmoil. She shouted, “Aza, with me,” as she bounced to her feet from her push-up position. Her gun was locked in her safe, but she hadn’t put her gear from home away yet, so Eclipse was nearby. She reached out with her right hand, summoning the blade, and flicked it to cast off the sheath.

      Her left hand opened a portal into the main room of Sabrina’s apartment, with the dining area in front of her, the living area on the right, and the kitchen at a diagonal. Cait hurled the dagger at the first enemy she saw, a figure in body armor holding a rifle pointed at her friend, who was on the ground. It flew across the intervening space, tumbling once in mid-air, and sank into the man’s back. He stiffened with a shout, twisted, and fell. Cait charged into the room and brought her battle magic up, with her dragon partner behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait’s dramatic arrival, preceded by the dagger and the cry of pain it elicited, claimed the attention of all three attackers, who turned toward her as one. She snapped an extra force shield around her and reached out with her telekinesis to pick up the dining room table and throw it at the one not holding a gun. The confidence with which the riflemen brought their weapons up caused her to dive out of the way as they pulled their triggers. The harsh burn of a flesh wound smashed through her thigh as a round passed through her shield unhindered.

      Careful, Aza, they’re using anti-magic bullets. And no fire.

      Aza dashed over to protect Sabrina and intercept any shots targeted at her. He gave an inward growl at the revelation that the gunmen were using anti-magic ammunition. The bullets had the potential to hurt him, though they didn’t penetrate far, even when they did find a vulnerability in his scales.

      No fire? But that’s the best part, he replied as he leapt at the nearest soldier, staying between Sabrina and the enemies. The man’s face was covered with a mask, but Aza laughed inwardly when the man’s eyes widened through the goggles. The dragon had been medium-sized when he was on the bed, but when they’d charged into the apartment, he’d grown larger. Having a dragon flying at you is not something most people are comfortable with. Aza smashed into the man, stabbing his claws into the man’s armor. A shout of pain revealed that they’d gotten through, but not deeply enough for his purposes.

      Cait said, You’re too enthusiastic about burning things.

      He yanked his paw back, ripping through the armored vest to give him access to the flesh underneath, then plunged it deep into the man who’d tried to shoot his friend, tearing his side and leaving a bloody gash. His enemy dropped. “Of course I am! I’m a dragon,” he said aloud. “Not to brag or—”

      The blast of force magic that slammed into him sent him flying into Sabrina’s refrigerator, which folded under the impact. He hit the floor and scrambled to the side, and the appliance fell forward with a loud thump. He snarled at the magic-caster and readied himself for his next attack, tail lashing.
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina crawled along the wall while the soldiers were focused on Aza and Cait. When she reached the hall that led to her bedroom, she pushed to her feet and raced into her room to snag Princess, who was huddled in the corner.

      Carrying her, Sabrina moved toward the safe that held the gun she never carried. Before she got there, her surveillance system sent another alarm on the phone she’d managed to keep in her hand the whole time. More uniformed figures had arrived in the hallway.

      “Cait! They’ve sent reinforcements.”
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        * * *

      

      Cait clapped her hands, summoning a wave of force that blasted the remaining soldiers backward into the enemy caster. She reached out with telekinesis to summon Eclipse to her hand and received a pulse in her mind that told her the dagger was ready to assist.

      Her first thought at Sabrina’s warning was to retreat and use the dagger’s illusion powers to disengage, but she didn’t know how many additional foes were inbound or what weapons they might bring.

      Besides, subtlety’s not my style.

      Cait rushed forward, keeping the remaining gunman in between her and the magical. She whipped Eclipse up and out with her left hand, pushing his rifle toward the left side of the room above Aza. The gunman pulled the trigger and shot the back wall of the room, shattering the windows.

      Aza, get to the bedroom!

      She started to kick at the enemy’s shin, then remembered she wasn’t wearing boots and stopped mid-strike.

      She punched his throat with her right hand. He tipped his chin to take the blow, which hurt her hand and rocked his head backward. She reached back over her left shoulder and whipped across a back-fist that slammed into the side of his jaw and shattered it. He went down, and she stood face-to-face with the mage.

      She couldn’t tell what magical variety he was. His lack of a wand ruled out wizard unless he, like Cait, had some type of replacement focus for his magic. Too bad. Stealing wands is always a good tactic.

      The caster blasted fire at her in a narrow cone, demonstrating that he wasn’t as worried about property damage as she’d been when she’d warned Aza not to burn things. She reflexively modulated her shield, adding flame to the force magic to draw in his power while providing a strong defense.

      Cait sent lightning in return, which sparkled on his shield but failed to penetrate. The ticking clock in the back of her mind warned her of the impending reinforcements. One appeared behind the magical, and she dispatched another wave of force at them. Her opponent weathered the blast, but it knocked the new soldier back a step. She took the opportunity to break away and run after the dragon.

      She stopped halfway down the hall and created a wall of ice to fill the opening that connected it to the front part of the apartment. Another spell added a second wall behind it, and she inserted another behind that, layering them so that it would take the enemy magical some time to break through. I hope. He seems annoyingly competent.

      She found Sabrina in the corner. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina thought her friend’s words were the most beautiful she’d ever heard. She took a step, then found herself flying across the room with no clear notion of what had happened. She bounced off the bed and struck the ground, rolling against the far wall under the windows. Her head smacked the unyielding surface, filling her vision with sparkles.

      Dazed, she noted that she still held Princess and protected her throughout the tumble. She congratulated herself. Groggy, she tottered to her feet and saw that the side wall of her bedroom, and the hallway on the other side, had been blasted to smithereens.

      She frowned. “They broke my apartment.”
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        * * *

      

      Their enemies’ decision to enter through the wall was as surprising to Cait as it seemed to have been for Sabrina. She’d reflexively snapped up a shield to protect herself, but it had happened too fast for her to do the same for her friend. Aza roared behind her, signaling his anger.

      Burn them, she snapped.

      A gout of fire shot past her at the two leftmost figures because she was blocking him from the other ones.

      Those two rushed at her. The one in the rear swung his hands up to cast a spell while the one in front swung his rifle butt at her face. She wasn’t sure why he hadn’t tried to shoot her, but her body responded automatically to the attack, one hand coming up to deflect the weapon. Her kick smashed into his shin. Her nerves screamed as her unprotected foot met the armor plate on his shin. Stupid, Cait.

      She spun aside in a haze of red agony, feeling the enemy’s magical intention almost as if he’d shouted it. Lightning crackled behind her and followed as she crossed in front of the dragon, forcing him to stop his flame barrage to avoid burning her. She dove behind Aza, who spread his wings to shield her from the mage’s lightning blast.

      Aza roared, responding with a belch of fire that forced the magical to protect himself. One of the two soldiers Aza had blasted was down. The other dashed past, raising his rifle at Cait. She reached out with telekinesis and yanked the weapon away, pulling him off his feet. She surged up, dagger in her left hand, and plunged it into his stomach through the armor vest. He crumpled around the wound, and she kneed him in the face as he went down. She felt no need for restraint, given his unprovoked attack on her friend.

      She readied herself to throw her dagger at the mage, who was distracted by Aza, but the soldier she’d tried to kick had crawled over the bed and was aiming his weapon at Sabrina, who had staggered to her feet. A shattering sound from the hallway told her the first magical she’d faced was breaking through her magic ice, which would put him in line to attack the infomancer as well.

      Cait yelled, “Aza, fly,” as she jumped up and launched herself past the soldier. She hit Sabrina in mid-flight, taking a pair of bullet grazes on her leg as she blocked the soldier’s shot. She wrapped her arms around her friend as they tumbled through the broken windows into the open air.

      Cait whipped out a line of force that snagged the window frame, stopping their fall, and created a portal to the Moakley Courtyard a foot below their position. Then she dropped.

      Cait wrenched herself so she was on the bottom when they landed. Sabrina’s weight slammed into her, snapping a rib and filling her with a sudden blaze of pain. Aza flew through the rift a moment later. The mage flung an orb of shadow at the portal, but Cait closed it before the orb got through.

      The landing had knocked the wind out of her, but she choked, “Are you okay?”

      Both the infomancer and the dragon replied that they were.

      “What just happened?” Sabrina asked.

      Cait pressed a hand over her ribs and winced. “I don’t know.”

      A second later, the infomancer lifted her hand, which miraculously still held her phone, and showed it to Cait. Alerts identical to the one that had alerted her to Sabrina’s predicament had come in from Clement, Garrett, and Chief Levitt.

      The infomancer’s voice broke. “Oh, no.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait pushed off the ground and lurched toward the nearby garage that held the marshals’ cars. She directed, “Aza, get Sabrina inside, then follow me.”

      The dragon replied, Will do.

      As she ran, she cursed her inability to portal to her colleagues’ houses. They’d planned get-togethers that hadn’t yet materialized, so she’d never been there in person.

      She grabbed the first vehicle she came to, a dark SUV that unlocked at the touch of her fingerprints and growled to life as she climbed in. The car flew through the parking garage and rushed onto the road, tires screeching as she gave voice commands to activate the heads-up display and connect to Sabrina.

      The infomancer said, “Clement’s checked in. He’s on the way to Garrett’s house.”

      Cait crossed an intersection against the light and headed for the highway. Aza flew above, the connection between them strong and reassuring. She took a breath to speak and groaned at the sharp pain from her ribcage. “Okay, give this car a route to the chief’s place. Anything from him?” She was unashamed at the concern and hope that filled her words.

      Sabrina replied, her voice quavering, “Only the initial warning.” A beep came over the line as the infomancer presumably entered the office.

      “Keep trying to contact him. Get the police rolling. Ambulances, too.”

      Sabrina replied, “They’re already inbound.” A door slammed. “Bringing my systems up now. Conference call in ten seconds.”

      Clement was the first to speak when the channel was opened. “Garrett, are you and your family okay?”

      Garrett sounded stressed but calm. “Fine. We’re in our safe room.”

      Cait said with relief, “No one’s hurt?”

      “No. My security system picked up the attackers while they were outside. We were behind steel walls before they entered the house. I wish I’d sent a warning sooner.”

      She growled, “What’s your status, Clement?”

      A hitch of pain colored his response. “Fine. Shoulder wound. Already have clotting bandages on it.”

      Garrett asked, “Gunshots?”

      Clement barked a laugh. “Yeah. In the back, too. Cowards.”

      “I’m five minutes from the chief’s,” Cait said. “Tell me more about what happened before I get there.” The car’s heads-up display showed her route and indicated no traffic along the way, so she could afford to split her focus.

      Clement said, “My first warning came from my video doorbell. It signals my phone when it sees someone nearby. I was exercising, so I had the phone. I saw figures in black with masks and rifles. So, I did what any smart person would do. I ran like hell.”

      The joke earned him a halfhearted laugh from Garrett. Clement continued, “I live in a condo and don’t think the walls would stop bullets, so staying to fight it out wasn’t going to be healthy for my neighbors. I ran into the bedroom, grabbed my go bag, and climbed out onto the fire escape. I thought they might have people on the ground, so I went up.”

      Cait replied, “Two waves of attackers showed up at Sabrina’s. Probably a smart call.”

      “I agree,” Clement said. “When I moved into the place, I made a point of determining the best route to get away if I needed to. Old military habits die hard. I ran across the roof and jumped to the next building. The shots hit me while I was in the air, so I landed badly and skidded but got out of sight. I reached the edge and went down the fire escape there, searching for an unoccupied unit to break into. That building always has some; I check it regularly. It required some wall climbing, which was a challenge with the shoulder, but I made it. From there, I headed to ground level and doubled back.”

      Cait jerked the wheel to the side and blasted the horn as someone swung into her lane. “How did you get to your car?”

      “I know my neighborhood.”

      Sabrina asked, “Who were those men?”

      He replied, “Looked like mercenaries to me.”

      “I thought soldiers.”

      “The ones I saw had plain black uniforms with no rank insignia or unit patches. If they were soldiers, they were black ops. In that case, I think their tactics should’ve been different. I know mine would have been. I would have positioned a sniper on a nearby building, ready to end me as soon as I stepped onto the fire escape.”

      Sabrina’s breath sounded over the channel as she reacted to the comment with alarm. “That’s terrifying.”

      Clement replied, “Yeah. That’s why I think they were mercenaries.”

      Aza warned, Careful on the next street.

      Cait made a final turn and found a cluster of vehicles with flashing lights blocking the road. She stomped on the brake and hopped out of the car. Simon’s house was surrounded by ambulances and police cars, some pulled up on the grass. His neighborhood was attractively landscaped, the houses smallish but well-maintained and expensive, giving off an air of luxury at odds with the collection of emergency vehicles.

      Stay up there, buddy, she said to Aza. We don’t want to alarm these folks.

      A patrol officer tried to stop her, and she called out her rank and name as she pushed past him to reach the stretcher being wheeled out of the house. A woman followed it, and Cait recognized the chief’s wife Nicole from her pictures. “I’m Cait Keane. How is your husband?”

      Nicole shook her head. Cait’s mother would have called her a “handsome woman.” She was clad in a nightgown, her feet were bare, and her gray hair fell in messy waves to her shoulders. Her voice trembled as she replied, “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me.”

      “What happened?”

      “Soldiers broke in. We were having breakfast. They didn’t shoot at me, only him. After he fell, I dove on top of him, thinking we could go together, but they left without any more violence.”

      Cait called an officer and handed the woman off. “You take care of Nicole until the ambulance is ready to go, then see that she’s on it.” She grabbed a medic who was following the procession and asked, “What’s his status?”

      “Critical. Not sure he’s going to make it to the hospital.”

      “I can get you there faster.” Cait ran in front of the gurney and opened a portal to the entrance of the Tufts Medical Center emergency room. “Use this.” Without replying, the medics pushed the stretcher through. She turned, waved the officer watching Nicole over, and escorted the chief’s wife through the portal and into the emergency room. Aza darted through at the top, still camouflaged, before Cait stepped through and closed it.

      When the flurry of action was over, and the people she’d been helping were in others’ hands, she lowered herself into a plastic chair in the waiting area, feeling empty inside. She accessed the conference call on her phone and reported, “The chief’s been shot multiple times. We’re at Tufts ER.”

      Clement replied, “On my way.”

      Garrett said, “Me too.”

      Cait answered, “No point in all of us being here. They’re not going to let us in to see him, anyway. Since Clement needs to be stitched up, he should come here. Garrett, once your family is calmed down, you and Sabrina figure out what happened and send the report up the ladder.”

      He replied, “All right. On it.”

      Cait stared at the doors through which Simon’s stretcher had vanished.

      “Hang in there, Chief,” she whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait paced in the emergency room’s waiting area until Clement arrived. She escorted him to the doctors, then returned to pacing, unable to gather the mental threads to accomplish anything useful other than chatting with Aza, who offered moral support.

      After almost two hours, Simon’s wife came out. Cait rushed up to her. “How is he?”

      Nicole’s voice cracked. “They don’t know. He’ll be in the hospital for a while, they say. He got hit thirteen times. They had to remove seven bullets.”

      Cait winced. “I’m so sorry.” She wanted to wrap the older woman in a hug but recognized the look on her face. It suggested anything might push her over the edge into a full breakdown. “Why do you think they stopped?”

      Nicole ran a hand across her eyes before replying. “The alarm went off as soon as they entered the house, and the police unit that’s always on the grounds came fast.” A choked laugh escaped. “Guess that’s the good thing about living in a gated community full of old people. I made him live there. He didn’t want to leave the city.” She sniffed. “He owes me another one.”

      “We’ll help you be sure he never hears the end of that. How can I help now?”

      Nicole smiled wanly. “I can’t see him again for a few hours. If you wouldn’t mind getting me back to my house so I can get dressed and pick up the car, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Cait portaled them back to the front yard and watched over the house from the outside while Nicole got ready just in case. When she emerged from the garage behind the wheel of a sedan, Cait portaled back to the hospital alone.

      Fifteen minutes of pacing later, Clement came out of the ER doors, his arm in a sling. She asked about it, and he waved the other arm. “It’s only to keep my arm immobile so I don’t tear my stitches.”

      “Let’s head to the office, then, if you’re up to it.”

      He replied, “Okay. My car is in the ER’s valet lot.”

      “Fancy. I’ll drive.”

      “The hell you will. Even one-armed, I’m better.”

      Cait laughed. “I can portal away if I think you’re going to wreck us.”

      He scowled. “Nice. Making fun of the wounded.”

      “I’m thoughtful like that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took some time after their arrival for Sabrina and Garrett to finish their reports, but at last, they all gathered in the conference room. The chair the chief always occupied was empty, which cast an immediate pall over the gathering. Clement looked tired, which was understandable, given what he’d been through. And spacey, probably from the painkillers. I shouldn’t have let him drive.

      Garrett looked furious as if he wanted to punch somebody and was getting closer to not caring who it was. Sabrina was also angry, but Cait only recognized it because she knew the other woman so well. The tightness around the edges of her mouth and the fire in her eyes were the only outward signs, other than her sarcasm, which was more biting than on an ordinary day. She snarled, “So, does everyone want to watch a movie?”

      They nodded, and the display that took up most of one wall came to life. It offered a view composed of multiple cameras showing the interior and exterior of Garrett’s house. “I pulled this from Garrett’s security system.”

      Garrett replied, “Huh?”

      Sabrina grimaced. “Sorry I didn’t ask. You were busy, and your security company’s defenses are pathetic.” Cait thought back to the explanation that pretty much everything infomancers did was illegal and smiled inwardly. I’m glad she’s on our side.

      She thought it loudly enough that her companion, back around her neck in his usual disguise, heard it. Me too. Is Princess okay?

      Cait interrupted to share the question, and Sabrina managed a smile. “Yeah. She’s in my computer room. I’m sure she appreciates you asking.” She was all business as she set the camera feeds in motion. An external one showed a portal opening outside and soldiers coming through. The others, time-synced, revealed nothing out of the ordinary. “At least your security system’s algorithms are well-written. They recognized the weapons in less than a second and triggered warnings.”

      Garrett nodded. “We all received the alarm on our phones. We practice getting to the safe room once a week, so it wasn’t as scary as it might have been.”

      Now the feed showed the soldiers moving to the front door and blasting the lock off with a shotgun.

      Clement said, “That’s how they got into my place.”

      Sabrina replied, “Mine too, I’m guessing. That’s what it sounded like, anyway.”

      Garrett rubbed his eyes. “So if we didn’t already know these attacks were connected, this evidence certainly suggests it.”

      “I don’t think there’s any question that this was a coordinated effort,” Cait said. The feed showed Garrett’s family rushing to the safe room. The soldiers were inside the house as the secure door slid closed. They ran toward the sound, discussed something in low tones the microphones didn’t pick up, then departed the way they’d come.

      Garrett swore. “I should have sent the alarm earlier. I didn’t do it until we were already in the safe room. It might have helped all of you.”

      Clement shook his head. “It wouldn’t have. They hit us simultaneously. This was a well-planned effort. They knew what they wanted to accomplish and how to do it. Focusing on your family’s safety first was the right thing to do.”

      Cait remarked, “It’s odd that they didn’t kill Nicole, though.”

      Garrett offered, “Maybe they heard sirens.”

      “Could be, but if four were there, like in the other places, you’d think they’d have shot both.”

      Sabrina said, “I guess they only cared about the marshals.”

      Cait frowned at the screen, which was frozen during the attackers’ escape. “Can you get us a closer look at that portal?”

      The infomancer tapped her keyboard, and the image zoomed in. “It will take a few seconds for the enhanced image to finalize. It’s algorithmic, so I’m improving it based on assumptions, but my program is pretty good.” The imagery redrew itself several times, resolving into improved focus with each pass.

      When it was complete, Clement leaned forward. “What is that on the ground?”

      Cait squinted at it. “Sand?”

      Garrett countered, “Straw. It’s definitely straw. We’re looking at the inside of a barn.”

      Clement reclined with a small groan. “That makes sense. Good place to hide a bunch of people, and the area around Boston has a lot of them. Not close to the city, obviously, but a reasonable distance.”

      Cait replied, “It’s our only clue. We’ll have to track it down.”

      “It could be anywhere,” Sabrina grumbled.

      “Yeah, but we can narrow that down. Let’s assume it’s within a couple of hours of here. They probably needed to recon and stuff, plus their magicals would have had to visit the locations to be able to portal in reliably.”

      The infomancer said, “Still, that’s a huge search area.”

      Aza observed, She’s being unusually negative.

      Cait replied, She’s had a serious shock. It can take a while to get over.

      I know what will help. Finding these guys and burning them down.

      Can’t argue with that.

      Clement said, “Unfortunately, the attackers are probably nowhere close anymore. They had magicals with the teams. Surely they had a plan to skedaddle when it was finished.”

      Cait sighed. “Still, we need clues, and this is a potential way to find some. Until we have a better idea, let’s give it a try. Paul Andrews texted me, offering help, so reach out to the Paranormal Defense Agency for additional resources. Maybe start with farms that were rented or purchased in the last few months.”

      Garrett grunted. “It’s a needle in a haystack. No pun intended.”

      “All we need is one second of luck. Maybe we’ll get it.” Cait stood up.

      Sabrina asked, “What are you going to do?”

      “Investigate the scenes and see if we can find anything to narrow down our search.”
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      After a quick portal to her apartment to change clothes and quaff a healing potion, Cait drove Clement to the site of his earlier encounter with the soldiers. The fire escape and the open window to his condo were visible from the street. She could see why he’d made the choice to go upward. It would have been too easy to have someone positioned at ground level.

      They climbed four flights of stairs instead of taking the elevator and checked in with the police outside the room. After flashing their credentials and assuring the officers they knew their way around crime scene procedures, they were permitted inside.

      The entryway opened onto a right-hand turn along a hallway. It ran a dozen feet before turning left and continuing forward, with the kitchen on the right, the dining room on the left, and the living room straight ahead. Clement’s taste in decoration was minimalist, but the items he had on display were all interesting and looked expensive.

      Cait bent down in the hallway to point at a small metal sphere. “Ammo from a tactical shotgun.”

      Clement replied, “Just like at the other scenes. Bastards.”

      They moved into the living room after peering into the other ones. Aside from some overturned furniture and the damage to the exterior door, it was as if nothing had happened there.

      Cait looked up and around. “Nice place. No cameras in here?”

      “No.”

      “Luddite.”

      He chuckled, but there was pain in the sound. “I don’t like being surveilled. Come on.” She followed him into his bedroom, where he checked his gun safe. It was undisturbed. He unlocked it and withdrew his weapon and inner-pants holster, then rummaged through his dresser. “Feel free to take a look around. Stay out of the medicine cabinet.”

      She laughed and accepted the invitation, wandering into the dining room, then into the kitchen, which was sleek and modern, with an oversized stovetop and refrigerator. “Nice place.”

      Aza replied, Definitely looks newer on the inside than yours. But every bit as old on the outside.

      That’s how they do it. Keep the unique character of the neighborhood, but make it upscale.

      Clement came back out. He’d ditched the sling and had changed into a polo shirt that fit tightly over his muscular physique and a pair of jeans that did the same. His feet were bare, and he’d hand-styled his short blonde hair. He snagged a spoon from the kitchen. “Let’s go out to the hallway. I think I noticed something.”

      Outside the door, he got on his hands and knees and scraped the carpet with his spoon. “Dirt. The tread pattern looks like military boots.” He took several pictures to check.

      Cait nodded. “That’s consistent.” They walked back through his place, this time with their eyes down to examine the floor, and marked several dark smudges of dirt.

      When they got back to the bedroom, he grabbed a pair of sandals and led her onto the fire escape. She followed him as he climbed up to the roof, checking for clues along the way, and wondered if he was remembering or reliving the morning’s attack.

      Once they reached the top, they found abundant scuff marks in the loose gravel that covered the tarry surface but didn’t spot what Cait had expected to see. “No shell casings. They cleaned up after themselves.”

      Clement replied, “Competent bastards. But it confirms they were professionals.”

      “You’re confident they were mercenaries?”

      He nodded. “I didn’t get a good look at them, but it was enough to give me that impression. Of course, I was distracted at the time, what with running for my life and all.”

      They walked to the edge of the building, and she looked down. “That’s not an easy jump to make. A scary fall if you miss.”

      He laughed. “Adrenaline is a wonderful thing. Plus, I was highly motivated. It would’ve been much less painful if they hadn’t shot me halfway across, though.”

      Cait nodded. “Well, this wasn’t as useful as one might have hoped. Let’s get you packed and off to a hotel.”

      Clement swayed as they headed back toward the fire escape. “I think that’s a good idea. I’m not feeling all that well.”

      “Your painkillers are probably wearing off,” Cait said, spotting him as he climbed back down the fire escape. “I’m going to drive this time, Mr. Macho.”
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        * * *

      

      After getting Clement squared away, Cait portaled back to her apartment. She sent a pulse of magic into her earrings and said, “Aisling?”

      Her sister replied after a minute. “Yes, Miss Doesn’t-call-unless-she-needs-something?”

      Ouch. Not wrong, but ouch. “I’ve got a crime scene I need to analyze. If you’re free, I could really use your expertise.”

      Aisling replied, “Give me ten minutes to get my stuff together, and I’m game.”

      She spent the time getting cleaned up and eating a protein bar, then portaled her sister over. They walked to the hallway outside Sabrina’s apartment, which was secured with crime scene tape. An officer stood watch at the door. Cait showed her credentials, and they moved carefully inside, being sure not to interfere with the markers that identified where evidence had been discovered.

      A photographer moved through the room, snapping pictures. Aisling found an out-of-the-way flat surface in the kitchen that was large enough for her needs and swung the backpack off her back. It folded open like a clamshell, revealing her technomancy toolkit and several clearly-labeled modular boxes.

      Cait said, “Wow. Nice upgrade. Serious organization.”

      Her sister chuckled. “You didn’t think I’ve been slacking at home since I finished college, did you?”

      The tone made it clear that was what Cait thought. “Well, kind of.”

      “You suck.”

      “It’s not like it wouldn’t be in character.”

      Her sister pointed at her. “You suck more now. Knock it off, or your free labor is going home.” She looked around. “Any thoughts on where to start?”

      Cait replied, “We found dirt at Clement’s condo. Can you do anything with that?”

      “I can get you a sample.”

      “That would help confirm we’re in the right place.”

      Aisling pulled a metal ring the size of her palm from her kit. She held it in her left hand and whispered a spell, making gestures with the ringed fingers of her right hand, building magic up inside it. When the incantation was finished, she crouched near a discolored part of the carpet with one of the plastic identifiers next to it and stared through the object.

      Cait looked over her shoulder. The image in the ring showed individual grains of dirt. “Damn.”

      Aisling chuckled. “Yeah, this always impresses people. It’s pretty easy, though. Simple optics, magically empowered.” Her sister whispered another spell, adding more gestures. After a longer time than Cait would have expected, the dirt in the lens moved into two little piles, slightly different in color. “Okay, the dirt on the left is not natural to this place. The dirt on the right is the normal stuff that’s in here.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Asked my magic to separate things that were different.”

      Cait frowned. “I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

      Aisling chuckled as she stood up and gestured, causing the dirt to lift from the floor. “Science requires subtlety. That’s,” she paused for emphasis, “not your strong suit.” Extracting a jar from her kit, Aisling passed it under the floating dirt, collecting it.

      Aza offered, Point to your sister.

      Shut it, fang face. Cait sighed. Okay, that’s fair. Not nice, but fair. She looked around. “The shell casings are gone, like at Clement’s place. I’m guessing they probably took the bodies with them, too, if they took the time to gather their brass.”

      She confirmed with one of the officers in the room that they hadn’t found any bodies. He gestured at a crimson splotch on the floor. “Only evidence that anyone was here is the blood.”

      Cait gestured at it. “Can you do anything with that?”

      Aisling frowned. “Maybe, but I’ll need some space and quiet.” Cait exchanged a word with the officers, who gave them the room. When she returned, Aisling pulled several vials of what looked like metal shavings from her backpack.

      “I’ll need your help with this,” Aisling said. “Before you get your hopes up, I’m not sure it will work.”

      As Aisling began to draw wide rings around the blood, Cait asked, “What are you doing?”

      “I’ve been researching spells. Older stuff. The coven’s got lots of diaries and journals that haven’t been cataloged as near as I can tell. I found the spell in there.”

      Cait replied, “Why do you need my help?”

      Aisling chuckled as she finished one ring and started another with a different metal inside it. “You’re the one with the big fancy magic pool, remember? Oh, and are you looking forward to coming home and meeting your suitors?”

      “Focus, wench.”

      Aisling laughed. “Seriously, though, I don’t think I’m powerful enough to pull it off on my own. Sit inside the circle.”

      Cait gestured toward her necklace. “Is it okay if Aza’s here?”

      Her sister nodded as she lowered herself to the floor. “If anything, the connection between the two of you should help rather than hurt.” Aisling spoke the ritual words, and wards snapped up around them. “This will keep anyone from contaminating the spell but also allow us to keep whatever magic we create focused on this space.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So, generations ago, they believed blood held markers or traces of the person’s aura.”

      Cait asked, “Aura?”

      “Soul, maybe? Essence? They didn’t explain. I think it was understood back then.”

      “How many generations ago are we talking?”

      Aisling snorted. “A lot.”

      Cait quipped, “I thought you were into science.”

      “I am. And magic, too. Now, focus.”

      Aisling's magic tugged at her as the spell built. When it was complete, the area around them filled with images. They looked strange and surreal, like being outdoors in the middle of the night, but the half-rendered figures and shapes were broken, disorganized, and chaotic.

      Cait looked around, trying to make sense of it. “What is this?”

      Aisling replied, “His self, essence, aura, whatever, at the moment of death.”

      “Is it always like this?” Cait couldn’t keep the sense of awe, or maybe fear, at what the vision represented from her voice.

      “I’ve only tried this twice. Once, it didn’t work. The other time, yes. Quite similar.”

      “Who was it?”

      Her sister met her eyes. “One of the Westport people killed by the wolves.”

      Things around them started to move as Aisling gestured and whispered. Finally, her sister found something. Spreading her hands wide, the whole area surrounding them zoomed in to a singular image. It was blurry but recognizable as a face. Aisling caressed the air as if stroking the image, and it came into full view. “Here’s what he looked like.”

      Cait did her best to freeze his face in her mind. He looked stunningly average for someone who’d tried to kill her. The scene spun, and Aisling said, “That’s you.”

      His vision of her was monstrous. She had a wider-than-normal mouth that gaped open to display overly large and wickedly pointed teeth on top and bottom. She looked like the personification of evil. “Why do I look like that?”

      “Filtered through his perceptions. I can see why he wanted to kill you, though.”

      Cait frowned. “Wait, what? They were after Sabrina.”

      Aisling searched for a while longer, then found Sabrina, whose representation was similar to her real-world looks. “He didn’t fear her. You can tell by her mostly normal image.”

      “What the hell?”

      It took another half-hour that felt much longer, but when they were done, they had generated four male faces that Aisling assured her were the people who’d come into the apartment after Sabrina. The person whose essence they were experiencing hadn’t known, or hadn’t thought of, the others who had entered. Or whatever.

      Cait asked, “Can you, like, print these or something?”

      Aisling sighed. “No, but I will remember them well enough to describe them to an artist.” She tilted her head to the side. “You know, though, building something that would allow me to use my magic to make a representation on a display where it could be recorded has potential.”

      Cait laughed inwardly. That’s my sister. Always thinking.
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        * * *

      

      They returned to the office, where they found Sabrina working late. Together, the infomancer and Aisling created renderings of the faces. Cait gave her sister a hug goodbye and portaled her back to Ireland.

      Sabrina said, “So, she’s the smart one in the family?”

      Cait sighed. “Yeah. That’s accurate. Come on, time to go home. You’ll stay with me, of course, until everything is fixed.”

      The release of tension in her friend was visible. “Thank you,” Sabrina said.

      Aza quipped, Poor woman is going to regret that. She doesn’t know how loudly you snore.
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      Frank Janek had spent the hours after the morning’s attacks in a series of previously scheduled meetings that had nothing to do with that operation. Should any suspicion fall on him, those meetings, plus the false ones he’d set up before them, would serve as a reasonable alibi, should he need one.

      Now, he sat in his office, feet on the desk, holding a mug of coffee and looking out the windows that covered one wall. One could be excused for thinking he was viewing the skyline of Worcester, Massachusetts. Instead, he was picturing the morning’s op, imagining what it had been like for those on the ground.

      He and his employer Carl had listened in on the low-bandwidth audio connection, which would be virtually impossible to trace. Adding the bandwidth for video or biometrics would have increased the risk of someone isolating that information. Risk is not a thing I need. He sighed. I should’ve known better than to link up with Carl, but his Syndicate background seemed so promising.

      The job in Boston had been the first time they’d worked together. They’d crossed paths before due to their participation in rarefied industries, Frank in paramilitary operations and Carl in assassinations. He’d had visions of getting subcontracts from the assassins’ organization or being called to support their agents. The money had added up beautifully in his mind. That had all gone up in a puff of smoke when Carl had gotten involved with the criminal organizations in Boston.

      Of course, we could get some business from that situation.

      Frank grunted and finished his coffee, then looked at his watch and swung his feet to the carpet. For that to happen, things will need to go better than they did today. He stepped out of his office, one of several along this side of the building’s twelfth floor. His company occupied the eleventh and thirteenth floors as well, although they were publicly associated only with the middle one. They rented the space from themselves since he was a principal owner of the shell corporation that owned the building. He’d made that move during promising economic times but had since struggled to maintain liquidity.

      He headed to a nearby staircase, went up one story, and emerged onto the operations floor. This level had several things he didn’t want the public to see, including a planning room, his current destination. He typed in the code, pressed his palm against the reader, and stepped inside. It automatically swung closed as the lights came up.

      Frank said, “Conference mode.” The illumination lowered to a subtle glow. Monitors covered the room’s four walls, dominating the space. Chairs were stacked in a corner, but he wasn’t interested in sitting down. He stood before one of the monitor banks and ordered, “Connect to James.” That was the contact in the mercenary group he’d hired.

      A voice came over the speakers. “Stand by. Connecting you now.” It had that strange synthesis he associated with infomancers’ real-world interactions. A few seconds later, four windows opened, each one showing the face of one of the mercenaries from the morning’s operation. There would’ve been five, but the team leader who had overseen the attack on the infomancer hadn’t survived.

      “Report.”

      Each mercenary gave a summary of his or her attack. He scowled at the poor results. “We’ll get to a full debrief in a second. First, confirm that no one left behind, and no masks were off. We’re still secure?”

      Each nodded. The senior replied, “Secure.”

      The concern that had tightened Frank’s stomach faded. “Okay, tell me what happened.” He’d listened to the ops in real-time, but that wasn’t the same as knowing exactly what had occurred.

      One after the other, they described the encounters. The leader of the group that failed to get the marshal in the safe room seemed sheepish. When it was over, Frank shook his head. “Suboptimal, to say the least.”

      They made noises of agreement. The senior merc replied, “Yes, even with the element of surprise.”

      “The witch is a problem.”

      “A big one. If you decide to go after her again, count us in.” The other three people on the screen nodded.

      “Good. Will do. I’ll be in touch.” With a slashing gesture, Frank killed the connection. He walked down the stairs, thinking, and sauntered into the kitchen for more coffee. The thousand-dollar coffee maker ground the beans, a special blend he preferred, and dispensed a full mug. He wandered back to his office, still contemplating the situation, and stared out the windows. When he was ready, he swiveled at his desk, activated his enhanced security features, and punched in a request on the videophone.

      Carl’s face came up a few moments later. The new leader of the Thorns said, “I’ve been waiting to hear from you.”

      Frank shrugged. “Gathering information takes time.”

      “Don’t I know it! How are your contractors?”

      His senses felt the scrape of the word “your.” “Angry.”

      Carl leaned back from the camera, revealing that he was in an office. “That’s universal. How did they screw up?”

      Frank winced. “I wouldn’t say they screwed up. The targets weren’t as surprised or shocked as the troops were led to believe they would be.”

      Carl lifted an eyebrow. “Or the troops weren’t as effective in taking advantage of that surprise as they claimed they would be.”

      “No way to know.”

      “Are we exposed?”

      He shook his head. “No. Not us, and not the mercenaries.”

      Carl leaned forward. “Good. That’s good. No harm done, then. So, the witch marshal got involved, as we expected.”

      “What we didn’t anticipate was that she would run when the reserve team showed up. That’s not consistent with the information you provided.”

      The other man sighed. “Damn unpredictable, that one. Or lucky. When will your mercs be ready to deploy again?”

      Frank straightened. He’d feared Carl would cut them loose. This is good. “Give them what’s left of today and tomorrow to replenish. After that, they should be solid.”

      Carl nodded, and Frank realized what had been itching the back of his skull throughout the conversation. The other man didn’t seem upset. Instead, he almost seemed pleased, as if eager for another round with his foes. “All right. That’ll work.”

      “So, you’re not done going after the marshals?”

      Carl laughed. “Oh, we’ve barely started. As a group, they’re in my way and pose a risk to my organization. We can’t let that stand. As for the witch? Well, let’s call that one personal. I’ll be in touch.”

      The call ended. Frank exhaled, letting the rest of his pent-up tension go. He finished his coffee, then headed back to the planning room to get the mercenaries on track for the next assignment.

      Failing Carl wouldn’t be a smart thing to do. He chuckled inwardly. Personally or professionally.
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      Cynthia opened the door of the chain restaurant and walked inside. The interior was dimly lit compared to the noon sunshine outside, and the place was crowded. She wore jeans, a black hoodie, and dark glasses, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

      Her lunch date caught her eye. He sat at a corner table next to a wood-paneled wall with a pair of antlers above a license plate. Of all the good places we could have met, why in the world did he choose this one?

      She extended her magical senses and scanned for threats, letting instinct direct her power, but nothing materialized. After threading her way through the dining room, she took the seat across from him and hung her small purse on the chair. She removed a device from it, about the size of a deck of cards, and set it on the table.

      The Chemist laughed. “What’s that?” He wore a leather jacket, a black shirt, and jeans. His hair looked like he’d cut it with clippers.

      She replied, “Detects toxins, or things that mix to become toxins.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “Maybe I’m concerned about the food.”

      He laughed. “Come on. Don’t be elitist. They have world-class jalapeno poppers.”

      “I don’t know what those are, and I don’t want to know.” She leaned forward. “Just so we’re clear, it goes without saying that if something should happen to me, you’re dead. Right?”

      He didn’t reply as their server came up and looked strangely at them. They put in their drink orders, a beer for him and seltzer water for her, and the server departed. Then he asked, “And how exactly will that happen? You’ll be dead, after all.”

      “I have others supporting me.”

      Now it was his turn to lean forward as his voice took on a conspiratorial whisper. “Oh, the Thorns, right.” He pantomimed a shiver. “I’m definitely scared now. I do wonder why your partner hasn’t joined us, though. Trouble in paradise?”

      She replied, “I was thinking more of the Syndicate, actually.”

      The Chemist leaned back in his chair. “I would imagine they’d be upset with you.”

      “If so, you’d imagine wrong.” The drinks arrived, and they ordered food. She chose a chef’s salad, something that, in her experience, was difficult for any restaurant to screw up. He selected a burger and informed her that he wouldn’t share his fries.

      He continued, “Are you saying that what’s going on here is authorized?”

      Cynthia smiled. “You’ll never know. But you should probably assume so for your own health.”

      He regarded her while tapping one finger on the table. “Well, this is a far more interesting situation than I thought at first. I’m so glad I chose you from among those seeking to secure my services.”

      “Me too, assuming that’s what you actually did.”

      He shrugged. “You’re right. I could’ve accepted this meeting to kill you on someone else’s behalf. I’ve done it before. Does your little toy suggest that I did?”

      He gestured toward the device, and she let herself look in its direction. In truth, if it had detected anything, her watch would buzz a warning. But he doesn’t need to know that. “Not yet.”

      “Well then, either you’re safe, or I’m really good at what I do. Possibly both. In any case, assuming you survive the meal, what can I do for you?”

      She whispered and gestured, casting a spell that would render their words unintelligible to anyone outside its perimeter. “I need Yoshino to meet her ancestors earlier than nature might intend.”

      “Having your people simply shoot her isn’t working?”

      She smiled. “Our soldiers are busy with other tasks, but I’d prefer to get this one taken care of sooner rather than later. It’s worth the money to do so.”

      He shrugged. “That can be arranged.”

      “She’ll be difficult to get to.”

      He waved a hand and took a bite of his newly-arrived burger before replying. “All my targets are. That’s why people use me and pay me so well.”

      Cynthia leaned forward and pitched her voice low, though she knew no one outside the circle would hear them. “She’s connected.”

      “To whom?”

      Cynthia straightened. “Unknown. But powerful. Unfortunately, the former leader of our organization did a completely shoddy job of compiling data on his rivals.”

      “I’ve heard he wasn’t the sharpest crayon in the pack.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      He shrugged again. “So it’ll have to be done with deniability. A challenge but not a problem. Again, that’s standard operating procedure where I’m concerned.”

      She crossed her arms. “You’re confident, aren’t you?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I have reason to be. A decade and more, and I’m still around, doing what I do.”

      “Why haven’t you settled down? Isn’t that what people in your line of work usually do?” A few bites of her salad proved she didn’t have an appetite, and she set her fork aside.

      “Boring,” The Chemist said, eating his fries. “I don’t want to stay in one place, and I certainly don’t want to be beholden to anyone. I make my own deals and go where the wind carries me.”

      “Well, since the wind didn’t carry you back to Yoshino, she’ll probably assume that you’re coming for her.”

      The Chemist laughed. “Are you trying to get me to increase my prices? I know all of this.”

      Cynthia shook her head. “I only want to make sure you’re prepared because the first shot has to be the kill shot.”

      “Of course.”

      She asked, “How long will it take?”

      He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “At least a week to take stock of the situation. After that, impossible to predict with any specificity. But not more than a month.”

      “Sooner is better.”

      He nodded. “Of course. It always is. But it will take however long it takes. I haven’t survived so many years in this gig by allowing clients to push me.”

      “And if I offered a bonus for rapid delivery?”

      “You’d have to find a different contractor. Nothing you want is more important than making sure I do it right.”

      Cynthia smiled. “That’s the answer I was hoping for. I’ll wire the second payment today.”

      The Chemist nodded. “Third on completion of plan, and fourth on execution, as agreed.”

      “I like that word in this case.”

      “Too bad Yoshino won’t. She seemed okay, but she should’ve agreed at the first meeting the way you did.”

      A frown turned down the corners of her lips. “Did she tell you who she wanted killed?”

      He smiled. “No, but it’s fairly obvious, isn’t it?”

      “The woman’s a thorn in our side.”

      He laughed. “A thorn for the Thorns. How droll.” He flicked his fingers, and her watch buzzed. She punched a hand into her purse, where her gun waited in its holster, ready to be drawn.

      He raised his hands, laughing. “No need for alarm. Just wanted to test it. Nothing fatal. Some sneezes.”

      She felt an itch inside her nasal passages and cursed. Is it really there, or is he screwing with my mind? Bastard. “It was almost fatal for you. I advise you not to play such risky games with me.”

      He lifted an eyebrow with a serious smile. “If not for risky games, what would be the point of living?”
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      Cait had spent early Tuesday morning checking up on the chief. He was still unconscious in intensive care, and his prognosis was uncertain. His wife, Nicole, was at his side every minute she was allowed, and the marshals arranged a car and driver for her so she could maintain that vigil. She was staying in a nearby hotel, as their home was still an active crime scene.

      Cait checked in on Clement, too, who had decided he needed another day of recuperation before rejoining the fight. She teased him about enjoying the luxury of the hotel too much, but in truth, she agreed with his decision. He’d looked bad when they’d had breakfast together. He explained he never did well on antibiotics but would be back on the job the next day.

      When she entered the conference room for the lunchtime meeting she’d called, only Garrett and Sabrina were there.

      “Well,” she said as she sat down, “this feels weird.”

      Garrett gave a subdued laugh. “I have a proposition. Today, you pretend to be the chief. Tomorrow, I’ll pretend to be the chief. Then Clement, then Sabrina. That will get us through the end of the week. After that, we’ll roll dice for it or something.”

      Cait chuckled, deepened her voice, and said, “Okay, people.” Her imitation of their hospitalized leader was decent since the other two laughed. “All things considered, we came out of this reasonably well, I think, as long as Simon recovers. Now we need to find out who did it so we can hit them back.”

      Garrett said, “It has to be the Thorns, right? I mean, Winston already hates you. He has to know we’ll be causing them trouble down the road.”

      “I agree, but assuming it’s them, no matter how logical, isn’t good enough.” Not for me in my marshal persona. “We need evidence to make it stick.”

      Sabrina replied, “So, let’s find some.” She tapped her keyboard to activate the display in the room to show four images. “These are the faces your sister and I created from what you saw.”

      “Technically, what she saw.”

      Garrett quipped, “What’s this about a seesaw?”

      Cait lowered her voice to imitate Levitt again. “Shut it, Bradley.”

      Sabrina tapped the table with a small smile. “Now, children, focus. Running these pictures through databases and recent camera footage got us some information. First, they’re all employed by a company called Copperhall Security. It’s based in Dubai but has headquarters in Miami, DC, and LA.”

      “Mercenaries.” Garrett nodded.

      Sabrina replied, “Not officially. Government contractors, according to their website and promotion materials, but yeah, they’re guns for hire.”

      Cait shook her head. “That’s serious firepower to bring down on us. Especially given that if it’s the Thorns, they’ve got people of their own they could have used.”

      Garrett replied, “Are their soldiers as good as these? I’m guessing not even close.”

      “Probably not. Still, it hits me weird.” She ran her hands through her hair. “Okay, so. We have mercenaries. How can we connect them to us? Does the Syndicate normally use mercenaries?”

      Sabrina replied, “I can neither confirm nor deny that. Maybe they do. They’re kind of mysterious, you know?”

      Another image appeared on the screen. Garrett asked, “Who is this guy?”

      “Someone who had contact with one of those folks on the screen. Eighty-five percent certainty. They were caught on a surveillance camera together.” The image of them together joined the others, the people grainy but recognizable. “We found a number of possible connections to the four faces, but this one popped.”

      “Why? What’s his deal?”

      “Ex-Army. Frank Janek. Runs a security consulting firm in Worcester now. Algorithms saw the military connection and flagged him.”

      Cait frowned. “More security companies than you can shake a stick at. That’s someone I could see working with mercenaries. Anything else useful about him?”

      “No. Both he and his company are squeaky clean.”

      Garrett replied, “Like, too clean?”

      Sabrina nodded. “Like a strong infomancer sanitized the records, yeah.”

      Cait smiled. “Well then, let’s pay him a visit.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Garrett asked.

      “When has that ever been a concern?”

      “Fair point. I’m driving.”
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        * * *

      

      They called ahead for a meeting and drove the hour or so to Worcester, hitting traffic along the way.

      Cait groaned at the traffic. Garrett replied, “Expect the unexpected. That is the key to driving around here. You can never predict anything, and that’s doubly true once the weather allows people to visit the Cape. Maybe you should start offering transport services.”

      She growled, “Thin ice, buddy.”

      He laughed. “Don’t be taxi. I mean, testy.”

      “I will shoot you.”

      He pulled the car into a parking spot outside an eighteen-story building that rose above most of the others around, covered in mirrored glass from bottom to top.

      She clicked her tongue in distaste. “That is ugly.”

      Her colleague replied, “You’re spoiled by the gorgeous views in Boston.”

      “That’s true. But it’s also true that this thing is a serious eyesore.”

      Cait was surprised to see no visible security in the lobby. A scan of the registry next to the elevator revealed that the building was about three-quarters occupied, with a variety of company names, including a shared workspace business on one floor. That explains the lack of security.

      They took the elevator up to twelve. It opened onto a reception desk in front of a frosted glass wall. The woman sitting behind it was blonde, young, and efficient. “Deputy marshals, welcome. Mr. Janek will be with you in a moment. Please, come this way.”

      As they followed, Garrett murmured, “Think we’ll have to get undressed here?”

      She let out a soft snort. “Taking off our weapons is hardly getting undressed, but no. Doesn’t look like it.”

      A door took them through the frosted wall at the far end, and she led them down a long corridor that ran along the side of the building. Cait got a good view through the windows at the other tall buildings in Worcester. “I like this place. It’s got style.”

      A voice from inside an open doorway replied, “Thanks. I agree. That’s why I chose it.”

      She stepped into a conference room. Rising from a seat at the table was the man whose grainy picture she’d seen. Something seemed oddly familiar about him, but she couldn’t place it. Of course, he has that standard military air about him. Upright posture, short-clipped hair, intense eyes, and enough confidence wafting off him to fill the room.

      He exchanged handshakes with Garrett, then with her, and gestured them to seats at the table, taking one across from them. “So, what can I do for you, Marshals?”

      Or maybe that’s overconfidence putting on an act. He’s smooth either way. Cait called up pictures on her phone and spun it around. “Do you know this man?”

      She watched his face as he looked at the images, but his expression stayed neutral and unreactive.

      “Nope.”

      She paged through two more faces before arriving at the one she was waiting for, the man he’d been pictured with. At the sight of it, his brow creased as if he recalled something, and he looked up. “Yeah. He came into town for a meeting a while back. Said his company was looking to buy land up here. I showed him around.”

      Garrett sounded disinterested. “What sort of land?”

      “A house in the suburbs of Boston. I gather they were thinking of putting in an office up here and wanted someplace for the execs to live.”

      Cait frowned. “I thought you were into security consulting. Are you a real estate company?”

      “We’re a full-service consulting company. Sometimes that involves things like this. I don’t want to give a competitor any opportunity to get access to my clients. Know what I mean? I take care of all their needs and subcontract where I need to.”

      “Can you tell us more about him?” Garrett asked.

      Janek shrugged. “Seemed like a nice guy. We looked at some places, both in the Boston suburbs and farther out. I tried to convince him that Worcester would be a great place to work, but he wasn’t buying it.”

      Cait said, “Any farms?”

      Frank chuckled. “No, no farms. I could see these people as the kind of folks who own horses and stuff like that. Executives.” He shook his head. “When you’ve got enough money to own horses as pets, you’ve got too much money.”

      Garrett nodded. “I’d rather travel than spend money on that.”

      Janek grinned. “Right? Me too.” He turned his attention back to Cait. “Is there some reason you’re showing me these faces?”

      She stared hard at him. “We believe they were involved in an attack against the marshals’ office in Boston.”

      He frowned. “I haven’t heard anything about that.”

      “It didn’t make the news yet. Listen, would you be willing to come back and help us out by answering some more questions?”

      He pulled on one of his sleeves. “Not without counsel. And unless you’ve got charges or a subpoena, not at all.”

      Garrett replied, “Pretty fast to lawyer up there, buddy.”

      Frank smiled without warmth. “To succeed in this business, you have to have a feel for when someone’s trying to play you. Sometimes people are good, but you can’t be sure. So, all such questions get the same answer.”

      Cait remarked, “Convenient.”

      “Will there be anything else, Marshals?”

      She stood and extended a hand. “Nope. Thank you for your time.”

      Once they were outside, she separated from Garrett and took a casual walk around the nearest grassy patches, particularly behind a set of bushes. There, she was hidden from the building.

      Aza said, This would make a great portal spot.

      She replied, It would, wouldn’t it? Having seen what she needed to see, she joined Garrett in the car.

      The other marshal observed, “That dude is hiding something.”

      “Oh, for sure.” Looks like I’m going to have to figure out what it is as Lexi Matthews rather than Cait Keane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Carl inserted a pair of cufflinks into his fabulous new dress shirt, which was open at the collar. His black suit and handcrafted Italian shoes complemented it perfectly. He gave his reflection in the mirror a wide smile, imagining himself pictured in some corporate annual report. “Look at you, Mister Executive Assassin. This wasn’t in the career plan. But it’s got potential.”

      Not right now, though. Carl could foresee a time when life would become luxury, peppered with enough competition and conquest to keep things lively. The flirtatious moments he and Cynthia once shared had faded as they focused on their newly acquired responsibilities. Truly a loss. However, the club offered no end of attractive potential partners, not to mention the others he might run into in his new, top-of-the-heap position. He made a mental note to contact the law firm that represented Rosetta. They worked for him. No reason they can’t work for me.

      A vibration from his phone told him the moment had arrived. He opened a portal and walked through, emerging in Frank’s office. The other man rose to shake his hand, then sat down, waving Carl to a nearby seat. “Want a drink?”

      He shook his head. “No thanks. I’m good. So, our favorite marshal showed up?” Frank had texted him about Cait’s visit.

      “Sure did, along with another one.”

      Carl didn’t care about any of the marshals except Keane. “Their connecting the attacks to you is unexpected. You’re sure they were on the trail?”

      Frank nodded and leaned forward. “They showed me pictures of the team that went after the infomancer.”

      He blinked in astonishment. “Pictures?”

      His host fell heavily back in his chair, opening his arms wide. “Pictures. More like artist models. They were damn close to what the people actually look like.”

      Carl scowled. “How?”

      A dark laugh was his immediate reply. “No idea. New surveillance tech, maybe, although I haven’t heard about anything like that. With the masks on, I have no clue how they managed it.”

      Carl looked out the window into the twinkling lights of downtown Worcester. I might have to kill him after all. I have to do it smart, though. They could be fishing here. Don’t want to let on that they’ve found something useful. He returned his attention to the conversation. “So, do you think they’ve got you solid?”

      Frank slashed a hand through the air. “Not a chance. If they had, they’d have pushed harder, for sure. There’s no question they’ll keep digging. The witch wasn’t knocked off the scent, despite not getting any useful information from me.”

      Carl sighed. “They’re good. I have to give them that. If they got to you through those images, they’ll get back to the company that employs them. Are they reliable?”

      “Completely. That will be an absolute dead-end. They talk to nobody.” Silence reigned for a time, then he asked, “Do you think they’ll be back?”

      “Oh, I’m sure of it. The only question is whether it will be formally, with a warrant, or informally, for a chat or an off-the-books recon.” An idea arose in the corner of his mind, and once acknowledged, he couldn’t ignore it. “This could be an opportunity, actually. Show me your security setup.”

      Frank rose. “For that, we’ll need to go upstairs. No worries, my staff is out. I checked and made sure of it before I texted you to finalize the meeting.”

      Carl left his chair. “And you’re positive none have come in since?”

      “I know everything that goes on in my company. No one’s here except the cleaning crew, and they’re down on eleven.”

      “All right. I’m sold.” He followed into the monitor room. Carl had only been in it once on his initial tour of the place. Frank stood in front of one of the displays and waved his hands. It came to life, showing the building’s eighteen stories and its sophisticated, multilevel security system.

      Frank asked, “What do you want to know?”

      “Cameras and alarms.”

      He gestured, and the 3D model of the building slowly spun, showing the locations of cameras in red. It zoomed in, and he noted that all the doors and exterior windows were alarmed.

      “Good, good. Accesses?”

      A gesture and some spoken commands sent the virtual camera flying into the lobby, showing two parallel walls of glass with entrances positioned across from one another. The only furniture in the lobby was an oval reception desk in the middle.

      Frank explained, “It’s locked down when the building closes, only accessible by a system ID. The frequencies are changed twice a day, and updating them requires biometrics if you’re outside the building.”

      Carl replied, “So, if someone steals one, it’s not valid for long.”

      “Exactly.”

      The image widened, showing stairwells at either side that extended up the entire height of the building. “Emergency stairs. Again, those doors open only in response to the proper credentials.”

      “What about incursion from the roof?”

      Frank seemed to enjoy interacting with the system. Their perspective flew upward and through the top of the building, then resolved into an image of the roof as seen from outside. “The only access is a ladder covered by a locked panel. It can only be opened from the inside.” He chuckled. “Had a repair person stuck up there for a while because of that. They weren’t pleased.”

      Good, sensible choices. You might not be as clueless as I thought. “And below?”

      “Equipment. HVAC, emergency stuff. Nothing exciting there.”

      “So, what’s stopping someone from, say, dropping in on the roof and then rappelling down?”

      Frank laughed. “I think you watch too many spy movies.”

      Carl shrugged. “From what I’ve seen so far, that’s how I’d do it.”

      “That’s because you’ve only seen the Level One security.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      A label at the corner of the screen changed to read Level Two. The new display revealed that the windows themselves were electrified, and four attack drones were hidden among the equipment on the roof. In addition, the bottom floor had metal panels that covered all the glass to prevent anyone from entering.

      Carl chuckled. “Okay, I have to admit that’s fairly impressive.”

      Frank laughed. “We don’t mess around.”

      “I think this will do the trick. I presume you have an infomancer watching the place?”

      “Of course.”

      “Let’s chat with them. Do your mercenary friends want some payback?”

      Frank smiled, seeing the man’s frustration with the op’s failure and his desire to make good on it. “Oh, I’m sure. Do you think they’ll have a chance to get it?”

      Carl nodded and echoed Frank’s words. “Oh, I’m sure of it.”
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      Cait spent most of the morning thinking at her desk, trying to work. Her inner voice was full of caution, but her brain couldn’t erase the memory of Chief Levitt lying in his hospital bed with equipment all around him, fighting to stay alive. Anger and despair fought a constant battle, with the former coming out on top more often than not.

      By the time the lunch hour arrived, she had to act. She wandered to Sabrina’s desk, where the infomancer was working at her computer with headphones on. Cait tapped them gently. Sabrina looked up, then pulled them down to rest around her neck. “Hello, yes, can I help you?”

      Cait managed a short chuckle. “I believe you can. Let me buy you lunch, and we’ll talk about it.”

      “I never pass up a free meal.” Sabrina grabbed her purse and they headed for the elevators.

      Cait chose a small, out-of-the-way café on a side street, and they took a corner table near the back, away from prying ears. She cast a spell around them to ensure their voices wouldn’t carry.

      The infomancer said, “I feel like a spy. What’s the secret mission, boss?”

      Cait replied, “I need to pay a visit to Frank Janek’s office again.”

      “Boooring!”

      Cait shook her head. “No. Not that kind of visit. The other kind.”

      Sabrina’s eyes widened. “Oh, that’s far more interesting. Are you sure it’s a good idea?”

      “Aza thinks so.” She’d discussed it with him earlier, and as usual, the dragon had come down on the side of taking action versus waiting.

      Sabrina laughed. “Well, certainly. Aza is always the voice of reason.”

      Aza added, If only she knew how true that was.

      Shut it. Cait nodded. “Aza’s right. We can’t afford to wait for the official process on this one. They did too good a job covering their tracks. The trail could easily go cold while we find probable cause.”

      Sabrina paused her reply as a server dropped off two fancy coffees with adorable kitty cats drawn in the foam. She took a sip and rolled her eyes in mock ecstasy. “You could ask your favorite judge for a favor.”

      Cait shook her head after trying her own coffee and having a similar response to the sweet and creamy brew. “Judge Flynn’s on a well-deserved vacation. Besides, what we’ve found is too thin, even for her. I don’t think they’re accepting magically-discovered memories from the dead as evidence.”

      Sabrina looked around, then leaned forward and whispered, “So, who are you doing this as?”

      Cait frowned. “What?”

      “You-you or Lexi-you?”

      “Lexi.”

      The infomancer straightened and crossed her arms with a frown. “Here’s the thing. Does Lexi have a reason to be there?”

      Cait gave a small snort and moved a stirrer through the foam in her cup. “Thieves gonna thieve.”

      Sabrina scowled. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “I know. Are you in?”

      “Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Cait sat on her bed, trying to focus while pulling on the last pieces of her infiltration suit. Her brain was being slippery, refusing to behave.

      Aza, sitting primly in a chair across the room, commented, You should take me inside with you.

      She suppressed a sigh, shaking her head. We’ve discussed this. You know why I can’t. She walked to the mirror to make sure everything was in place. The black catsuit covered her from toes to neck, her bracelets in their plastic disguises hidden underneath. Lexi’s blonde hair and dramatic makeup looked back at her. She frowned at the realization that these days, Lexi was almost as recognizable as Cait was to her.

      On the one hand, the duality involved a certain amount of adventure that, if she was being honest, she enjoyed. On the other, keeping everything she was juggling in the air became more and more difficult with each passing day. If some of these events aren’t resolved soon, they’re going to start escaping my grasp. I can’t let that happen.

      Aza wrapped himself lazily around the back of her chair. Yeah, I know. I also know that your concerns are stupid. There’s more than one dragon in the world.

      But not more than one in Boston, as far as I know. Besides, I need you elsewhere tonight. You’re my external protection. Sabrina’s initial review showed that sometimes the police include that building in their normal rounds. You’ll need to let me know if that happens.

      He replied, not sounding mollified, At least I’ll be doing something.

      Yeah. So quit whining.

      He snorted and leapt from the chair to the bed, where he flopped dramatically on his back. She tickled his scales, which he always enjoyed, then went to her gun safe. Spinning it open, she took out an untraceable pistol and several fingerprint-free magazines, one of which had the blue stripe that indicated anti-magic rounds. She sourced the weapon, its accessories, and the ammunition from the Purple Market, so it couldn’t be traced to her.

      Unless I’m caught with it.

      She slipped the backup mags into her belt and checked to be sure the one in the pistol was properly loaded. She chambered a round and stashed it in her left thigh holster. The taser went into the holster on her right hip, and she slid Eclipse into its thigh sheath.

      As she closed the safe again, Aza asked, Aren’t you afraid someone will notice the dagger?

      Cait shook her head. Except for the mercenaries, no one has seen me with it here in Boston. Only back in Ireland.

      He sighed. Your life is unnecessarily complicated, which makes my life unnecessarily complicated. I’m against it.

      She laughed. You’re a whiner. He grumbled something in return that she didn’t quite hear. Did you just swear at me?

      Maybe.

      She gave the verbal commands to connect her comm to her partner in crime for the evening.

      “Hey, woman. Things are ready here. How about there?”
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina replied, “Running late. Give me fifteen minutes.” She’d taken an autonomous car back to the Moakley instead of having Cait portal her, trying to avoid any connection between them to anyone who might look for one. Traffic had been a challenge, as usual, and at the last moment she realized that she’d forgotten the snacks, which were essential for the night’s run. So, she ran into a convenience store and picked up soda, chips, and candy. All the vital food groups.

      Sabrina passed through security, took the elevator to the marshals’ office, and headed straight for her workspace. Upon locking the door, she threw off the long coat, revealing her battle dress: Chunky boots, leggings, a metal chain belt slung low over her hips, and an old concert t-shirt she’d borrowed from Cait.

      She sat at her computers and brought her systems up. “Okay, a few more minutes. By the way, I stole one of your shirts.”

      Cait laughed. “What’s mine is yours until you and Princess can move back into your place.”

      “Don’t let Aza eat my cat.”

      After a moment, Cait replied, “He says he’s thinking about it.”

      “Rude.”

      Sabrina threw herself into her system, calling up offensives and defensives and preparing them for instant deployment. She shifted her avatar from its ordinary Goth girl appearance, giving it a slim-fitting leather top and trousers, sunglasses, and a long black leather coat that rustled around her combat boots. The only similarity to her normal image was her fashionable hair, black and gathered in a fun topknot, which rather damaged the super-cool look she’d created.

      She threw herself into the myriad of connections that made up the magical dark web and eventually came out at her destination, the security company that their target building used for response service. She’d done her research earlier that day and sent bots to break into it. Now she got into their network and gained access to the building’s internal security systems.

      Her magic combined with the system, creating a simulation that grew into place around her avatar. Before her stood a perfect representation of the building. To her surprise, everything matched the images of the location she’d pulled earlier. “That’s weird.”

      Cait replied, “What’s weird?”

      “The system looks exactly like the building.”

      “Is it a problem?”

      Sabrina considered the question for a nanosecond, then shrugged. “Not that I can see.”

      “Good. Let’s do this thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait opened a portal and stepped through, emerging behind the large hedges near the building’s entrance. She and Aza were cloaked in illusion, and she’d activated all of her usual magics to increase her physical and magical senses and boost her strength and speed.

      The thermal function of her lenses detected a couple of heat signals, but they were too far away to make anything out.

      Go up and take a look, she told Aza.

      The dragon’s scales rippled as his innate camouflage took effect, and he launched himself into the air. After almost a full minute, during which her sense of his presence informed her he was flying in a wide circle of the building, he said, No signs of danger that I can see.

      Cait replied, “Aza says we’re clear. Do your thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina’s avatar walked boldly up to the simulated version of the structure Cait planned to invade. It rippled as she approached, betraying its virtual nature. By the time she reached the concrete patio in front of the glassed-in lobby, she’d summoned several weapons both inside and outside her coat by bringing attack programs online.

      A Mossberg shotgun filled her hands, and she lifted it and fired one of its seven shots into a nearby window. The pane shattered, exploding inward, and she walked through without stopping, her heavy boots crunching the shards underfoot. Sabrina sensed that her destination was the oval desk in the center but was distracted by two blue-uniformed security guards rushing at her from the left, digging at their holstered pistols.

      She ran at them, her magically-assisted speed giving her a distinct advantage over the programs she faced, and leapt at her enemy. She spun through a turn and delivered a sidekick to her foremost foe’s face. He flew backward, his feet coming up into the air as he flipped, no longer a concern. She landed and spun around, flipping the shotgun to grip the still-warm barrel, and smashed the stock into the other guard’s skull. He crumpled instantly. She threw the weapon in the air and caught it after three flips, her hands naturally finding the proper shooting position.

      Another pair of guards appeared, this time from the opposite side. They wore the same blue uniforms but also had body armor. Upgrades. Sabrina rushed toward them until she was close enough to hit them with her shotgun and slid to a stop. A blast to the legs dropped the first man. A bullet struck the armor under her jacket but did no noticeable damage. She racked the shell free and loaded the next, then pulled the trigger again, aiming at the second one’s head. He fell, and she repeated that shot into the first guard.

      Sabrina jogged toward the oval in the center, but at a sound from a corner of the room, she leaned back. The bullet aimed at her traveled in front of her eyes. Her senses were so finely tuned that she watched it slide by in slow motion. She hurled the shotgun at the source of the round to foul their next shot and drew a pair of machine pistols from under her coat. She pulled the triggers at the one who’d tried to shoot her and the two that had joined him.

      “Hardly a challenge.” She holstered the weapons again.

      Her coat swished as she took a seat in a rolling chair behind the reception desk. She deactivated the internal security system and spoofed the external signal that would assure the monitoring company that everything was fine. She reported, “I’ve got control of the system. You’re in.”
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        * * *

      

      Cait rushed forward under a veil, warning Aza that she was on the move. The door unlocked as she reached it. She yanked it open and moved inside.

      I think Sabrina needs to help with all the things from now on, she told Aza.

      Aza laughed. That’s a lot of pizza.

      She replied, No doubt. It’s totally worth it.

      Now that she was inside, the heat signals on her lenses showed up better. The algorithms sorted out heat sources like computers and environmental equipment before building its display, which was a useful innovation over merely registering heat. She saw figures, as if by X-ray, moving through slow patterns within confined boundaries. She whispered, “Cleaning crew,” and her suit’s connection to the infomancer turned it into a text message.

      A reply from Sabrina on her lens said, Affirmative. Building’s schedule says they should be here.

      Cait headed for the stairs at the side of the lobby and climbed to the twelfth floor, feeling slightly winded when she reached her destination. Gotta run more. A memory of Cara describing Rath the troll’s attitude of constant Must train crossed her mind, and she laughed inwardly, then whispered, “Open sesame.”

      The door lock clicked, and she headed inside. She hadn’t seen this part of the floor during her earlier visit, so she made her way cautiously, eyes peeled for potential surprises. She found none. The space seemed normal. Well, that’s not helpful.

      She checked a random office door and discovered it was locked. The door had a physical lock as well as an electronic one, and she didn’t have time to pick every lock, despite her desire to know what was going on with the company. She called up her internal diagram and moved into the next corridor, where Frank’s office was located. The lock pick tool in her kit handled the physical obstacle, and Sabrina defeated the electronics for her a moment later. She slipped inside and closed the door.

      The view through the large windows was beautiful, nighttime in a city big enough to have a cool skyline. Not as impressive as Boston, but still appealing. She searched Frank’s desk and file cabinets, which were unlocked, but found nothing interesting.

      Marshaling her power, Cait murmured a spell of finding, one that enhanced the signals her intuition sent to her. It drew her to a cabinet under a bookshelf. She crouched, pulled it open, and discovered a safe within. The heavy vault was an old-fashioned model, iron or steel, with a dial and a large handle. In a nod to modern technology, it also had a scanner above the handle.

      She whispered, “Can you defeat the fingerprint lock?”

      Sabrina replied by text, It’s wireless. Yes.

      Cait amplified her hearing with magic and set her mask-covered ear against the metal. She turned the dial one slow click at a time until she heard a tumbler fall into place. Who needs a stethoscope? Not me. She did the same in the other direction, then back again. The third tumbler to fall didn’t sound quite right, so she went back the opposite way until a fourth fell with a resounding clank in her boosted hearing. She winced. “Okay. Your turn.”

      Sabrina replied, “Can do.” She sent the instruction into the system and waited for a response from the safe.

      Its response was nothing like what she’d expected. The building around her broke into pieces and flew away, ignoring gravity. She was in complete blackness, and a summoned light did nothing more than illuminate the empty area surrounding her, providing no clues.

      She took stock of her situation, noting that she was still connected to her systems and could physically disconnect with her kill switch whenever she needed to.

      Something’s wrong, she texted Cait. Exit stage right.
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        * * *

      

      Cait cursed and rose from her crouch at the infomancer’s message. The phrase she’d sent meant, “Don’t argue, just go!” She waved her hands and spoke the words to summon a portal to a neutral location. Aza, Sabrina sent the abort command. With an emotion somewhere between burning anger and deep regret for the information she was leaving behind, she stepped forward.

      When she reached the threshold, the portal vanished.

      Her magic fell away as anti-magic emitters activated nearby.

      “Oh, hell!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sabrina turned a slow circle in the minimal circle of light she’d created in the darkness. “What the hell?”

      She heard a deep laugh, and a figure stepped out of the shadows. “Deceived by a simple system. Foolish.”

      She scowled, annoyed. “Yeah, yeah. Good trick. Who are you?” His avatar was a negative of hers, doubtless another condescending message. White clothes instead of black. Dark skin instead of light. Identical features. The only matching item was the dark glasses. “So, you wanted to hang out and chat, is that it? I have to say, if this is your version of a pickup line, I’m not impressed.” As she spoke, she prepared her attack and defense programs and set additional monitoring on the line that connected her to the server, watching for signs of someone trying to trace her.

      Her opponent smiled thinly. It was odd hearing a male voice coming out of her feminine features. “I will kick you out of my system.”

      “You think you’re that good?”

      “I know I am.”

      You don’t lack confidence. Sabrina pulled pistols from beneath her coat, pulling the triggers as her arms came to full extension.

      He moved too, gripping a pair of samurai swords that he whirled. He wove in a shield before him, and it deflected her bullets. She raced at him, willing her guns to transform into duplicates of his swords.

      Metal rang against metal as they clashed, but her attacks didn’t make it through. Her foe deflected out to the sides and tried a front kick. She spun to evade it, bringing the weapons around in a fast block to intercept his counterattack. Steel rang on steel five more times in rapid succession.

      Then she snapped a kick up, connecting with his chest, lifting him off his feet and sending him flying backward through the air.

      He performed a backflip and landed on his feet, perfectly in balance.

      “Come on! That’s not how the laws of physics work,” she snapped.

      His laughter mocked her. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.” He disappeared the swords. Out of his coat, he pulled an impossibly long spear with blades on both sides. He whipped the new weapon around in a blur, then charged. Sabrina smacked her swords together, pommel to pommel, and they morphed into a viciously sharp spear. She spun it once and adopted a defensive stance to receive his charge.
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        * * *

      

      Aza, I’m running for the roof. Might need a hand when I get there. Cait rushed from the office into the nearest stairwell, certain the new level of security would be able to pinpoint her location.

      She’d ascended only a single floor before booted feet sounded above her. Muttering a curse, she banged through the door onto the thirteenth floor without wondering why that door was unlocked when the one below hadn’t been and paused to get her bearings.

      Bullets smashed into her chest and the armored pads on her thighs, the impact slamming her back against the closed door. She wheezed, the breath knocked out of her. She was in a corner, with a long hallway separating inner offices and outer offices to her left and one with only inner offices to her right. Positioned at the far end of each was a pair of shooters that had apparently been waiting for her arrival.

      Cait took in their black uniforms, masks, goggles, and rifles. She wasn’t sure why her lenses hadn’t detected their heat signature. Magic or technology was at work. That passed through her brain in a flash as she sucked in a breath and scrambled to her feet.

      Her long training took over. Cait raced down the right-hand hallway toward the gunman, covering her face with her armored arms to protect it, and slammed her shoulder into the nearest office door. It banged open, and she tumbled through and slammed it shut behind her. She shifted her lenses into a new mode the tailor had added with her last upgrade. This used sound waves to map the density of the surrounding walls, revealing where studs were positioned and which sections were drywall.

      She crossed her armored arms in front of her face and charged toward the weakest point, breaking through into the next office like a wrecking ball, then did the same into another, not traveling in a straight line but moving toward the other side of the building. A shower of rifle rounds, shot blindly from the first office, followed her but failed to connect. None of the bullets from the initial barrage or her mad charge had penetrated, although she knew she’d have serious bruises. Even if I had my magic, they’re sure to be using anti-magic rounds.

      In the next room, Cait forced herself to stop running and focus for a few precious moments on catching her breath and calming her nerves. Her many training sessions with Delsanra had prepared her for any combat situation. Her thoughts sharpened as she stopped reacting and transitioned into actions of her own. She cross-drew her weapons, putting the pistol in her right hand and the taser in her left. Eclipse stayed in its sheath. Whether this group had seen Cait Keane with the dagger was unknown. She wouldn’t bring it out unless absolutely necessary, in case they had.

      She looked around but still received no indication of heat signals. She presumed that the enemy would see her on thermal, as her suit had no technology to defeat it.

      The only option is to attack.

      After a breath to ready herself, she burst into the hallway and raced to the right, where her memory placed two of the four who’d shot at her. They had been advancing in her direction but stopped, one dropping to a knee and the other staying upright, raising their rifles.

      Cait fell into a slide across the smooth marble-tiled floor, maintaining her momentum, and emptied the pistol at the man on the right, not concerning herself with careful aim, letting quantity do the job. She lined the taser in her left hand up with the other man’s face and pulled the trigger.

      He flung himself sideways, but not before the darts struck him in the neck and cheek. The electricity dropped him instantly. The other man fell a moment later, the impressive splash of blood on the wall suggesting that she’d hit an artery. She popped to her feet and charged down the hallway, shoving her taser into her pistol’s holster to free up a hand to try each door handle on the left as she ran, but each one was locked. Before she reached the end of the corridor, she ejected the magazine from her pistol and rammed in a new one, chambering the first bullet. By the time she turned the corner, she was ready for the next round of the fight.
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina flicked the tip of her weapon up to direct her opponent’s stab away, then dropped to one knee and swung the spear at his legs. He jumped over it, flicking his spear down to smash the staff into her head. She rolled away from the blow and came up, gripping her weapon in both hands to deflect the vertical slash.

      She spun, twisting her weapon against his to defend herself, and slammed an elbow into his face. He released the spear with one hand, blocked her strike, and hammered his fist down at her thigh. She shifted her leg to take the hit on the muscle rather than the nerve, where it did no particular damage.

      His white coat flared as he spun, whipping his heel around at her head. Sabrina fell again, rolling into a backward somersault, and stabbed her spear at his feet. He stomped on her staff, stabbing his spear at her. She let the weapon go and summoned two daggers, crossing them above her to intercept his weapon. A twist of her torso guided the point aside to stab into the floor.

      Sabrina was back on her feet before he managed to extract it. She brought her blades up defensively as he waved a hand in a horizontal arc. Metal glimmered as throwing stars flew at her head. She plunged into her combat code, causing her arms to move far faster than humanly possible, her wrists flicking the daggers perfectly to block nearly every shuriken as they flew in.

      One sliced the back of her hand, causing her to drop a knife. She hurled the other knife at him sidearm as a distraction. Her hands dipped into her coat and came back out holding a pair of submachine guns. She pulled the triggers. He became translucent, and the rounds passed through him.

      He reformed, again bestowing his mocking laughter upon her. “I told you. This is my place. You have no chance of winning.”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      He did have the advantage because while she fought, her mind and skills were working to break through the system in a less direct, limited way, seeking a weak point that would allow her to find and help Cait. She growled in frustration at her lack of success in that effort, then danced backward as he came running in again, stabbing at her with the samurai sword that had once more appeared in his hand.
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        * * *

      

      As she rounded the corner, Cait covered her face with an armored arm and fired blindly at the trio of black-uniformed enemies ahead. She staggered as bullets slammed into her armor, then cried out in anger and surprise as one pierced the flesh above her right hip. The impact spun her, and while her back was turned, another one got through, this time an inch above the armor plate covering her left thigh.

      One of the enemy’s guns clicked empty, while another fell silent, suggesting she’d taken down one of the three.

      Belatedly, she realized that one of the trio hadn’t been holding a weapon and was likely magical support. Another office door was beside her, and she tried the handle. Locked. She saw the still-standing soldier clawing at a magazine on his vest. She fired her three remaining bullets around the door handle, then flung her weight against the door.

      It gave. She spun and closed it. After limping across the room, she flipped the desk over as a bulwark and positioned herself behind it. She released the magazine from her gun and grabbed a new one, panting with pain.

      The door banged open.

      Aza, might need some help.

      The dragon replied, On my way.
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina dodged his sword thrust, ducked the next one, and leaned back far enough that the third missed when he snapped his arm out to full extension. She bent backward to put her hands on the ground behind her and kicked his arm, knocking the sword free.

      When she straightened, he had another sword in his hands. Fortunately, she’d summoned weapons too, and she blocked his attack with the metal tonfas in each hand. She was momentarily in position to counterattack, but he danced aside. When he backed off instead of immediately re-engaging, she became suspicious. She put extra attention into the connection with the server and saw the worm he was sneaking into her system.

      There was no other option. In the real world, she slammed the kill switch.

      The simulation collapsed around her and she fell back in her chair, as exhausted as if she’d fought in the flesh. One deep breath later, she straightened and hurtled into the web to see if the police had responded to the incursion and, if so, could she delay their arrival so they wouldn’t catch Cait.
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        * * *

      

      Cait reloaded and found a defensible position, planning to quaff a healing potion and continue the fight until she could escape. However, sounds from the hall warned her that more enemies had come running, and one had already entered the room.

      When logic fails, do the unexpected. She threw herself to her feet and bolted toward the outer window, spasmodically squeezing the trigger on her pistol to weaken the glass in front of her. The pane was thicker than ordinary, and the first several shots only spiderwebbed it. Two more broke it, and she crossed her armored arms over her face and broke through the remaining shards, hurtling into the open air far above the ground. More bullets slammed into her, striking the armor covering her back.

      Aza said, I see you.

      Cait felt her magic return as her arc carried her away from the building, and she called, “I’m good! Stay camouflaged.” She used a blast of magic to buffer her landing, but her wounded leg collapsed under her. She pumped magic into her body to dull the pain and increase her speed as she ran from the barrage of bullets that followed her.

      Her hand automatically found her healing potion and she guzzled it, swearing at the increased pain as she kept using the body parts the magic was trying to heal. Finally, when she was out of sight of her shooters, she summoned a portal and dove through. After two more portal jumps, when she was confident that nobody was following her, she returned to her apartment, where she collapsed on the floor.

      Aza looked down from above. Are you dead?

      Cait groaned. I should be so lucky.

      He shook his head, and his mouth took on that expression she interpreted as a grin. No, no, it’s me who would be lucky. Well, me and Sabrina. I like her better anyway.

      Cait sighed and closed her eyes. You suck.

      The dragon laughed. Yeah. I know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoshino Kyouka stepped out of the shining SUV and into the protection of four security guards wearing identical dark suits. She wore a navy pinstripe business suit with fashionable calfskin boots. Her long black hair was pulled back into braids, then gathered in a ponytail. With her businesslike outfit and her understated makeup, no one would have realized she was the leader of the Dragons.

      Which is the purpose. Since the Syndicate assassins had taken over the Roses and renamed them the Thorns, she’d deliberately maintained a low profile. The Chemist had not responded to her organization’s entreaty for a second meeting, which meant it was possible that he was now working against her–another reason to stay out of sight. It would be impossible to evade his attempts forever, based on his reputation. I must eliminate the Thorns’ leaders before he finds a way to kill me.

      Yoshino walked through the airport hotel lobby with two guards in front of her, another pair behind, attracting glances and stares from tourists and businesspeople alike. They stayed in formation as they awaited an elevator, and when one arrived, her security made sure no one else entered. She watched the numbers as they rose to the top floor of the hotel, which held three suites. Two were occupied by travelers who had been thoroughly vetted before she’d selected this location as their venue for the meeting.

      Yoshino walked into the third and stopped inside the doorway. Kono Zhelan, her second in command, bowed, and she nodded formally in reply. “Are we prepared?”

      “Yes, Madame. Please allow me to escort you into the living room.” He guided her into the open space, which held a pair of light-colored couches, two overstuffed chairs in a similar shade, and a low glass table in between them. She selected one of the chairs and sat.

      Kono stood in front of her. “We have plainclothes people positioned in the lobby. Each of the other two rooms on this level is under constant surveillance. When the meeting is imminent, we will secure the doors so they cannot be used. The guests inside may complain, but it’s unlikely that they’ll notice.”

      He gave a wry smile. “The hotel manager was amenable, after a small gratuity, to allowing one of our people into the security room, so we have eyes on the entire building.”

      She replied, “Do you think the manager can be trusted?”

      Kono shook his head. “No, Madame. We also have someone watching him.”

      “Very good. Continue.”

      “Our person can control the elevators at need. Beyond that, we have watchers in all directions outside the hotel, and have verified those who have lodgings on the floor beneath us.”

      Yoshino sighed. “Would that such things weren’t necessary.” Would that this whole meeting wasn’t necessary. “But it seems as if you have done quite well. Thank you.”

      He smiled at her praise. “You’re very welcome, Madame. We do not, of course, trust the kitchens here. We brought food and drink and set up an area to prepare it in the bedroom.”

      “You’ve thought of everything. Excellent work, Kono.” She gestured for him to sit in the chair beside her. “Let’s share a cup of tea and talk of less momentous things until our guest arrives, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      Word came that the emissary’s plane had landed, and her staff busied themselves with final preparations. Soon Kono tilted his head to the side, hearing something in his earpiece, and headed for the door. A moment later, Kono walked her guest into the room, and Yoshino nodded a welcome.

      He wore a black business suit that fit him perfectly and likely cost more than renting the suite had. Gold jewelry sparkled at his wrists and around his neck under his open-collared shirt. His inky hair was slicked back and gathered in a bun. His skin was flawless, and his brown eyes conveyed none of the respect she was accustomed to seeing.

      “Kyouka,” he said in acknowledgment.

      His disrespectful use of her given name when she had not offered it struck a chord of anger inside her, but she didn’t allow it to reach her face. She inclined her head and replied, “Mr. Shao. Thank you for coming.”

      He sat on the couch across from her, crossing his legs and brushing the knee of his trousers. “You paid a premium for this visit, so I should be thanking you.”

      Kono stepped forward, his posture rigid, clearly displeased with their guest. “Would you like a drink, Mr. Shao?”

      “Scotch. Ice.”

      “May I offer you something to eat?”

      The man waved a hand, dismissing her second in command. “Only the drink. Now.”

      What a detestable man. She had known when she’d decided to reach out for assistance that she wouldn’t like the result. Getting the help she needed meant going into debt in ways other than money. This is the path I must walk. I should get on with it. “Has your organization considered my proposal?”

      Shao looked out the windows as if the subject bored him. “My father has.”

      His father was the leader of a powerful criminal organization, and he had clawed his way to the top through violence, political influence, and a keen awareness of favors and debts. Unfortunately, his son has had no such experiences to mold him. The younger Shao was a dilettante, wasting money on business after business, more interested in the connections they gave him than any real purpose. She smiled inwardly. Must be a great disappointment to have such a child.

      He seemed disinclined to continue speaking, so she prompted, “And has he reached a conclusion?”

      Shao’s drink arrived. He took it from Kono’s hand, drained it in a single gulp, and returned the glass. “Again.” His commanding tone switched back to condescension as he addressed her. “He has. We will offer you the assistance you require.”

      She was relieved by his words, but the next ones could be damning. “The cost?”

      He smiled lazily. “Your organization will become part of ours. You will be permitted to keep running it with loose oversight.” His smile told her he would be involved in that oversight, that it would be anything but loose, and he would relish looking down upon her.

      She wanted to hide behind closed eyelids and pretend this moment wasn’t happening. She wanted to call for her sword and run the uncivilized worm through. To stain the white furniture and carpet red with his life’s blood and watch his eyes as his soul left them.

      She smiled and replied, “As I expected. Shall we discuss the specific terms?”

      He downed his drink, slid the glass onto the table, and stood, brushing his pant legs. “One of our people will be in touch to give you the details. I have more important things to do.”

      She didn’t stand, claiming that small measure of rebellion in place of the others she couldn’t indulge. Inclining her head, she replied, “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Shao.”

      He laughed. “And you, Kyouka. Be seeing you.”

      Shao sauntered out of the room, laughing with the guards he’d left at the door as they exited. She remained still, neither moving nor speaking.

      Kono brought her a new cup of tea. He stood as she took a sip and used the moment to center herself.

      “Is this an acceptable outcome, Madame?” He had been listening from nearby.

      “It is no more than I expected, though less than I’d hoped.”

      “Do you believe they will take an active role in Boston?”

      She offered him a thin smile. “I believe the younger Shao believes so. Unfortunately for him, he does not understand the rules of the fight he is waging. I have little doubt he will find us more difficult to manage than he expects. Assuming, of course, he survives to do so.”

      Finally, she rose. “Arrange with his people to nail down the details of our agreement. Then, begin to gather intelligence on his organization and those they send to assist us, and on Shao Shin himself. One never knows when such information might prove useful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait was in jeans and a sweatshirt, a decidedly casual look for her Lexi Matthews persona, and was doing her best to maintain a smile in Shane’s living room. Shane and Frankie were on a couch and chair across from her. Jazz, the infomancer, was present as a voice in the air.

      She hoped no one noticed her distraction. Inwardly, she was in turmoil. It had been several days since the shooting, and Simon was still in intensive care. The doctors weren’t sure whether he’d survive when they brought him fully out of sedation. She’d been helping his family where she could, delivering food to Nicole or running other errands. Between those visits and her other obligations, she pursued every clue to find out who was behind the attacks, of which the break-in the night before was the most dramatic example.

      Cait had been cursing herself for not taking one of the men hostage and for not getting a better lead on Frank. The fact that she’d been ambushed, likely by the same people who had executed the surprise attack on the marshals, confirmed the man was dirty. She was unable to act on it in her marshal capacity because she couldn’t risk being tied to yesterday’s break-in. Her jaw ached from clenching it.

      Shane asked in a teasing tone, “Lexi? Are you with us?”

      Cait jerked her attention back to the present. “Yeah, yeah. Sorry. I was thinking about how gorgeous those paintings are.”

      He laughed. The stolen Caravaggio works still adorned his wall. That would only be true for a short time more since the exchange with Bailey Wallace had been set for the next night. “What are we talking about?”

      Shane replied, “How we’re going to track these things to the warehouse. Wallace is, as we expected, too smart to have us deliver them directly there.”

      Frankie asked, “We’ll follow whoever takes them. Is that it?”

      Cait shook her head. “No. If they portal, we’ll lose them. If he has any sense, they’ll do that more than once. I’d portal several times.”

      Shane added, “We can assume that if Bailey doesn’t suspect something is up with this exchange, he’s paranoid enough to have established it as a matter of routine.”

      Frankie frowned. “Well, what do we do then?”

      “We need a way to track the paintings once they leave us.”

      Jazz clarified, “The tracker has got to get past the scans they’ll put these paintings through.”

      Cait nodded thoughtfully. “What kind of scans do you anticipate?”

      “If I was a paranoid scumbag like him,” Jazz replied, “I’d check for magic and technology both, without question. I’d also check the materials the painting was made of to ensure it wasn’t a forgery, although he might leave that to his authenticator.”

      Frankie swirled the ice in her drink, making it chime against the sides. “How about electronics in the nails in the frame? We could set them to activate later.”

      Shane stretched his legs, crossing them at the ankle, and looked at the paintings. “Good idea, but I bet they’ll get rid of the frames. That is a shame since they’re lovely.”

      Cait replied, “That leaves us with the canvas and the stretcher.”

      Frankie scowled. “We can probably assume they’ll remove the stretcher, too.”

      “I think we have to,” Jazz agreed. “They have to remove it to ship them to the buyer, so why not get rid of it right off the bat?”

      Cait sighed. “I worry about the damage we’d do to these paintings.”

      Shane straightened and raised his hand as if he were swearing an oath. “After we’ve taken Wallace for all he’s worth, we’ll make an anonymous donation to pay for the paintings’ restoration on the condition that they get the best people in the world to do it. Promise.”

      Cait smiled as if that assuaged her concerns and put away the part of her mind that worried about the non-Lexi things. “Then we need a delayed action marker.”

      They continued discussing it, each putting forth ideas that the others punctured. Finally, Frankie threw up her hands. “If we’re expecting that the warehouse blocks signals and magic, there’s no way to keep track of it. All this was for nothing.”

      Shane laughed. “You’re so dramatic.”

      Frankie paused, blinked, and laughed as well. “Yeah. Gotta let it fly now and again.”

      “Feel better?”

      “I’d feel better if we had an answer to this.”

      He smiled. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”
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        * * *

      

      When she woke up the next morning, Cait still didn’t have a solid solution, but while she’d slept, an idea had started to take shape. She sent a trickle of magic into her earring to connect with her sister. They’d developed enough sensitivity using the connection that she could now indicate whether it was urgent or not. In this case, she didn’t push.

      Aisling got back to her fifteen minutes later. “What’s up?”

      Cait explained the challenge, then added, “I was thinking about what you did with the dirt, separating out the different kinds. Would it be possible to do that in reverse? To blend the parts somehow, so we could mix in something that would seem like it was part of the painting?”

      She could picture the frown she heard in Aisling's voice. “Maybe. I’ve never tried it, but the principle seems sound. They wouldn’t be combined as such, but they’d be layered or arranged at a fundamental enough level that it would be impossible to separate them.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      Her sister’s voice took on the excited tone she got when she sank her teeth into an intellectual challenge. “I think that would work. I’ll need time to figure it out, though.”

      Cait laughed. “You have twelve hours from now.”

      Her sister sighed. “You suck.”

      She looked at Aza, who was lying on the bed staring at her. It’s been mentioned, he said, going paws-up.

      “What do you want to mix in?”

      “I was hoping you would have some idea. We’re assuming there will be both anti-magic and signal blockers in place.”

      Aisling rewarded the comment with a scowl. “Hmph. You realize I’m not a miracle worker?”

      Cait felt pressure at the edge of her consciousness. She looked at Aza again, but he didn’t give any signal that he was trying to speak to her. She opened her senses. The feeling came from where she’d left Eclipse yesterday after practicing with the dagger and allowing it to siphon off some of her magic.

      Curious, she went to the dagger and picked it up. As her hand wrapped around the grip, it sent, I can provide material I will always be able to trace.

      She shared that with her sister. Aisling replied, “It would need to be either super small, or powder, or something.”

      Eclipse confirmed it could do it.

      Aisling warned, “If they do a test for magic, they’ll likely notice there’s unexpected material on the painting. Possibly they’d know it wasn’t native to Earth.”

      Cait considered. “We’ll have to hope they don’t check or not until after we’ve found the warehouse.”

      Aisling replied, “I don’t like it. Seems risky.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      Her sister sighed. “No.”

      Cait nodded decisively. “Okay. You figure out the spell. I’ll figure out the material. Tonight we’ll meet and break new magical ground.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait left work early to get ready for the art transfer that night. She donned the makeup, clothes, and blonde hair that transformed her into Lexi Matthews and headed to Shane’s apartment. The guards recognized her but checked her for weapons each time she visited. She wasn’t offended. If you have the people, it makes sense to sweat the details.

      She stayed long enough to chat with Shane before accepting the painting from him. “Which one did you pick?”

      He replied, “The Inspiration.”

      She nodded. “That’s my favorite of the three.” She loved the expression on St. Matthew’s face and the way the angel looked down at him. It touched her.

      “Mine too. We have much in common. You should visit more often.”

      “If people didn’t keep me busy with random projects, I could.” She gestured at the cylinder slung over her shoulder.

      “Well, after this one, we’ll need some downtime, so it should all work out.”

      Cait shook her head with a smile. “You don’t lack confidence.”

      He grinned. “My most appealing feature.”

      “It is not as appealing as you believe.”

      “Ouch.”

      She lifted the cylinder again. “Gotta go. Time’s a-wasting.” He leaned forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek, then she headed toward the elevator.

      Once out of the building, she portaled to an alley between warehouses in the industrial district and ran a signal detector over the container. It revealed nothing amiss. She did the same with her magic senses, investigating the cylinder and its contents to see if any magical tracers had been placed on them. None existed.

      So, he’s not playing any games.

      Aza replied, Oh, he’s playing games. Just not that kind.

      Fair.

      Confident now that doing so wouldn’t compromise her false identity, she portaled back to her apartment. Aisling joined her fifteen minutes later after Cait had pushed furniture out of her dining room area to create a large open space. Her sister set up her toolbox on a kitchen counter, and they sat on the floor and drew the containment wards for the spell with metallic powders.

      Cait worked on the outer rings, drawing them to the maximum diameter allowed by the space, while Aisling created the inner pattern. Made exclusively of silver, her outer circles had an abundance of lines. Three were straight, two of them connected smaller inner circles to a slightly larger one, and the rest spiraled and twisted their way inevitably to the area that would hold the painting, each touching on the slightly larger circle.

      When their preparations were complete, Aisling rehearsed the spell with Cait to be sure she understood it. It was a reversal of the magic her sister had performed to isolate dirt from the attacks on the marshals, but it seemed twice as complicated in practice. Aisling offered to perform the spell, but Cait assumed that since Eclipse was an essential piece of the puzzle, her direct connection to the dagger while the spell was cast would be critical.

      Finally, they were ready. Aisling pointed and declared, “That’s my ring. Aza, the one over there is yours.”

      Both were connected to only one other place, a larger ring in between them, positioned toward the center. “Cait, that’s your spot.”

      The other lines all touched her circle, and one more straight line ran to the painting. This she set into position, spreading it ever so gently out on the floor.

      They took their seats, and Cait spoke the words to activate the protection within the circle. She sat cross-legged and set Eclipse across her thighs, the blade bare. Aisling mimicked her movement, and Aza stayed sitting as he had been inside his circle.

      Aisling reminded her, “Aza and I are here for strength. So, the first step is to establish the channels that will allow you to pull power from us.”

      Cait nodded. She’d learned this technique from Sashura ages ago but hadn’t had much opportunity to use it since. It felt similar to the connection she shared with Aza, so it didn’t take long to find it. When she was certain she could draw from both of her willing donors, she said, “Okay, I’m good. Any reason not to go on?”

      Aisling replied, “Nope.”

      Aza said, Do it.

      Before she could think too carefully about it and acknowledge her growing worry, Cait threw herself into communion with the dagger.

      The world shattered, as if it were a mosaic built of brittle glass. Darkness filled the air and sky, while the ground underfoot became a massive version of the painting. The only other inhabitant of the space was a woman she knew was Eclipse, but only because she couldn’t be anything else.

      Eclipse looked different than she had before. Long, straight black hair fell to her knees, unbound, and swept back over her shoulders. Her face was painted stark white, except for black eye makeup with long wings at the corners and bloody red lips. She had on a long gray and black dress that dragged on the ground, calling to mind the widows’ weeds of the Victorian era. She wore no jewelry and needed none. She looked austere, beautiful, and alarming.

      Cait took it all in, amazed. “You’re looking different today.”

      Eclipse laughed softly. “It seemed appropriate for the venue, and I am very good at illusion, as you know.”

      Cait dipped her head. “Very true. What do we do next?”

      Eclipse waved her arms in a complicated series of gestures, weaving magic, and then they were in the painting, or rather, the figures in the painting had taken on three dimensions, extending upward from the ground. Eclipse and Cait walked carefully through the maze the objects created, being careful not to touch the painted images in their path.

      Cait said, “Excellent. I can work with this. Are you ready?”

      “Of course.”

      Cait closed her eyes to clear her mind. Once focused, she walked an indirect path toward the center of the painting, careful not to bump into anything. She’d thoroughly reviewed all three of the paintings beforehand and had identified a location on each that she thought was optimal for the tracer. On this one, it was the outer edge of the angel’s wing that was lighter than the things around it. She imagined that the already-existing difference would make it a good place to hide whatever trace Eclipse planned to leave behind.

      When they reached it, Cait pulled her magic together, tethered it to the visuals around her by visualizing ropes coming out of her fingers, and spread her hands as if pulling to both sides. The image zoomed in, getting her closer to the individual brush strokes. She repeated the process until they were standing among the empty spots between the pigments. Without letting her concentration waver, she said, “Now you.”

      Eclipse glided across the ground as she moved forward, trailing her fingers along the edges of the paint and into the voids between brush strokes. Wherever she touched, she left a strange, dull-silver metallic sheen, as if any reflection in the silver had been rendered almost completely transparent. She continued for several minutes, thoroughly coating the empty spots in the area, then returned to Cait's side. “That will do it.”

      Cait was getting a headache from the concentration required to maintain the spell but asked, “You’re sure?”

      Eclipse raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure. Need you ask?”

      Cait chuckled. “Guess not.”

      She released her magic slowly, backing out with gestures opposite those she’d used to get closer until finally, she opened her eyes. She banished the protective rings.

      Aisling stood and stretched, groaning, “Finally.”

      Cait frowned. “What?”

      “It’s been an hour and a half.”

      Cait blinked. It had felt like only minutes. Then, when the realization hit her, she said, “Damn. I’m running late.”
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        * * *

      

      She touched up her makeup to ensure her Lexi style was perfect before she headed back to Shane’s place.

      Once there, she handed the container to Frankie, who added it to the two she already carried. The other woman said, “Courier’s meeting me at a neutral location in twenty minutes. Then we’ll head to the meet.”

      “The primary location?” They’d set up plans to deal with a number of possibilities in case Wallace changed the game at the last minute.

      Shane shook his head as he joined them. “No. One of the secondary locations we planned for. He thinks he’s tricky.”

      Cait snorted. “Moron.” She followed Frankie out of the building, then headed for an alley and portaled to where she could watch the handoff.

      The vantage point she’d selected earlier offered Cait a good view of the spot where the exchange would take place. Aza flew invisibly above, thanks to his scales’ camouflage ability. After what felt like a minor eternity, the van, with Frankie in the back, watching the courier at the wheel, turned onto the long street in front of her. Right on time.

      She shot a question up to her dragon. Everything look okay, buddy?

      Aza replied, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      When the van was three blocks from her position on the deserted street, another van appeared around the corner she’d been checking every couple of seconds. As they reached the same spot, going in opposite directions, both stopped, and the drivers got out. They spoke briefly, doubtless exchanging the codewords Shane and Wallace had agreed upon, then the precious cargo changed hands.

      Cait remained crouched on the rooftop, focusing on Aza’s position as he flew above the paintings, invisible in the night sky. He reported back frequently as the van drove through the city. Then he growled, They’ve turned into a big parking garage. I can’t see them anymore.

      Cait sighed. It had been too much to hope that they would go directly to the warehouse, but somehow, she still had. They’d assumed it would actually be several days before the paintings made it there since Wallace would need to have them authenticated and had decided not to try locating them until the night before the auction for fear of discovery.

      All right, buddy, she said to Aza as she got to her feet, stretching her tired muscles. Meet you at home. We’ll have to trust that Eclipse knows its stuff.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait was unable to sleep when she got back after the exchange of the paintings, so she packed and headed for Croagh Patrick. She made the rare choice to portal directly to the plateau, abandoning the uphill walk that normally helped her clear her mind. She sensed something odd and looked for its source but failed to detect anything out of the ordinary. She frowned and asked Aza, Do you feel that?

      The dragon, who was pacing at her side, replied, No, nothing.

      Fly up and see if there’s anyone else nearby, will you?

      He complied. She charted his progress through the early morning sky as she sought additional information about what had spooked her. She spotted pawprints in the dirt that might have been made by wolves but couldn’t estimate how old they were. They weren’t fresh.

      You’re being paranoid, Cait. Knock it off.

      She called for Aza to come down, then took her place inside the stone-ringed circle she liked best. She started the fire, closed the wards, and dropped into meditation. When she came out of it nine nines later, eighty-one minutes, she expected to see the fox waiting for her. She frowned when he wasn’t. Standing with a groan, she banished the wards and felt only the stillness of the moments before sunrise, with no hint of whatever she’d noticed a couple of hours before.

      I might be losing it, buddy.

      The dragon stretched from where he’d been lying beside her. I think you’re using the wrong tense there. The word you’re looking for is “lost,” and it’s a definite, not might be.

      She scowled at him. You’re so supportive.

      He chuckled. I try.

      Try harder.

      They made it back to the house in plenty of time to help prepare breakfast and get it on the table. Her father had returned to the village, and he regaled them with tales of his explorations on Oriceran. “I’ve got gems that I found along the way for each of you.” Finding things on the magical planet to give to his family was one of the great joys of his life.

      Her mother, who was at the opposite end of the table, shook her head. Her lips held a smile, but her demeanor said she was concerned. “Lewis, you should think about sticking around for a while.”

      He laughed. “Moira, you do miss me, despite your words to the contrary. I knew it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, it’s that we need all the fighters we can get these days. I can put you on the patrol rotation today.”

      He looked at Cait and whispered, “This is what true love looks like. Run before she marries you off. Fast.” She laughed, and her mother threw a napkin at her father, using a quick flick of her wand to make sure it hit him in the face. They talked and laughed some more, and Cait helped clean up when it was over.

      Her restlessness wouldn’t let her hang out at home, though. She needed to move, to burn off the energy that filled her. She said to Aza, Let’s take a walk, buddy. We’ll come back and join the patrols later this afternoon.

      The dragon perked up, sounding hopeful. Through the woods?

      Cait nodded. That’s what I was thinking.

      They walked along the main path that connected the village to Westport, wandering into the trees now and again to look for indications that werewolves might be nearby. She kept a shield up and amplified her senses and reflexes. Aza prowled beside her, staying close rather than weaving his way through the treetops. They conversed mentally to avoid providing a warning to any enemies lying in wait.

      Nothing disturbed their walk. They emerged at the place where the wounded couple had appeared the last time she’d been in Westport. As they walked through the town, the dragon got looks from visiting tourists.

      Seems like there’s not much fear among the visitors, Cait said to Aza.

      Aza replied, I agree, although the people who live here aren’t as comfortable.

      Cait stopped and gave permission for a couple of children to take their pictures with Aza. The dragon ate it up, posing differently for each shot.

      She spent the time looking at the surrounding people, the shopkeepers standing near open doors waiting for customers, and the plainclothes guards located at strategic positions in her line of sight.

      You’re right. Still, they’re not as concerned as I would’ve thought they’d be.

      She walked toward the bakery, one of her regular stops. Along the way, she heard people whispering about wolves and amplified her senses to eavesdrop, but it was only tourists talking about rumors of werewolf attacks in the past, proclaiming themselves happy that the danger had passed. Not sure that’s the right tense, either. Cait entered the bakery, put in her order, and waited in line to receive her second breakfast.

      After a couple of moments, the man behind her said, “So, does everyone in Westport get a dragon? If so, where can I sign up?”

      She turned and offered him a polite smile. He was tall, thin, and had collar-length brown hair. His clothes were casual, and he carried himself with confidence. I want to steal those cheekbones. Damn. “Only the most special people get them, I’m afraid.”

      Aza suggested, Or those who are too defective to get along without them.

      Shut it.

      The man laughed. “What qualifies as special around here?”

      Cait realized she didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t make her sound arrogant. “Sorry, I used the wrong word. ‘Unlucky’ is the correct one.”

      Aza pushed his head into her legs, knocking her a step backward, and the man laughed. “Oh, I see. Tell him that if he’s looking for a new partner, I’m right here.”

      She was unable to resist a smile. “It’s less a partnership and more an infestation.”

      The dragon shoved her again, and the man chuckled. “Something tells me you’re getting yourself into trouble.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I should probably stop talking now. Nice to meet you.” She accepted her coffee and pastry, then walked outside.

      He ran out a moment later with a large bag in his hand. “In case your dragon kills you and I have to help the authorities look for your remains, maybe you could tell me your name?”

      A snort escaped her. “Is that your idea of a pickup line?”

      He grinned. “You don’t strike me as the type to respond to the normal kind, and he does seem annoyed.”

      Cait sent to Aza, Okay, you can burn him.

      Aza replied, Oh, no. It’s much more fun watching your incredible awkwardness as you try to make conversation. I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Go ahead. Say something clever.

      She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose with her free hand. “The dragon appears to like you.”

      He laughed. “I’m a very likable person.”

      “Now who thinks they’re special?”

      He replied, deadpan, “My mom always said I was. I see no reason to disbelieve it.”

      She shook her head but had to smile. “I’m Cait. You are?”

      “Will.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Will, but I do need to get a move on. Have work to do, that kind of thing.”

      He nodded. “I understand. If you go missing, I’ll report that I saw you.”

      “You do that.”

      He waved and walked off. She rolled her eyes at her awkward conversational skills and started back toward the path that led to the coven.

      That was really weird.

      Aza replied, No, from what I’ve seen, he was normal. You’re weird.

      Shut it.

      Seriously. You have had dates before, right?

      Yes, I have.

      How do you manage not to talk to them long enough to get asked out?

      Cait sighed. I don’t like you.

      Aza laughed, and it was definitely “at,” not “with.”

      When Cait got home, she enjoyed the pastry in her room, sharing half with Aza. She spent the half-hour until lunch cleaning, then descended to the dining room, hungry again. She was surprised to see several guests talking to her parents. Two of their guests were her parents’ age, and one was hers.

      She kept her face neutral as her mother said, “These are Ryan and Callie and their son Will.” She put it together in an instant. Will was one of the candidates her mother had selected as a potential husband for her. She held back her smile as she looked at the man she’d talked to earlier, and he did the same. They spent the rest of the meal pretending not to know each other but went out for a walk afterward, Aza trailing behind them.

      She asked, “Did you know who I was in Westport?”

      “Of course. I’ve seen pictures.”

      “So, you were stalking me!”

      He laughed. “No, I was there to take a look around the town. I’ve never been to this part of the country. When I saw you, I couldn’t resist saying hello.”

      She shook her head. “Likely story.”

      “Absolutely true, every word of it.” He lowered his voice as if being secretive. “I hear you’re strong.”

      “And I hear you’re strong.”

      “So they say.”

      She replied, “Let’s see if it’s true, shall we?”

      They had reached the middle of the clearing in the village’s center. He stopped and asked, “What did you have in mind?”

      Cait grinned. “Snowballs.”

      “Awesome.”

      She darted fifteen feet away and cast magic to create a pile of snowballs. He was slightly ahead of her count since he’d stayed in place, and his wand flicked quickly to produce them.

      When they each had a stack, he called, “Ready?”

      She shouted, “Yes.” Before the word was out of her mouth, a snowball whipped past her head, thrown by a twitch of his wand. She flicked out force magic to intercept it, and it puffed into a burst of snow. These magical snowballs were not hard enough to hurt and broke apart in a uniquely beautiful way.

      She grabbed two snowballs with her telekinesis and threw both at him. He laughed, shouting, “Two, not fair,” and shot out a blast of lightning that he swept across both, poofing them into nothingness. After that, the battle was on, and they hurled snowballs at each other so quickly that intercepting them all was impossible. Shields weren’t allowed, so she took several to the body and a couple to the face, but she hit him with roughly the same number of snowballs in the same places.

      After the first round, when they paused to build up more ammunition, Aza entered the fray, leaping and snapping at the globes as they whipped by, then flying and snatching them out of the air. Seeing the battle underway, a number of children from the village joined and started creating and throwing more.

      Will enlisted the children against Cait until he had a dozen allies. She only had two. Her side went down under a coordinated attack that saw them all hit by many projectiles. She lay on her back in the snow, laughing with more happiness than she’d felt in some time, and definitely the most since the attack on her colleagues five days before.

      Her view of the sky was blocked by Will’s head, then by the hand he extended to help her up. He pulled her to her feet.

      Cait shook the snow off. “I’m a mess. I need to go change.”

      He nodded. “Surrendering the field of battle to me. Wise choice. It’s no fun to hang around after you’ve been vanquished.”

      “Keep pushing it, and I’ll send the dragon after you.”

      He laughed and backpedaled with his hands up. “Anything but that. I take it all back.”

      She turned and walked toward the house, passing her mother, who had been watching, along with several parents and grandparents from the coven.

      Moira smiled. “See? It might not be so bad.”

      Cait hissed, “Hush,” and kept walking, but she had to agree. She’d spent many worse days than this one.
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      Elstan stood a hundred feet away from the clearing where the others gathered, pacing and preparing his arguments. Despite his efforts to corral the other packs and moderate their behavior, they had been taking an increasing number of risks beyond those authorized by him and Lady Olanyr.

      Luciana was sitting on a fallen log nearby. “All you have to do is explain the reasons behind the orders they’ve been given.”

      He shook his head. “I have explained. You’ve heard me explain. They are increasingly unwilling to be ruled by logic.”

      She nodded. “That is true.”

      He nodded back. “I can understand it. Were I in their places, I would feel the same.” He scuffed a bare foot on the ground. They were wearing jeans and t-shirts since he’d wanted to appear more human for this meeting, hoping it would lend weight to his arguments. Instinct calls us in a different direction. This hunt has gone on too long. We are made to stalk and kill, not to watch and wait. He sighed. “If I can’t get them to listen, our patron may abandon us.”

      Luciana ventured, “Would that truly be so bad?”

      He laughed darkly. “Think back to our first attack. Even with an advantage, we were forced to withdraw. Without the element of surprise, it would have turned out much worse for us.” The magical had provided his people with concealment to get close enough to catch the witches unaware.

      She replied, “It’s not as if that trick will work again.”

      “Everything in me wants to agree with you, but I fear attacking without that support would be the end of us. Should we endure another loss, my ability to keep a handle on this partnership will weaken.” Not to mention I’d face an increased threat of a challenge from within.

      She came to him and wrapped him in a hug. “Then go and speak from your heart. As always, I am at your side.”
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        * * *

      

      From ten feet away, cloaked in magic that kept her concealed from sight, sound, smell, and the wolves’ instincts, Lady Rebecca Olanyr frowned. Her plans were delicately balanced, and they required the wolves’ support. Even with her impressive skill and power, she couldn’t take on the whole coven by herself. Her allies, though powerful, were few since she had little desire to share power with others. In addition, they were widely dispersed, each working on their parts of the larger plan.

      Elstan will have to keep things together. She silently followed as the pair entered the clearing with the other wolves.

      Elstan leapt onto a rock and called, “Listen up.” The others in the clearing, some in wolf form and some in human guise, some naked and some clothed, turned to face him. Their expressions varied widely. Most watched respectfully. Some eyes gleamed with challenge. A few of them, like Kellam, glared in outright disgust.

      Elstan said, “We have had too many occurrences of poor decision-making, and it needs to stop. Right now.”

      Kellam replied, “You’re referring to yourself, right?” Some laughed, while a few stared daggers at his rival.

      Elstan growled, “I have made a poor decision by allowing you to live as part of my pack. Perhaps I shall correct that soon.” Violence radiated from Elstan's words, and Kellam seemed to feel it enough not to pursue the issue.

      The wolves’ leader turned his attention back to the group. “My instructions were simple. Quick hits. Maximum damage. Fade away.”

      A member of another pack asked, “Why, when we can kill more?”

      Elstan jumped down from the rock and stomped over to stare the questioner in the eyes. “You mean, other than because I say so?”

      The other wolf refused to back down. “Yes.”

      He suppressed the growl that was trying to claw out of his throat. “Because we are thinking beings, not creatures of pure instinct. Well, most of us are.” He returned his attention back to the larger group. The one who’d challenged him didn’t rise to the insult, but Rebecca saw him trembling with the desire to do so. “We are testing the response time of the witches, not simply attacking the humans in the town. Need I remind you that the witches are our greatest threat? We need that information for our ultimate attack.”

      Kellam laughed mockingly. “Always you speak of this ‘ultimate attack,’ and always it is further and further away. When will we take our lands back?”

      Banishing her concealment, Rebecca stepped into the clearing. “Soon.” The wolves all turned to face her, several in alarm.

      Elstan nodded, allowing her to speak as if they had planned this. “Very soon, indeed,” Rebecca said. “Things are coming together, my friends. We near the final battle to regain your territory and end the presence of the witches on this part of the island. Stay strong, stay focused, and we will be victorious.”

      She locked eyes with Kellam, who seemed as if he would speak. He subsided without doing so, and she laughed inwardly. That’s right, puppy. Behave yourself until I’m done with you.
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        * * *

      

      Rebecca climbed the rarely used southern trail toward the summit of Croagh Patrick, allowing her mind to wander freely. The night held no dangers for her and she enjoyed the walk, letting her senses expand as she progressed. The pulsing line of power underneath the mountain was almost overwhelming, and she had to put up barriers to spare her senses. So much potential waiting to be tapped.

      She reached the top and wandered across every part of the mountain, noting again how well-maintained it was. Something useful out of the witches, anyway. She opened her senses further, allowing the power to inundate her, and cast a spell to visualize it. It moved like a shimmering fog through the area, more intense within each of the circles than beyond them but still creating a haze that coated the entire surface.

      She stepped into the circle that displayed the greatest intensity, feeling the energy course through her. Though this circle had the most power on the plateau, it was still limited, not channeling the full potential of the mountain. She tried for several minutes to make that connection, but it wasn’t possible to access the full might of the currents through the protections that had been placed on the mountaintop.

      This deliberate blockage was doubtless created to make it impossible for those who couldn’t handle the intensity of the raw power to make use of it. Her initial urge was to wipe the plateau clean. To call upon all of her magic to hurl everything away, wipe the place down to the stone, and then feel how much power radiated to the top. Later. There will be plenty of time for that later.

      A voice from the side startled her. “What are you doing?”

      She turned to find a translucent fox sitting on the ground beside the circle. Her enhanced vision showed that he was a product of the mountain’s power. A construct of the magic within, or a being that draws upon it. Not something I can directly combat. Yet.

      She smiled and answered, “Exploring.”

      The fox’s voice was filled with suspicion. “For what purpose?”

      Rebecca laughed. “Oh, I think you know the answer to that.”

      He bared his teeth in a snarl. “You cannot have this place.”

      She lowered herself to sit cross-legged in front of him, showing her contempt for the physical threat he might pose. “Who will prevent me, spirit? You?”

      “Perhaps.”

      She rubbed her hands together. “Oh, please do. Manifest, and let us battle. I would welcome a clean contest for this conjunction.” His eyes did not leave hers, but he didn’t speak. “No? Too weak, are you?”

      The fox remained silent. She shrugged. “It matters not. Soon you will be banished to wherever you came from, and I will have all that I want from this place.” She rose, opened a portal, and smiled at him. “So long for now, but don’t worry. I’ll see you soon.”

      She stepped through the portal, leaving a fox who looked equal parts concerned and thoughtful as he watched her go.
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      Kobaris shuffled through his pristine lab, lacking the energy to lift his feet. He’d spent the last several days in bed exhausted, hoping he would be able to get out of it again. But his servants had taken good care of him, and now he was mobile and completely functional once more. Which illustrates how much I need my elixir.

      His rage over the elixir and his error with the dragon blood no longer overwhelmed his intellect, but he was still upset and annoyed. He tried not to think of it as he methodically cleaned the stone table that would soon be used for the ritual of transformation. It was magically inert, which was essential for the spell’s success.

      He waved his wand at two cages that held the larger animals. They floated away from the stack, moving slowly across the lab to land on the table. He bent down slightly, all he was capable of, and smiled at the creatures within. Their clever hands gripped the bars, and their fur was a pretty gray-black that helped them blend into the nighttime forest. Their dark eyes reproached him for their captivity or showed their fear of what would come next.

      He made pleasant clicking sounds at them. “Soon you’ll be stronger. Your work will ensure that together we can be stronger still.” He had created many powerful creatures to attack the dragons and needed to create more. But that alone wouldn’t be sufficient. He required a new creature with greater intelligence, dexterity, and strength. Once he had created the first, he could use it to locate more. When he had enough, he would surely be able to capture a dragon and use it to craft his elixir.

      He crossed to a cabinet filled with magical reagents and chose those he needed for the spell. He had no need to create a ritual circle, as the entire lab was heavily warded. But he required symbols to guide his focus, and he needed powders to assist the creature during its transition. It took ten minutes to draw the glyphs with an emerald powder and solidify them with his magic and another five to catalyze the key ingredient.

      Now prepared, he inhaled and mentally reviewed the ritual step by step. He had done this procedure countless times. The chances of making a mistake were minimal, but one didn’t accept unnecessary risks when working with magics that had such a potential for blowback on the caster.

      Finally, all was ready. He opened the jar with the magical powder, tapped a portion into his hand, and blew some into the face of each creature. They blinked, then lay down, calmed by the tranquilizing properties of the substance. That was the easy part for them. The difficult part would come when the powder generated the fear required to make his spell work.

      If divisions between light magic and dark magic had been real instead of philosophical, this ritual would lie on the latter end of the scale. Kobaris chuckled inwardly. Such considerations are irrelevant. Magic is a tool, nothing more. If these creatures must suffer briefly to allow an intellect like mine to continue in the world, that is a small sacrifice indeed.

      He sensed the change when the terror began to fill the creatures. As it grew, he chanted and waved his wand, layering spells atop one another, some of which he triggered immediately while others were put into standby mode to await the moment of their use. His words came faster as the creatures’ fear increased. The spell had to be cast at the optimum instant, in the minuscule space between the creatures’ maximum fear and the moment their bodies shut down because of it. It required great precision since if he judged that time even a second too late, he would lose the effects of the spell and the lives of both creatures.

      When that time arrived, he shouted a word that activated all of his active and pending magics. The creature in the right-hand cage fell, killed by his magic. The one on the left began to ripple and reform as his power changed it, drawing upon the life energy of the other to feed the spell and increase the physical and mental capabilities of his new tool.

      When the spell was finished, a many-tendrilled bloblike minion lay in the cage. Although the creatures were invisible to most senses, he could detect them, being their creator. It wasn’t sight, but it was similar.

      Kobaris reached a finger through the bars and stroked a tentacle, whispering to the creature, “Welcome to the world. Now rest, my new friend. For tonight, you and I, and many others, will go out for a hunt.”

      Several hours later, he took his creation with him through a portal to a part of the deep forest close to where the dragons lived. His senses spread out, and he detected the signatures of more of his creatures. They were farther away than he would’ve expected but within the boundaries he’d set. Another portal took him near the place. After a short walk, he found them congregated around the carcass of a wolflike creature, absorbing nutrition from it.

      He didn’t understand how the creatures worked since he had not created the spell of transformation, but they were loyal, and they could generate shadow magic from their essence. That ability increased as they grew larger. He’d captured the subjects to create the smallest version of his creatures and then used them to capture more before moving up the food chain to the next level.

      Now, he was ready to repeat that upward step. He gestured with his wand and the creatures turned toward him, then made a circle around his new creation. They sniffed each other, touched tentacles, and did whatever else these creatures did. He’d seen it before, but their means of communication was still a mystery to him.

      When it seemed complete, he sent his intention into them. They flowed toward one side of the clearing, and he followed. His experience with them thus far showed they were fundamentally aggressive, preferring hunting in packs to working alone, and were not as intelligent as he’d hoped. Still, the important thing was that they were obedient and strong enough, hopefully, to capture a dragon.

      He conveyed his desire for them to find two larger animals to capture, although it was possible to create a weaker creature with only one. As he made his way across the uneven ground, trailing his hunters, his legs ached despite the constant magic he used to blunt the discomfort. They knew how to kill the quarry, but he wasn’t sure he could make them understand that he wanted them to capture and bring their prey to him.

      Kobaris heard the roars before he saw the quarry. He rushed forward, tripping and almost falling but using his magic to keep himself upright, and stumbled into an area where several trees had fallen. On one of them stood a giant catlike creature with striped black and yellow fur and large teeth as it growled its displeasure at the shadow creatures around it. It turned its head from side to side to spot them and shifted and flinched as tentacles reached to touch it.

      As it gathered its legs to leap, Kobaris gave his creatures a silent command. They flung themselves at the cat, wrapped their tentacles around its leg, and pulled it off the log. The cat caught one of his creatures in its jaws, savaging it before throwing it aside. Purple blood spilled out of it. However, the effort was futile, and the others pinned the cat to the ground. Another charged in from the woods, perhaps hoping to rescue the first, and his creatures subdued it as well.

      He lowered himself painfully to look his latest captives in the eye. “So beautiful. You’ll do much better. Once I’ve transformed you, you’ll help me find more of your kind. Then, then, the dragons won’t be able to resist.” Soon I will have what I need to survive.
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      The blaring of her ringtone from the nightstand pulled Cait out of a deep sleep. It took a few seconds to remember that she was at her family’s house, not her apartment in Boston. Beside her, Aza surged to his feet. What is it?

      She groaned and reached for the phone. Don’t know. The meaning of the ringtone reached her foggy brain as she saw who was calling. She hit the accept button. “Keane.”

      Elliott “Knight” Black, her unit’s commander in the Marshals’ Special Operations Group based in Louisiana, snapped, “We’ve got a situation. Get here now.” He clicked off without waiting for a reply.

      Cait groaned and forced herself out of bed, then grabbed her bag, which was always packed, and headed to Brianna's bedroom. She poked her sister awake. “Got to go.”

      Brianna replied groggily. “Fine. Go. Wake up Aisling next time.”

      Cait chuckled. “No. I like her.”

      Her sister growled a curse as Cait created a portal to Camp Beauregard and stepped through. She popped the locks on the door protecting her landing room and used telekinesis to lock them again after she was out. She turned to find Elliott coming around the corner. If the sight of Aza standing next to her irritated him, he didn’t show it. “Spirit. Go pick people up. Tori will talk you through the order. No time to waste.”

      She replied, “You got it, boss,” ran to her locker, and shoved the bag inside. Then she connected to Tori “Brain” Lawson. “All right. Where am I going?”

      It took a half-hour to retrieve the team. After bringing the last one in, Cait headed to the locker room again and changed into her uniform and boots, throwing everything else into a duffel to deal with later. She crossed into the armory, where she was handed a suppressed rifle and pistol, then jogged to the briefing room. She expected to find a briefing in progress when she arrived, but people were doing equipment checks. Elliott said, “Good, there you are. We need to get to Charleston International Airport.”

      Cait searched her memory to recall the place, which had been on the initial tour he’d sent her on, then opened a portal. The painted sign she’d requested be placed at each of her landing locations was on the opposite wall. Elliott ordered, “Let’s go, people.”

      She followed the others to a pair of large helicopters idling on the tarmac. Team B climbed into one, and her group clambered into the other. The craft lifted off before she was strapped in, but the sides were closed, so she didn’t have to worry about falling out. She pulled armor pieces from her bag and put them on as Elliott briefed them through their earpieces.

      “Listen up. As you’re undoubtedly aware, our intelligence folks spend their time following the communications of all sorts of unpleasant groups. Well, one of them decided to go for the big time. Senator Simmons of South Carolina is in the Charleston hospital, and a chucklehead militia group has resolved to kidnap him. Their backup option is to blow up the building.”

      Angel, her frequent partner, asked from the seat beside her, “Isn’t kidnapping an FBI thing?”

      Elliott replied, “It is, and they’re on it. They’re handling security at the hospital. We get the opportunity to kick the perpetrators in the teeth before they get rolling.”

      Kingston “Royal” Foster, the team’s medic, asked, “Do we have clear authority for this?”

      Cait liked that the members of her team, considered law enforcement through their marshal positions, asked such questions. “Affirmative,” Elliott replied. “One hundred percent. This will go one of two ways. If they decide not to go through with it, we’ll watch the perimeter and wait for instructions. If they try for the senator, we’ll stop them.”

      Kingston nodded. “Can’t argue with that.”

      Cait finished donning the individual armor pieces and asked Angel to help her wrangle the vest on. It was far easier standing than crouching, and he laughed as he helped. By the time she was ready, the choppers were landing in a clearing behind a high school. A pair of vans awaited them, and they deployed in separate teams.

      As soon as they were inside, they were rolling. Cait noted that the vans, like the helicopters, were close to silent. That was good since they didn’t want their quarry to know they had arrived. The other vehicle pulled off a mile from the militia’s base, which, according to the schematics their infomancer had sent, was in an industrial complex. She asked, “What is this place?”

      Tori replied, “An out-of-service appliance factory. You can expect lots of heavy equipment on the inside.”

      Cait noted that it only had a single floor, though the building was more than two stories high with an angled roof. She muttered, “Tons of places to hide.”

      Angel jostled her with his shoulder. “Spirit, if it was easy, they would let the FBI handle it.”

      She laughed. “True, Devil.” Their vehicle stopped and they all piled out, then moved quickly through the tall grass in a crouch toward the building, which was around a corner created by an area of thick overgrowth. When their objective came into view, it looked ordinary, if in need of a serious coat of paint and superficial repairs.

      Angel muttered, “No visible sentries.”

      Elliott ordered, “Crystal, do your thing.”

      Julie Schorr, the team’s communications and engineering expert, held up a small dish-shaped microphone and pointed it at the building. She frowned and turned the dials on the base of the unit. The crackle of distant audio filled their earpieces. A male said, “Charlie spotted security by the hospital. There’s a bunch of them, man.”

      Another replied, “They have no idea of how many of us there are, and they don’t know about the weapons we’ve got.”

      A third male said, “We won’t get this opportunity again.”

      The first replied, “If we get caught, we won’t get any opportunity again.”

      A new person entered the conversation. “It’s my decision, and I’ve made it. We’re going. We roll in ten.”

      Elliott said, “It’s Option Two.”

      Tori suggested, “Hit them as they leave?”

      Knight replied, “Negative. We don’t want them mobile. We’ll take down whoever we can before they get going. Those we miss, Team B will scoop up.” He paused as if waiting for a reply, then asked, “Any questions, people?”

      None were forthcoming. “All right. Their plan is to kidnap a senator, blow up a freaking hospital, or both. We won’t let them do that. Let’s go take ‘em down.”
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      They broke from the grass in a staggered line with Angel in the lead, Cait a few steps behind, and the rest of the team in a column at their backs. They reached the entrance without issue. Her thermal display showed no surveillance, and the building didn’t have cameras mounted on the exterior.

      Angel whispered, “Good for breach.”

      Elliott confirmed, “Breach authorized.”

      Cait grabbed the handle of the door, pumping her muscles full of magic. “Breach underway.” She yanked the lever down, expecting resistance, but the door opened easily.

      She muttered to Aza, Weird. I don’t like it.

      Agreed.

      Angel slipped inside and moved right. Cait followed. The factory floor offered no long straight lines according to the schematic of the building’s layout that was drawn in her display as the teams’ sensors fed information back to one another and to the infomancers overseeing the run.

      Cait whispered, “Lots of ambush sites. Hang on a second.” Aza, go up and take a look.

      The dragon leapt from her neck, growing as he flew upward. She lost him from sight immediately, his camouflage scales accurately mimicking the surrounding space, but she sensed him as he traveled from left to right and back again over their heads. He reported, No obvious tricks or traps. I spotted seven people hiding behind equipment.

      Cait repeated his report.

      Elliott replied, “They know we’re here. That’s not a shock. Move forward in tandem on my mark.”

      The marshals formed a straight line along the wall, covering the width of the building. The arrangement of the factory equipment was haphazard, and she couldn’t imagine why whoever had operated it had made the choices they had. As a defensive emplacement, however, it isn’t bad.

      Her thermal display showed blotches ahead that could be people. On Elliott’s mark, she moved forward in a crouch with Angel at her side toward the nearest orange blob.

      Gunfire sounded from the left, jarring her though she recognized the suppressed chatter of one of her team’s rifles. A shout of pain came from that direction and echoed through the large space. The infomancer watching their run snapped, “Freeze.” Cait complied. The synthesized female voice said, “Something activated. Searching.”

      Now that she’d been warned, Cait could hear a subtle hum that seemed to come from everywhere at once. The infomancer said, “I can’t isolate it. Suit sensors suggest nothing has changed in the electrical patterns of the building. Be careful.”

      Elliott ordered, “You heard her. Continue a cautious advance.” They made it another ten feet before they discovered where the sound was coming from.
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        * * *

      

      From his vantage point above, Aza saw five floor sections in the nearer half of the facility rise up. A moment later, machines rose to ground level. It took him several seconds to realize what they were. Machine guns, Cait. Watch out.

      She shouted his warning, and her team dove for cover as the weapons laid fire down on their positions. Bullets struck equipment and ricocheted, sending sparks into the air. What had been a quiet infiltration became a war zone.

      Those thoughts and observations covered only a few seconds, during which Aza grew and dove toward the machine guns on Elliott’s side of the room. He trusted Cait to take care of herself and Angel and understood the importance of protecting the team’s leader.

      Aza saw that the gun was fed from ammo boxes on the platform that held it. He breathed in through his nostrils, then expelled fire, his magic creating flames in response to his will. They burned the machine gun, and the combination of his fire and the heat generated by the weapon’s unrelenting attack caused the barrel and ammo to explode with impressive effect. The weapon died. Aza curved up and performed a barrel roll as he headed for the next one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cait's reaction to the appearance of the machine gun turret had been to snap up additional shields, grab Angel, and drag him under cover. The bullets struck her shield and ricocheted off. She said over the comm, “They’re not using anti-magic ammunition. Leave the targets to Scales and me.”

      She rushed forward, creating another shield in front of her and angling it to deflect ricochets away from her allies. She closed with the nearest turret, then summoned a fireball, holding it as it grew in size and power. When it was ready, she whipped her arm forward and aimed it with her magic. It struck the machine gun, which immediately stopped shooting. “One down.”
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        * * *

      

      Aza replied, No, two down, about to be three. He flew through a high arc and dove toward another machine gun nest at a sharp angle. He breathed fire on it, and it, too, fell silent. Bullets slammed into his scales as members of the militia stepped out of cover and fired at him. He positioned his wings in front of his face to take the impacts, then sent a burst of flame at the nearest group. They fled, and he snorted. Real brave with the sneak attack, but the moment there’s danger, they run away.

      He sent to Cait, Resistance seems weak, cowardly, and unskilled.

      Cait chuckled inwardly but kept her tone serious as she replied, Don’t get cocky.

      She dashed toward the next machine gun and hit it with a fireball as its bullets tried and failed to chew through her shield. Angel trailed her, dashing from cover to cover, and she heard the chatter of his rifle. A man in mismatched body armor fell to the floor on her right, a blossom of blood growing where his neck met his shoulder inside his armor strap. Her partner remarked, “One scumbag down.”
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        * * *

      

      Aza strafed the remaining turret, destroying it. An enemy charged out of cover as it went up in flames, shouting obscenities at him and firing his rifle on automatic. Aza took the shots on his chest as he dove toward the man, increasing in size. The dragon grabbed the man’s shoulders with his talons and threw him over the nearest pieces of equipment to slam into the side wall of the building twelve feet up. Moron.

      Cait turned in alarm at the loud crash from her right and sent out a blast of reflexive force magic that caught the falling man and slammed him into the wall again.

      She growled, Warn a person when you’re going to do that kind of thing, Aza.

      I wouldn’t need to if you were doing your job and paying attention.

      That’s cold.

      He laughed. Yeah. I’m like that.

      Elliott asked, “Targets cleared?”

      Cait, chiding herself for losing focus, replied, “Affirmative.”

      “Excellent. Move forward. Be careful. There have to be more of these idiots around here.”
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      Judging that the turrets were the only trick the militia had prepared, Cait and Angel advanced along a branching path between the equipment. Their thermal displays warned them when the militia tried to ambush them. She responded each time by ripping the person’s weapon away with her magic and throwing them against the wall.

      Angel bound them while Cait used her enhanced strength to bend the barrels of their foes’ weapons, rendering them useless. They left their neutralized opponents behind as they continued. The comm channel filled with quick bites of conversation as people announced contacts and enemies down as they, too, advanced. Aza had dramatically underestimated the opposition. Apparently, morons were pretty easy to come by around here.

      When they were two-thirds of the way through the building, Team B’s leader reported, “Vehicle activity in the back.”

      Elliott ordered, “Double-time, people.”
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        * * *

      

      Aza was making loose loops around the building, warning Cait about enemies and looking for surprises. Cait interrupted him with a clipped, Aza. Vehicles out back. Check it out.

      On it. He flapped his wings for speed and dove at the large doors at the back of the structure, then curled up and cannon-balled through them, his scales protecting him from damage. The doors flew open, and the lock clattered across the concrete as he hurtled into the open air. A hail of gunfire struck him, and he hit the ground and rolled rather than open himself up to the bullets by trying to fly.

      When the gunfire slackened, he unrolled and went airborne. Several cars and trucks were parked in back of the factory, engines running. Gunfire trailed him, but he camouflaged himself so none came close. He circled above. Lots of people back here. Some loading into vehicles and getting ready to drive away. Others are positioned under cover to shoot as you come out.

      After a short pause, Cait sent, Knight says you’re free to do your thing, buddy.

      Aza grinned. Perfect.

      He oriented on one of the largest vehicles, then folded his wings and dove. When he got close, he bathed it in flames as he flew over. The attack fell off as he passed over, then he banked to come around for another attack.
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        * * *

      

      Elliott ordered, “Spirit, Devil, go out and see what’s waiting for us.”

      “Affirmative.” Cait gestured at her partner. “Get closer, Devil.”

      He took several steps toward her, chuckling softly. “This isn’t the setting in which I’ve dreamed of hearing those words from you, Spirit.”

      “Pfft. You have enough girlfriends.”

      “Always room for one more. They’re not jealous.”

      She hefted her rifle. “Yeah, but I am, which means I’d have to shoot you. No one wants that.” She cast a spell to shield and conceal them, then moved toward the door. He fell into step beside her, the banter finished now that they were advancing. They passed through the door, and she paused to scout the situation.

      A truck ahead was ablaze, though Aza’s attack hadn’t disabled it. It rolled toward the road that led from the facility. An identical vehicle moved to follow. Cait lifted her rifle, sighted ahead of the truck, adjusted for speed, and pulled the trigger. Three rounds sliced into the truck’s rear tire. With half its traction gone, the truck slewed from side to side.

      Cait's shields were hammered from the left as a pair of militia, protected by a stack of metal car parts, fired at her. She returned fire, as did Angel, ducking behind their impromptu barrier. With a growl, Cait whipped a hand forward and repeatedly slammed force into the barricade that protected their attackers, knocking pieces of it away with each smash.

      She rushed ahead, not wanting to give them time to recover, and abandoned the cloak, trading it for stronger shields. Angel pounded behind her, and his voice was in her ear as he described the scene outside to the others. While their comrades could view it on the feed from their glasses, the need for instant action had prevented them from providing a visual overview.

      Cait reached the barricade and went around, taking a barrage of shots on her shield as she came into the open. She stepped forward and punched the first man, a hard right blow to the face that dropped him. With a quick spin, she slammed a sidekick into the other, hitting him in the solar plexus and knocking out his breath. He staggered and tried to keep from falling, but Cait wasn’t willing to wait. She delivered an elbow strike to his temple, and he hit the ground.

      By now, the other marshals had emerged from the building and were laying down fire at the militiamen who remained. Another car pulled out and careened cross-country rather than take the road.

      Cait sent, Aza. Team B won’t be in position to stop that one.

      Aza laughed happily. Then allow me. He faced the fleeing vehicle, which had a machine gun mounted on the back. As he flew toward it, the barrel came up, and bullets blazed at him. He dipped his wings and swooped under them while continuing to slalom through the air, avoiding their attempts to shoot him.

      He wasn’t sure why his camouflage wasn’t working, but he presumed they had technology that allowed them to see heat or motion. The weapon did a poor job of tracking him, despite the operator’s best efforts. Doubtless that was due to the truck bouncing over the rocky terrain.

      The truck plunged into the overgrown forest, and Aza followed it. The dragon had to give more attention to his surroundings as he pursued it to avoid flying into a tree, and the gap widened. Bullets chewed bark near him on several occasions, but he focused and began to close the distance to the truck, which was going far too fast for the area it was driving through. If I had a dragon chasing me, I might be reckless, too. Aza breathed in, then exhaled fire at the truck. It swerved to avoid the attack.

      Aza snarled, “So, you’re going to make it difficult. That’s fine.” He flapped hard to increase his speed, then flew in an arc around the truck. On a straightaway, it would outpace him, but its path through the woods was anything but straight, and he was soon in front of the vehicle. He flew at it and took more rounds from the machine gun on the back, which was able to twist around. That was unexpected.

      He increased his side-to-side movements to avoid the bullets. When he got close, he shot fire at the windshield. The driver jerked the wheel to the side, sending the truck into a skid. Aza threw himself to the ground and whipped his tail around. It struck the back tire with a loud snap, exploding it. The vehicle bounced into the air, came down on its rim, and got stuck. The passengers bailed and ran rather than engage the large, visibly angry dragon.

      He laughed as they fled. Hey, Cait! Want me to burn the people?

      Cait replied, Negative. We’re on the way to clean them up.

      You’re no fun, the dragon grumbled.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, they were back at the base. The atmosphere was celebratory. No one had taken an injury more serious than a bruise, and they’d done their job effectively while causing minimal fatalities. The militia members who had left before their attack had found the FBI waiting for them at the hospital and had been taken down. The senator had not known he was in danger.

      Tori opened a bottle of whiskey, and Kingston passed out coffee mugs to hold the amber liquid. The SOG members toasted the mission’s success. Cait sat next to Angel, who regaled people with tales of how he’d single-handedly defeated the entire militia. Cait laughed at the appropriate points and snorted derisively when his tale got out of hand. Finally, the others departed, leaving only her and Angel, with Aza snoozing under her chair.

      He asked, “How are things with you? I haven’t seen you on the marshals’ group chat lately.”

      “Not great.” Cait explained what had gone on since the attack on her colleagues.

      He swore vividly. “Did you find the bastards?”

      “Not yet. We’re working some leads, but it’s slow going.”

      “Well, when the moment comes, you have only to ask. I’m always ready to fight by your side, Spirit.”

      The corner of her mouth quirked. “Are you sure your many girlfriends will allow you to?”

      He laughed. “They might be envious of the time you get to spend with me, but they’ll get over it.”

      She shook her head with a grin that hurt her face. “You’re something, Angel.”

      He nodded contentedly. “I know.”
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      Yoshino sat in the back of the dark SUV, peering through the tinted windows. This is too often my life lately. Kono, beside her, had stopped speaking, recognizing her need for silence to center herself before the next meeting.

      The car was parked outside a small storage building the Dragons had rented through a new, well-hidden shell company. Her people had been inside all day, performing a security sweep to ensure that no one had planted anything in the building, installing surveillance devices, and generally making sure it would suffice for the assistance she’d requested.

      She sighed. It’s unfortunate that this is necessary. If Leonard Rosetta was still alive, the balance of power could have remained at the status quo for the foreseeable future. Now, we have chaos, and every measure we take to reduce the chaos adds burdens.

      Yoshino tried not to think about the ultimate cost of the assistance she was about to receive, but doing so was impossible. The organization she’d asked for help was far less likely to opt for loose control than choose micromanagement. That would result in me going the way of Rosetta before long, without question. She shrugged. Fortune and chance were entwined.

      Another car, outwardly identical to hers though with less armor protecting it, pulled up behind them. She looked at Kono, who tapped the earpiece in his ear. “It’s them.”

      She replied with a nod. “Then let us proceed.”

      The two guards in the front exited the car and came around to open her door while Kono got out on the opposite side. At the same time, the passengers of the other vehicle climbed out, three of her trusted subordinates and one person she had never met. Together, they walked to the entrance, which the guards opened.

      Once it had closed behind them, the man gave a short bow. He was thin, with straight slicked-back hair and the demeanor of someone who’d lived most of his life in fear of one thing or another. “Madame Yoshino, thank you for arranging for pickup at the airport.”

      She dipped her head in response. “My pleasure. Are you prepared?”

      “Of course. I’m going to reach into my coat and withdraw my wand.”

      Her guards, who had drawn pistols when they’d entered the building, acquired a laser focus at his words.

      Kono replied, “Slowly, please.”

      The wizard complied and pulled out a polished piece of ebony. “May I proceed?”

      Yoshino nodded. Kono said, “Go ahead. Again, carefully.”

      The man waved his wand toward the center of the room. A portal grew from a dot into a large oval. Yoshino had been ready to cast a magical shield to protect herself and Kono if anything seemed off about his casting, but nothing did. So far, so good.

      On the other side of the rift stood eight strong-looking men. Each wore a black suit and a white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. Their shoes shone, and no jewelry was evident. The first pair walked out of the portal, stopped in front of her, and gave bows that would’ve been insolent from anyone other than a representative of the organization she was now beholden to. She inclined her head.

      One said, “Madame Yoshino. A pleasure to meet you. I am Seta. This is Amano, my second. Will this be our base of operations?” The men were burly and muscular, with military-style short haircuts. The first carried himself as if he were ready to commit violence. The second struck her as the more intellectual of the two, though he was also unlikely to shrink from a conflict.

      She nodded. “It will.”

      “Very good.” He looked over his shoulder and jerked his chin. The men who had not yet entered moved to the sides and out of view, then reappeared behind crates of equipment that had been positioned at their backs. They pushed the boxes into the storage building and moved them to each side upon crossing the threshold. When all were inside, Seta snapped at the wizard, “Your work is complete.”

      The magical bowed to Yoshino, then walked through his portal and closed it behind him.

      The leader of the combat unit, for that was what it was, asked, “What is required?”

      Yoshino replied, “Several deaths. Prominent individuals in a rival organization.”

      He nodded once. “Timeframe?”

      She gave a thin smile. Before they kill me would be nice. “As soon as possible.”

      The edge of his mouth quirked upward as if he’d heard such things before. “Collateral damage?”

      The question required a moment’s consideration. “For those who are part of their organization, entirely acceptable. For those not part of it, none.” The line in the sand that kept her from being a primary target for the local authorities had become extremely well-defined recently. She would not step over it, knowing that the forces arrayed against her would be insurmountable.

      The soldier replied, “Very good. Information?”

      Kono snapped his fingers. One of the guards handed him a bag filled with printouts about the Thorns and computer chips with additional material. Kono passed it to the other man. “It’s all in here.”

      Seta gave a sharp nod. “Excellent. We will begin our work as soon as we’ve set up the space. Hereafter, you should not return.” He placed a communication device in his colleague’s hand. Yoshino gestured, and Kono took the box, which was about twice the size of a cell phone. “Anything we need, we will communicate it to you.”

      Yoshino asked, “You will keep us updated on your progress?”

      He shook his head. “Success or failure will be reported when it occurs. You will not hear from us until then unless we need something from you.”

      She kept the neutral expression on her face until they reached the car. Then she sighed. “Rude.”

      Kono replied, “I thought so as well.”

      “They can afford to be, for now. Once the leaders of the Thorns are eliminated, we will need to turn our attention to how to best maintain our autonomy from our new allies.”
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        * * *

      

      Carl looked down through the big window of his club’s second-floor lounge at the main floor. The cleaning crew was hard at work, and the bartenders and the prep staff were handling alcohol deliveries and supplies for the kitchen. The place had been a hotspot since its opening, which amused him. He’d spent a couple of evenings there watching the people below living their lives and enjoying the opportunity for pleasure he’d provided for them.

      He remarked, “It feels like we’ll have to make constant upgrades to keep this place relevant going forward. I don’t think Rosetta did a good job of that.”

      Cynthia sipped from a large mug of coffee, then yawned. “True. That’s more your area than mine, though. I’ll be content with it as a location for clandestine meetings and a positive cash flow.”

      He laughed and turned to face her. “What, you don’t like the vibe? We could change it.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that. I’m not comfortable yet. Yoshino is still out there gunning for us.”

      He sauntered back and sat in the chair facing the couch on which she sat. They’d been physically and emotionally distant since accepting the leadership of the organization. He wasn’t sure who was at fault. “You need to relax. She can’t do anything to us, and it makes sense to snap up the smaller fish and get them on our side before she can.”

      He chuckled inwardly. He meant they would swallow the smaller fish, but he forced himself to be consistent with the phrasing he used with leaders of the smaller groups. He didn’t want to screw up during a conversation and say, “Take you over,” though that was his meaning.

      She shrugged. “I know. Still.”

      He frowned, realizing she was keeping something from him. He wasn’t sure what, but he recognized the signs. Her gaze stayed on the coffee cup instead of meeting his, and she spoke in an off-handed way as if she were not engaged in the conversation. Guess I can’t throw stones on that one, given my own actions toward the marshals.

      He said, “Well, we’ll soon be done with the smaller groups and can turn our attention to Yoshino. A month tops.”

      Cynthia raised her mug in a mock toast. “A month. It will be nice to have that piece removed from the board. Eliminates the greatest threat to our success.”

      He asked, “Then you’ll finally be able to relax and have some fun?”

      She laughed, and he was pleased that it seemed real for a change. “Yeah. I hope so.”

      “Good. Now, let’s talk about the club. I have some ideas I think you’re going to like.”
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      Sabrina had spent the day surreptitiously watching her bots as they went out onto the Internet and convinced others to join Perpetuity. The bots gave them a unique referral code to use so that when those people entered the outer part of the temple, it would note that Sabrina’s bots had brought them.

      By midday, she had crossed the threshold for the next rank and decided it was time to update Cait on the project. She convinced the agent to meet at a nearby bar for happy hour and found a table in the corner where they could talk.

      Sabrina began, “I’m about to take the next step forward with Perpetuity.”

      Cait frowned, then waved her hand and whispered. Sabrina noted that the surrounding sounds became muted. Cait replied, “Darn. I forgot about them with everything else going on. I’m sorry.”

      Sabrina chuckled. “I didn’t. That’s why you keep me around.”

      Cait rolled her eyes. “I feel like I can’t accomplish anything without you, to be honest.”

      “Good that you realize it.”

      “Is this going to cost me more pizza?”

      Sabrina grinned. “Definitely. With more toppings.”

      Cait sighed. “It’s an appropriate price to pay.” She paused when their drinks arrived, beer in a tall glass for her and a gin and tonic with lots of lime for Sabrina. Cait continued, “Have you figured out what they’re up to?”

      She nodded. “They’re focused on building a power base. I’m not at a level where I can see what the plan for it is. They’re looking for people who can bring them money, influence, and foot soldiers.”

      Cait frowned. “Foot soldiers?”

      Sabrina waved away the worry in Cait’s voice. “Not really foot soldiers. College students and recent grads who have the time and energy to evangelize for the organization. That’s what I’m doing for them at the moment.”

      Cait replied, “Explain it like I’m five.”

      “I created a persona whose name is Gloria. She’s kind of unfocused at this stage of her life, which led her to the group. She’s putting out messages on the Internet encouraging people to come and join Perpetuity.”

      “And that’s good, why?”

      “From the look at the backend I got, the organization has five ranks and several ways to move up in them. I’m a neophyte.”

      Cait chuckled. “I can think of no word that is less like what you are.”

      Sabrina snorted. “I agree. I was only able to see the next title up, which is ‘sentinel,’ but I have no idea what the responsibilities of that rank are. I’m also not positive the levels are consistent across the various subgroups, but perhaps they are since you can advance by providing services, resources, or equipment. I don’t think the group I’m with can offer much, but I can. I’m ready to advance.”

      “Do you fill out a form, or ask for a performance review?”

      Sabrina laughed. “No idea. I’ve been hanging around, and I assume they’ll reach out to me. I truly have no clue.”

      After they had dinner, Sabrina went back to her apartment. After the attacks, it was cleared by the authorities and cleaned by professionals. The gigantic holes in her walls had been repaired, too. She was glad to be home, even though staying with Cait had been fun.

      Chuckling, she said to Princess, “It’s possible that Cait feels differently about that, though.” She looked at the feline, who had become far more of an indoor cat than she used to be. “Well, you were a bit of a burden.” Princess meowed, clearly offended, and Sabrina patted her head. “I’m kidding. You’re always wonderful.”

      She changed clothes, trading fashion for comfort. Then she brought her systems online and made sure her privacy redirects and barriers were in place. Her signal was bouncing around to enough places, with sufficient early warning triggers installed, that she was confident she could avoid being traced.

      She entered her preparation space and called up Gloria’s avatar, dressing her in loose, wide-legged jeans and a sweatshirt. She flew through the public systems to the virtual temple and walked in through the outer doors, her signal moving into Perpetuity’s server network. She thought it was interesting that, as far as she could tell, everyone entered through the same portal, regardless of rank or purpose. It created a sense of equity, although she doubted that such a thing existed within the organization.

      She crossed through the doors into the back area under the watchful eye of the angel, then sat down with some folks she recognized and chatted with them about what they’d been up to. When she’d been there for about fifteen minutes, taking some time to discuss strategies for recruiting more people to the organization, a chime rang as the door to the room opened, drawing everyone’s attention.

      A woman stepped in, tall and blonde-haired with ramrod-straight posture. Her arms were bare and muscular. She wore what looked like a chainmail dress that extended from her shoulders to above her knees. A tabard, secured at the waist by a polished leather belt, covered the top part of the outfit. It was white with a red sword and shield sigil atop a stylized pair of wings over her chest. She wore leather boots that stopped slightly below her knees.

      Conversation stopped as people took in the unexpected visitor. When silence reigned, she called, “Gloria George?”

      Here we go. Sabrina popped up and said brightly, “That’s me.”

      “Please approach.” Sabrina complied, and when she was close, the woman grabbed her by the shoulder, pulled her forward, and turned her to face the room. “This neophyte should be an example to you all. She has brought in numerous recruits in a comparatively short time. Clearly, she has embraced what it means to be part of Perpetuity.”

      The others in the room clapped, which Sabrina found strange. Were they instructed to do it? The woman looked at her. “I am Sentinel Sienna. Please come with me.” Sabrina followed the sentinel as she walked back through the door that led to the outer temple.

      This time, it didn’t. They entered a stone-lined room in a medieval castle, lit by torches whose flames flickered on the walls. Ahead was a wooden table with three seats behind it, two occupied by a man and a woman who were dressed identically to her escort. The sentinel stopped Sabrina, then took her place behind the table. After a brief pause, the woman on the far right, who she hadn’t met, said, “Neophyte George, please explain what being part of Perpetuity means to you.”

      Sabrina blinked. She hadn’t known what to expect from this meeting, but this situation had never occurred to her. It’s like a job interview. She replied, “I tell the people I’m recruiting that Perpetuity is about two things: community and making a change. I firmly believe we can only accomplish important things through collective action, and the only way to make sure that the group all rows in the same direction is through a strong community with powerful and ethical leadership.”

      The man in the middle nodded. “A logical set of beliefs. How do you fit into this grand vision?”

      With great difficulty to judge by past experience. “I am a team player at heart. I believe I can play any role, from evangelist to leader and everything between, given the appropriate knowledge and support.”

      The woman who had escorted her in replied, “Isn’t that arrogant?”

      Sabrina shook her head. “I don’t believe so. I have the potential, and I’m willing to put in the work, as you’ve seen. I don’t see any limits to what I can accomplish in the right environment.”

      The trio looked at each other, and the one in the center nodded. “Your responses are adequate.”

      The one on the right smiled. “Congratulations. You are provisionally admitted to the sentinels. However, to achieve your full office, you must meet with one of us in person.”

      Sabrina grinned. Inwardly, she scowled. I’ll need to seriously pump up my defenses for this. They’ll be looking at me hard prior to that meeting. They’d have to. She replied enthusiastically, “Awesome. How soon can we do it? I’m eager to show you what I have to offer.”
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      Cait arrived at the Moakley a couple of minutes late for work. She looked at the chief’s door, remembering other times when he stepped out and gave her the raised eyebrow that acknowledged her lateness without hassling her about it. The door stayed closed, and she sighed. Damn it to hell.

      Her emotions for Chief Levitt were swinging like a pendulum, getting more extreme with each passing day. Sometimes it was sadness, and other times, anger. She didn’t know what to do with those emotions, so she shoved them into the back of her brain and ignored them. Aza observed that wasn’t a healthy way of dealing with the problem. He was right, but at the moment, she considered deflection a gift.

      Cait dropped her bag on her desk and sat at her computer, then checked her email for news about the attack. Nothing. Of course. She crossed to the coffeemaker and banged things around as she prepared a mug. Before it had finished brewing, Sabrina tapped her on the shoulder. “Conference room when you’re done.”

      She walked off, leaving Cait to ponder the unexpected instruction. With a shrug, she headed there, sipping coffee. Sabrina took the seat across from Garrett, and Clement entered on her heels and closed the door. Cait sat down and said, “What’s up?”

      Sabrina replied, “I keep certain alerts running in the marshals’ systems. It’s not technically a hack since I’m using the tools that are already present.”

      Cait asked, “Ones that you legitimately have access to?”

      Sabrina gave her a thin smile. “Define ‘legitimately.’”

      “Say no more.”

      The infomancer frowned. “A transfer authorization popped up. We’re getting a new chief deputy. Her name is Susan Clark.”

      Everyone at the table straightened. Garrett observed, “Guess they don’t want the inmates running the asylum, and there’s no telling how long it’ll be before the chief gets out of the hospital.”

      Clement asked, “What do we know about her?”

      Sabrina activated the display at the far side of the room. “Okay, her current post is as a chief deputy marshal in Montana. Several decorations. Pretty impressive.”

      Cait read the data as it scrolled by. “Seems to have had a solid career so far. Of course, trying to manage the likes of us will probably be harder than anything she’s ever faced. Especially Clement.”

      The others laughed, and Sabrina shrugged. “I thought you would all want to know about it right away.”

      Cait replied, “You were right. Thanks for clueing us in. Since we’re all here, any updates on The Chemist?”

      Sabrina sighed, sounding frustrated. “Nothing.”

      Garrett asked, “Is that odd?”

      The infomancer nodded. “Odd, and certainly deliberate, assuming he’s still in town. No cameras have picked him up, no people we’re tracking have met with him. He wandered in, then vanished.”

      Clement said, “Maybe he got bored and left.”

      Cait snorted. “Doubtful, so let’s keep looking for him.” Too many haystacks hiding too many needles. “How about the farms?”

      Sabrina hit some buttons. A map of Boston and its surrounding areas popped up on the screen. A moment later, icons began to appear, one after the next. “I’ve narrowed it down to twenty-seven possibilities.”

      Garrett frowned. “That many? Really?”

      The infomancer nodded. “Yeah. It’s a strange market for farmland at the moment, or maybe this is always how it is. I don’t know.”

      Clement asked, “How are you examining them?”

      Sabrina shrugged. “Back-tracing company ownerships and histories to make sure they’re real. Pulling satellite images from recent flyovers to check out the places. When that’s complete and we’ve narrowed everything down, the PDA will knock on some doors for us.”

      Cait found the news heartening. “So, we’re getting somewhere.”

      “As far as finding the spot, sure. As far as that leading us to something useful, maybe not.”

      “I know Janek is involved.”

      Garrett said, “Maybe we should visit him again. Push him some more.”

      Cait glanced up to find Sabrina gazing at her. “Let’s keep an eye on him for now. You’re watching?”

      Sabrina nodded. “Count on it.”

      Cait took a sip of her cooling coffee. “Any other irons in the fire?” Her colleagues shook their heads. “Okay. When is Clark going to get here?”

      Sabrina replied, “Sometime next week. There’s a range of dates in the system.”

      “Fine. Until then, we get to steer the ship.” She smiled at Garrett, who returned it, then she used a different metaphor. “I think it’s time we started pushing on the gangs.”

      Clement replied, “Both?”

      “Both.”

      “Won’t that upset your buddy Yoshino?”

      Cait frowned. “She’s not my buddy. Keep our efforts against the Dragons on the down-low. The Thorns? Plan to make some noise.”

      Clement grinned. “Love it.”

      Garrett said, “I’ll interface with the police’s task force and let you know what they’ve got.”

      Sabrina replied, “I’ll map out their virtual stuff.”

      Cait cautioned, “Don’t go in, okay?”

      The infomancer put a hand on her chest. “Me? Do something precipitous like that? Surely not.”

      They all laughed at her creative denial. “Yeah. You.” She flicked her eyes to Clement. “Want to go push around some street soldiers?”

      He clapped his hands. “I would love to.”

      They headed into the outer office, and she closed her computer and got ready to depart. Cait caught up with Clement on the way to the door, then slowed when Sabrina’s phone rang. The infomancer answered and looked instantly happy. A moment later, her expression turned to concern, then descended into despondency.

      Sabrina was speaking too softly for Cait to hear. She tapped Clement’s arm to keep him from leaving. When the call ended, Sabrina looked up. “Chief’s awake. He’d like us to visit him as soon as we can.”
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        * * *

      

      They made their way to the courtyard, and Cait portaled them to the hospital. They found Simon in a hospital bed, pale but awake. He was weak, but his spirit glinted in his eyes.

      His wife Nicole was at his side, as Cait knew she had been all along. They moved in one by one to give Simon a hug, careful not to dislodge any of the tubes and wires attached to the equipment surrounding him. He hit the button to raise the level of his bed until he could see them more clearly. He gave a small laugh. “You people look like you’re attending a funeral. Knock it the hell off.”

      She laughed, and it was almost real. “Still trying to boss us around, even from a hospital bed.”

      Garrett replied, “You better get back soon. It’s not good to have the inmates running the asylum.”

      Cait corrected, “Steering the ship.”

      Sabrina added, “Pushing the buttons.”

      Clement sighed and shook his head. “Do you see what I have to go through, boss? I should get hazard pay.”

      They all laughed. Cait asked, far more casually than she felt, “So, what’s your deal?”

      He gestured at the equipment surrounding him. “Clearly, I’m not quite ready to return to active duty.”

      Clement replied, “Lead poisoning will do that to you.”

      Simon snorted. “Yeah, too much of that in my system. They tell me I’m going to be in therapy for a long time.”

      Sabrina said, “We figured you wouldn’t be back immediately when we saw the notice for the interim chief.”

      He nodded. “Clark. She’s solid. Real good, actually. I know her from way back. She’ll push hard, but she’ll care about you with equal energy. I couldn’t ask for someone better to take over.”

      Cait heard the emphasis. “Take over?”

      “Nicole and I have talked about it. I’ve got my years in and then some. I’m going to retire.” He chuckled. “My plan is to be really dramatic about it, like a football player who signs with his former team for one day. I’ll come back to the office, and y’all will throw a party for me. Then, while you’re all distracted, I’ll take my gourmet coffee and the bottle in my desk and head off into the sunset.”

      While they chuckled, Cait's eyes flicked to his wife. She was the only one in the room who wasn’t sad. She deserves a husband who will be there for her rather than getting shot at by scumbags. She sniffed. “We can make part of that happen, but now that I know your plans, I’m stealing your coffee.”

      They spent another hour with him, trading the comments, observations, and jokes that one does when they’ve received a harsh wound that’s not going away. It was tempered with shared laughter, a sense of friendship and love that couldn’t be denied. When it was time to leave because Simon was exhausted, he looked them in the eyes one by one. “You all take care of each other.”

      Cait nodded. “No worries, boss. We learned from the best.”
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      For the rest of that day, Cait's emotions were in turmoil. She moved from anger to sadness, from sitting listlessly at her desk to going out with Clement to press members of the Thorns for information. Garrett’s contacts had come through with names and hangouts, and they’d visited several.

      It was too soon to haul people in and offer immunity in exchange for confessions, although that time wasn’t far off. For now, pushing the Thorns’ low-level soldiers hard enough to get what they needed was an exercise in applied frustration. When the workday ended, Cait was filled with barely contained fury.

      She portaled home, changed clothes, and went for a run, dodging people in the busy streets. It failed to take the edge off. Once back at her apartment, she paced. She knew what she needed to do, but she’d built many walls against precipitous action. The professionalism of the marshals, for one. The discipline she’d learned from Delsanra and Sashura, for another. She wasn’t prone to letting her emotions off the chain.

      She simply had no other option. She put on her least favorite jeans and a generic work shirt. Instead of boots, she selected her most uninspired tennis shoes, ones she felt no qualms about abandoning. She opened her safe and retrieved her untraceable pistol, a handheld taser, and a compact device she’d gotten some time back from the Purple Market.

      She pressed the on button. Lights flickered as it performed its self-diagnostics, then gave her the green light. She set it into standby mode to instantly activate at the touch of a button and tucked it in her pocket.

      Aza asked, What are you doing?

      Impressive that he lasted this long before asking. I’m going to crash a party.

      Her dragon rolled over on the bed and stared at her. Are you sure that’s smart?

      She sighed and met his eyes. You know, I kind of don’t care anymore. She bared her forearm and he leapt to her, then turned into a gold cuff. She pulled down her sleeves and buttoned them, hiding both her bracelets and the dragon.

      He warned, This could be a really bad idea.

      I know. I don’t care. She looked in the mirror and focused on her reflection. It changed as she applied illusion to herself, creating a woman who didn’t exist bit by bit. She gave herself short blonde hair, styled severely against her head, and tanned skin. Mismatched eyes were next, one brown, one green. She gave her disguise a long face with a pointed nose and chin, then added a small scar at one corner of her lip that gave her a permanent sneer.

      She memorized her look and focused to maintain the magic no matter what. Having her disguise fail was one of several worst-case scenarios.

      Aza suggested, Have Sabrina check it for you beforehand.

      Cait shook her head as she opened a portal to a neutral location north of the city. Not going to get her involved. This is my thing. Nice try to delay her, though. She stepped through, then created another portal to an alley a couple of blocks from her destination.

      Aza said, When it’s me telling you something’s too crazy to do, you should listen.

      I hear you, buddy, and I love you for looking out for me, but I’m going.

      After waiting in line, she entered the club through the main doors, fuming all the while. Once inside, guests were routed in two directions, and she was sent to the right. A burly guard gestured for her to raise her arms so he could pat her down. She allowed it, using illusion to cover the weapons and equipment she carried, except for the wallet in a back pocket that held the false credentials she’d secured from the Purple Market. He was grabbier than the job required, but not enough that she needed to adjust his manners. Probably considered it a perk of the job. Scumbag.

      She angled toward the bar and found a spot from which she could look the place over. She hadn’t seen it since the attack on Rosetta. The club had been redone in a new color scheme and a modern style but the same basic layout. The dance floor was where it had been, although the DJ booth was now on the back wall and elevated halfway up to the next story. The venue was dark, illuminated only by the lights of the dance floor. People were everywhere, dancing, drinking, and talking.

      Security was easy to spot with their black suits, open collars, and obvious bulges under their armpits. They strolled about, keeping their eyes on everything. Remarkably focused, she thought, given the throng of revelers.

      She frowned. These bastards shouldn’t get to have a place like this.

      He replied, No, but nothing you do tonight can take it away.

      Unless I kill them.

      A note of humor entered his voice. Which you’re not going to do, so don’t pretend to be tough. I can hear it in your tone.

      Cait sighed. I’m perfectly willing to rough them up. The problem was that the second level was no longer accessible to the public. The staircase was cordoned off by a velvet rope. She could probably make it up the stairs under a veil, but when she entered the lounge where her quarry doubtless waited, the security from the bottom floor would charge up those stairs and trap her up there. They needed to go down.

      She made her way around the edge of the club until she found a spot where a fallen guard would not be noticed. When she reached it, she waited until one of them was nearby. He joined her at her gesture, and she spoke too softly for him to hear over the music. He gave her a quizzical look, and she stretched up to talk into his ear.

      Her left hand snaked to the small of her back and withdrew the taser, and she jammed it against his leg and triggered it. The electricity stiffened him, and she cast a veil around them as he fell. She dragged him into the shadows and leaned him against the wall like he was sleeping. She moved away and released the veil, satisfied with the effort.

      It came as a surprise when another guard stomped toward her with a scowl. Oh. Guess I’m not as clever as I thought.

      Aza commented, This would be a good time to leave.

      Cait chuckled with anticipation. Nah. This would be a good time to kick some ass.
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      Aza cautioned, This is a bad idea. We should leave.

      Cait replied, It might be a bad idea, but we’re not going anywhere. Stop suggesting it. When the scowling guard reached her, she cast a veil to obscure them from sight and sound. She trusted that the darkness in the place would keep anyone from noticing, or they’d think a lighting change from one of the swirling spotlights had plunged them into darkness.

      When it came down to it, she didn’t care. She was confident that, barring gunfire, the noise and bustle surrounding her would prevent panic from spreading. She wouldn’t use her gun if no one else did.

      The guard reached for her, and she blocked his hands with one arm, circling it upward and outward to give her access to his unguarded ribs.

      She stabbed the taser into his side and discharged it. He was bigger than the previous one and quicker to react. He stiffened but managed to swing an arm at her. It knocked the taser out of her grip, and it clattered away. Cait lost sight of it as she ducked a clumsy punch from his other arm and came up with an uppercut. A properly executed version of that blow could break a neck, which she didn’t want, so it landed at half power, enough to stun.

      She grabbed him with both hands and discharged magical lightning from her fingertips, held him as his body spasmed, and lowered him to the ground when his eyes rolled back. She’d activated her enhanced senses and strength upon entering the place and layered a shield on top. Cait spotted the taser on her way to the next guard, summoned it to her hand, and shoved it into its holster rather than break her stride to reload.

      She reached out with telekinesis, grabbed the guard’s legs, and ripped them out from under him with a small gesture. He went down, and those around him tried to help, thinking he’d had a seizure. The guard got to his feet, and she watched and waited. He looked angrily in her direction, and she stared at him hard.

      He approached. She cast a veil behind him so that when he reached her, no one would see what happened, expecting him to try to grab her. Instead, he whipped a roundhouse kick at her head. She leaned back and brought up a hand to block.

      He lashed out at her stomach. His kick connected with her shield, and she shuffled back to dissipate the impact. She moved in, raising one arm to protect her head in a classic boxer’s guard. He swung a roundhouse punch at her head, then attempted a jab with the other arm, and she blocked both.

      Cait kicked at his shin, but he lifted his foot and caught the kick. After a feint from her left that caused his arms to go up, she punched him in the solar plexus with the right and he crumpled, trying to get his breath. She landed another blow on his cheek and he went down, stunned.

      Shouts alerted her that people had stepped inside her veil and could see the altercation. Okay, I’m on the clock. She blasted him with lightning to knock him out of the fight, abandoned the veil, and stomped toward the center of the room. She’d counted eight guards at the beginning, including the two who were frisking people at the door. She had taken three down. Most of the crowd continued to dance, oblivious to the fighting, but several who’d spotted the downed guards hurried toward the doors.

      She blended in with them, stopping when she was in front of the guard who’d frisked her. A force blast knocked him off his feet and into the unused coat check area. She followed him, throwing up an illusion of the room behind her so no one would see the true happenings. He came up with a gun in his hand, but she flicked her fingers and slapped it out of his grip before he could pull the trigger. A condescending smile she couldn’t restrain reached her lips.

      He shuffled toward her and tried to knee her in the stomach. She blocked it and whipped a back-fist into his face. He landed a punch on her jaw, but her shield absorbed most of the impact. She returned the punch, and his head snapped to the side. She touched his cheek and zapped him with electricity, rendering him unconscious. She let him fall. Scumbag.

      Cait walked out, closing the door behind her and dispelling her veil. A guard across the way was speaking into a walkie-talkie, possibly trying to bring the ones from outside in. A gaggle of people milled about at the entrance, preventing them from passing through. She hit the guard with lightning before he’d finished speaking. Her nod acknowledged that he’d done what was best for the team rather than for himself. Then the other three inside guards came at her.
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        * * *

      

      Carl swiveled his head as one of the security guards in the lounge unexpectedly hissed into his walkie-talkie. He turned to the window, looking for the guards among the revelers below. He spotted three of them on the move and saw their destination, a short-haired blonde woman standing over a guard on the floor. “What’s going on?”

      Security replied, “We’ve got several people not responding. A woman was engaged with one of them before he vanished. It’s handled, though. We’ll have her in a minute.”

      Carl turned to the window and saw the woman stride toward the guards, skirting the edge of the crowd to find a spot clear of customers. He frowned. “I don’t recognize her, but she seems familiar.” The way she moved triggered a memory, and his assassin’s skills automatically kicked into threat-detection mode.

      Across the room, Cynthia asked, “Should we leave now?”

      Carl shook his head. “No. I want to see what’s going on.”
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        * * *

      

      When the first guard reached her, Cait saw the brass knuckles on his left fist and grinned. “Those for me?”

      Without replying, he whipped a punch at her skull. She crouched, raising an arm to block her head as he tried to punch down at her, then came up on the opposite side from the other approaching guards. She kicked at his knee, but he twisted and took the blow on his thigh instead, which threw him off balance. She lashed a right-hand punch into his ear and he hit the wall, dazed.

      The next guard came at her and punched her in the head hard enough to ring her bell through her shield. She crouched, then slammed an elbow into his ribs. He gasped, and they broke apart under the blow. She snapped a quick back-fist into his face, knocking him over, then spotted the third, who had pulled a pistol.

      Cait reached out with telekinesis, yanked it out of his hand, and threw it toward the DJ’s booth. The woman spinning the music ducked as it slammed into the wall behind her. Another punch hit Cait with a glancing blow to the cheek as the guard she’d knocked against the wall reentered the fight. She grabbed and twisted his arm, yanking him forward to slam into Guard Number Two. She wrapped force magic around them and smashed them into the wall together. They went down, dazed.

      The remaining guard, weaponless, ran in and threw a punch at her. Have to admire their commitment. She pushed more strength into her muscles and caught the punch in mid-air. He stared in disbelief as she punched his triceps, numbing his arm. A twist locked his wrist, and she propelled him face-first into the wall. She raced toward the center stairs as he collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      Carl watched her take down his security and knew who she was from the way she fought. Nice disguise, Marshal Keane. “I want every gun in the room on her when she comes in.”

      The four guards took positions away from the door and raised their pistols. Cynthia moved to the back corner and drew her weapon.

      One of the guards asked, “Rules of engagement?”

      “I’m confident she’ll stop when she gets in here, but if you think she’s going to attack me, take her down rather than talk.” He stepped in front of the door, halfway into the room, crossed his hands behind his back, and composed his features.
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        * * *

      

      Cait kicked the door in and stepped forward, taking in the scene. Before her was Carl Winston, the man she’d come to see. Four guards stood around the room, weapons leveled. In the back corner was a woman, doubtless his assassin friend, who also held a pistol. She activated the chip in her pocket that would scramble and block the recording devices in the room, then nodded at Winston.

      He smiled. “Hello, Marshal.”

      Cait lifted an eyebrow. “Not sure who you mean.”

      He shrugged. “Of course. Now, explain your presence, or you’re going to get perforated. And before you ask, they’re anti-magic rounds.”

      “I assumed. I have a message for you. If I find out that you or your girlfriend,” she gestured at the woman in the corner, “or anyone involved in your criminal organization was behind the attack, you’ll have only a short time to regret your life choices. I personally guarantee it.”

      He lifted an eyebrow, matching her earlier gesture. “Well, that’s dramatic. Is that all?”

      She smiled, showing her teeth. “For now.” She turned and stalked toward the fire door, which she was sure wasn’t connected to any alarms.

      He called, “Next time, phone ahead for an appointment.”

      She raised a middle finger as she passed through the door, not looking back.
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        * * *

      

      Once the door closed, Cynthia holstered her weapon and moved to the bar. “Well, that was interesting. What the hell is she talking about?”

      Carl joined her and grabbed a couple of glasses. “You didn’t hear? There was an attack on the marshals. One of them was seriously wounded.”

      Cynthia stared at him, frowning. Then she gestured, and everything in the room other than the two of them became hazy and indistinct as her veil took effect. “Were we involved?”

      He snorted. “Of course not.”

      “Really?” Her tone suggested she didn’t believe him.

      He gave her a shrug. “Really. I can see why’d she’d jump to the conclusion that it was us, but it wasn’t the Thorns who did it.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Cait got home and threw the clothes she’d been wearing into her safe to take to Ireland on her next trip, she had discharged the rage that had filled her. When she came out of the shower, Aza, who was lying on the bed, asked, Was there a reason for that?

      Wasn’t it enough that it felt really good?

      That would be enough for me, yes. But your brain is dumb. Always needing other reasons.

      Cait laughed. That’s fair. Yes. It’s a stone thrown in the pond, so we can see what the ripples reveal about things under the surface.

      Burning them would’ve been more efficient. And rewarding.

      She sat down on the edge of the bed, pushing him aside until she had enough room to lie down. You’re not wrong. But tonight, I danced across the line. Killing is a step too far, one you can’t take back.

      The dragon sighed as he lay next to her, his back against her side. Like I said. Your brain is stupid.
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      Carl stood in the bunker’s bedroom, looking at himself in the mirror. This was an important night, and he indulged in the ritual he had for years as part of his career as a Syndicate assassin. He stared first at his shoes, then at his trousers, then at the shirt and jacket. All looked normal, offering no visible sign of the reinforced areas into which he had tucked weapons and equipment.

      He patted the hidden inner pocket that held flat tubes containing healing and energy potions. The containers were lightweight, and the contents were powerful enough to get him out of a sticky situation. A pat-down wouldn’t detect them since they felt the same as the thick fabric around them.

      Carl tapped the heel of each shoe to extend the blades in the tips, then tapped them again to withdraw them. He pulled on the slight protrusion on the side of his wristwatch and drew out a thin wire garrote. He released it, and it retracted cleanly. The wallet in his jacket pocket held a heavy plastic card with emergency tools he could pop out sewn into a hidden panel. In an X-ray, it looked like a credit card.

      He pressed the button on the large ring on his left index finger that caused the telescoping spike to come out. It was large enough to make his punches hurt. He repeated the move with his left ring finger, then twisted the hidden weapons back down and swiveled the false gems into place to cover them.

      Carl touched his belt buckle, which, when twisted, revealed a punch dagger. Finally, he put on a chain necklace with a pendant of sharpened shrapnel that looked like a solid disk. When thrown in the air and struck with a force blast, it would shatter into metal splinters that would damage any exposed sensitive areas. He usually aimed for the eyes.

      He nodded at the reflection. “I’m ready.” His pistol wasn’t part of the evening’s outfit since his target would be on the lookout for it. Plus, I have my magic. He raised his phone and connected to an infomancer he had worked with on Syndicate missions. The organization maintained an official list of highly skilled assets, and this person was on it. He was pretty sure, based on dozens of interactions, that she was female, but the synthesized voice didn’t give anything away. He asked, “You ready?”

      The electronic voice replied, “Definitely.”

      “You’re sure you’ll be able to get in?”

      The person on the other end laughed. “Already halfway there. And no, they won’t see me. How many times do we need to work together before you trust me?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, I trust you. I’m just a control freak.”

      It was a standing joke. The infomancer replied, “I guess, since you’re there in person, I understand it. This once.” He chuckled. Their pre-op conversations usually ended with that exchange. He made another call, leaving the line open to the infomancer so they could listen in. Frank picked up after two rings.

      Carl said, “We have to meet immediately.”

      The other man was frowning. Carl could hear in his voice. “Can we discuss it over a secure comm?”

      “No. Has to be in person.”

      “I’m going to have to cancel plans.”

      He suppressed a mocking laugh and maintained a serious tone. “Then cancel them. This can’t wait.”

      Sounding petulant, Frank replied, “Fine. Fifteen minutes. My office.”

      “Perfect.” Carl killed that connection and asked the infomancer, “You know what to do?”

      “Of course. Trust me, everything on my end will work perfectly.” The implication that he was the weak link wasn’t lost on him, but the infomancer was skilled enough that he didn’t mind the jibe.
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        * * *

      

      After hanging up, Frank went into the private bathroom attached to his office. He pulled off his jacket and shirt, grabbed the body armor that hung on the back of the door, and strapped it on. He replaced his clothes and made sure they didn’t reveal his defenses.

      Next, he took a gun from under the sink and slipped it into the holster at his lower back. He walked to the desk and released the lock on the hidden panel, then reached inside to ensure that the gun was where it should be. He paused to think things through. The odds were fifty-fifty whether Carl was coming to talk or coming to fight. He planned to be ready in either case. He picked up the receiver of his desk phone and punched the buttons to connect to the building’s security.

      The infomancer in charge answered. “Yes?”

      Frank said, “Please confirm the building is empty.”

      After a second, he replied, “Confirmed.”

      “Good. Delay the cleaning crews. I’m having a meeting I don’t want anyone in the building for.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      He hung up and spent the two minutes before the meeting breathing, relaxing, and centering his mind to ready himself for what was to come. Fourteen minutes after the call, he stood beside his desk. The portal opened where it had the last time, and Carl stepped through.

      Frank looked for signs of weapons. He found none, but a Syndicate assassin was never unarmed. He gestured at the chair across the desk and moved to his seat. He timed sitting down to Carl’s movement.

      His guest crossed his legs. “The marshal paid us a visit.”

      Frank frowned. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Somehow, they came up with the notion that I’m connected to their attacks. I’m wondering how that happened.”

      A cold chill spread through Frank at the revelation. Seventy-five to twenty-five, he’s here to fight. “They couldn’t have gotten it from me. Even if the person who broke in here was one of the marshals, my people say they had no opportunity to get any information.”

      “You believe it?”

      He nodded. “I do. They’re paid for their honesty, and the video corroborates what they said. Maybe she’s rousting you.”

      Carl paused as if considering the possibility, then shook his head. “No. She was furious. That wasn’t an act.”

      “You’re saying the marshal came to you in person?”

      “In disguise, but it was her.”

      Frank shrugged. “Perhaps it was someone on your end.”

      The other man smiled thinly. “I’m the only one involved on my end, and last time I checked, I hadn’t spilled any secrets to the marshals.”

      “Well, neither have I.”

      Carl lifted his hands, palms out. “Yet…”

      Frank sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Such a simple plan to have been so disastrously screwed up. Listen, I need to make sure I’m in the clear. Nothing connects me to the mercs, correct?”

      There it is. Frank replied, “Of course not.” He pulled the gun from the desk and leveled it at the other man. “Don’t even twitch, or you get shot. Whatever fancy magical protections you’ve got, these bullets won’t care. I think we should part ways. You can portal out. I’ll relocate under a new identity, and we’ll call it done.”

      Carl smiled, showing his teeth. “Of course. I agree. We should eliminate the connection between us.” A muscle twitched in his guest’s hand, and Frank pulled the trigger. In the instant between his action and the bullet leaving the barrel, Carl’s magic pulled the pistol from his hand, and the bullet went into the wall behind him.

      Frank stomped on a switch on the floor to send a signal to his infomancer to activate the anti-magic emitter. An instant later, he felt its charged atmosphere. He reached behind his back for the other gun and stood. Carl surged to his feet, but Frank got the shot off before he could cross the desk.

      Then the unexpected happened—the anti-magic vanished. The gun flew out of Frank’s hand. Carl made a backhanded motion. Frank was lifted off his feet and slammed into the shelves behind his desk. Books and broken mementos cascaded on top of him.

      Carl walked around the desk, his eyes locked on the other man. As he’d stolen the gun, he’d covered it in a thin layer of force magic to ensure his prints wouldn’t transfer to the weapon. Why bring your own gun when you can borrow one from a friend?

      As his once-ally tried to struggle out from under the things that had fallen on him, Carl shot him in the left leg, then the right. Frank fell back, moaning. His eyes were filled with pain. Still, he laughed. “I knew you’d do this. Bastard. Syndicate connection seemed so valuable.” He shook his head. “Should never have thought you’d be anything other than a plague.” He laughed and continued doing so until Carl ended his amusement with a single shot to the head.

      He threw the weapon aside and opened a portal to the lobby. When he arrived, he contacted his infomancer. “Deactivate all security systems.”

      “Done.”

      “Turn off the safety equipment.”

      “Done.”

      Carl took one last look around the pristine lobby and shook his head. “Such a waste.” He summoned and hurled a large fireball into each corner, then did the same to all four points of the compass.

      When the lobby was ablaze, he opened a portal and stepped out of the conflagration.

      Bye, Frank. Hope the next life treats you better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait got the news when she arrived at the office. Twenty minutes later, she and Clement were on-site in Worcester. The air smelled of charcoal, and ash floated close to the structure. Firefighters were still hosing it down, several trucks spraying water on the smoldering wreckage.

      Clement said, “This is the place, huh? Seems like it was nice.”

      Cait nodded. “’Was’ being the operative word.”

      They connected to Sabrina, who offered, “No alarm went out from the building. A passerby reported the fire.”

      Clement asked, “That’s weird, right?”

      “Indeed.”

      Cait mused, “It’s odd to think that I was in there.”

      Clement replied, “Yeah, but you and Garrett didn’t find anything useful, correct?”

      “Nope.” Nor did I during my other visit. She stopped a uniformed firefighter as he walked by and flashed her badge. “What do we know?”

      He shrugged. “The fire started in the lobby in several locations at once. The sprinklers failed to activate.”

      Clement observed, “Suspicious.”

      The officer nodded. “Yeah. Those systems are simple and reliable. Plus, it’s strange for a fire to start in eight locations simultaneously.” The expression on his face confirmed that he understood the rarity.

      Cait walked to a police officer who was standing next to a coroner’s van. Again, she showed her credentials. “Fatalities?”

      “Yeah. One body on the twelfth floor.”

      It had to be. Cait sighed. “When you find out who it is, let us know.” She handed him a card with her number.

      He nodded and tucked it in a pocket. “Will do, Marshal.”

      She turned to Clement. “That’s a lot of nothing.”

      “Let’s go talk to the fire chief. He may have more information.”

      They strode toward the chief’s car, but Cait stopped when her connection to Aisling activated through her magical earrings.

      Her sister sounded rushed as she declared, “Westport’s under attack. Wolves. Lots of them.”

      She snapped, “Be right there.” To Clement, she said, “I have to go. Problem at home. I can portal you somewhere.”

      He shook his head. “Go. I’ll find my own way back. Be careful.”

      She nodded, portaled to her apartment, and grabbed Eclipse from her safe. Aza leapt from around her neck to stand at her side. She opened a portal to the street outside Grash’s shop. Let’s go.
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        * * *

      

      Cait landed in chaos. The quaint town was a house of horrors. Several buildings were aflame, making her think of the destruction she’d just witnessed. People ran through the streets in family groups, in pairs, and as singles. Wolves of multiple sizes and colors were everywhere, operating as solo hunters.

      One leapt on a fleeing man as she watched, bearing him to the ground and savaging his neck. She wasn’t close enough to help, but she spotted another wolf about to attack and blasted it with force magic. It hurtled into the rock wall of a nearby building and fell to the ground, stunned. The person it had been chasing made their escape.

      She said, “I’m here. Where are you?” She sent to Aza, Go. Do what you can. I’ll call if I need you.

      Be careful. The dragon launched into the air, his scales camouflaging him against the afternoon sky.

      Aisling replied through their connection, “East side of town.”

      Cait got her bearings and dashed in that direction with magic-assisted speed. The thought crossed her mind that she couldn’t have been less well-prepared for this moment. She was wearing a business suit and boots that were not made for combat, and she had no body armor on. She’d called up her magical armor and increased her speed and senses.

      A pistol and an extra magazine were holstered at her back. She didn’t have anywhere to store Eclipse other than in her hand. She’d left the sheath at home, lacking a belt to attach it to, so the naked blade bobbed at her left side as she ran. As she reached an intersection, a wolf leapt at her from the side. Not an ambush; their paths had merely converged. Too bad for it.

      She summoned her force magic, grabbed the wolf in mid-air, and assisted him in the direction he was traveling. He slammed into the side of a wooden building and hit the ground running. She turned to face him, but rather than let him get close, she blasted him with lightning. She cut the attack off as a fleeing person passed between them, then smashed him with force magic again. He struck the wall, and she heard bones break as she ran toward her sisters.

      When she arrived, she found the pair in the middle of a circle of wolves. Brianna called, “About time you got here,” as she whipped her shillelagh around and slammed one of the wolves in the head. Reinforcements flowed toward the wolves from all directions. Cait blasted one who was about to join the fight with force, and as he tumbled away, she ran at the circle.

      The first wolf she came to didn’t realize she was there, and she plunged Eclipse into the spot where back met neck. He went down, dead. She ripped the blade free and slashed it sideways, forcing another wolf to retreat as she moved into the circle to stand back to back with her sisters.

      Aisling muttered, “There seems to be an endless supply of them.”

      Cait whipped her blade at a wolf, causing it to backpedal with a growl. “Maybe this is the big attack we’ve been afraid of?”

      Aisling replied, “Not sure.”

      Cait blasted another wolf with lightning, and her eyes widened as it split around an oval shield. “That’s not good.”

      Brianna replied, “What?”

      “Some of them have shields.”

      “How do they have shields?”

      “How the hell would I know?” Cait whipped her right hand behind her, pulled the pistol that was always loaded with anti-magic bullets, and put two into the shielded wolf. He dropped with a whine.

      Aza shouted, Duck. Cait did so, yelling the same to her sisters. A blast of fire flew over their heads to strike the wolves on the far side of the circle. Two went down, and three more were revealed to have magical shields.

      Cait dispatched them, emptying her weapon. She shoved it back into its holster, not having a free hand to reload it, and yelled, “Do we have a strategy?”

      Aisling replied, “Keep taking them down until we run out of wolves.”

      Brianna added, “We’ll have reinforcements from the coven soon. We need to hold.”

      Cait slashed Eclipse at a wolf who was trying to sneak past her to reach her sisters. Aza, what do you see?

      He replied, Wolves everywhere. I’m focusing on the ones that are going after the townspeople. Several witches are here. The wolves are gravitating toward them.

      Cait said, “The wolves are focusing on attacking our people.”

      Brianna barked a laugh. “You think?” She shouted a curse as she slammed her shillelagh into another wolf. One on Cait’s side got brave and rushed her. She took a reflexive step back and bumped into her sisters, then created a force shield with her right hand and stabbed Eclipse past it with her left. The blade plunged in and she caught the wolf’s charge on her shield, thrusting backward against his momentum. Still, she banged into Aisling and Brianna, who growled in frustration.

      Cait snapped, “Okay, it’s time we quit letting them set the rules. On three, lightning for all of them.” She counted down, and she and her sisters simultaneously blasted lightning at the surrounding wolves. Previously, their enemies had dodged magical attacks by moving out of range to one side or the other. With lightning striking in a full circle, they couldn’t evade it. Two-thirds of them dropped, and the other third was quickly dispatched with shillelaghs, swords, and Eclipse.

      Okay, Aza, where’s the largest group?

      Two blocks to the northwest.

      Cait bared her teeth. “All right, ladies. Let’s go beat up some wolves.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aza flew high over the scene of the chaotic battle, looking for the spot where he could make the most difference. He’d been picking off wolves pursuing vulnerable townspeople, and now most of their attackers were focused on the witches who had arrived to defend the town instead.

      A trio of wolves ran toward a witch who was furthest away from her allies, and he saw that she was already engaged with another one. That’s not fair. He dove and belched flames in front of the wolves, causing them to skid to a halt to avoid plunging into the fire.

      Aza spun and flipped to reverse his direction, then flew at the nearest of the trio. It snarled and leapt at him, its prodigious leg muscles carrying it higher than any mundane creature could jump. Aza adjusted his flight to pass inches above it and gave a mocking laugh. He dove at the other two, breathing fire again, and they scattered. This is amusing, but I don’t have time to play with them. Focus, Aza.

      He targeted the third and swooped, accepting the vulnerability of a lower position in exchange for the opportunity to come to grips with it. It reared on its back legs and tried to bite and claw him when he arrived. Its teeth glanced off his scales, and its claws didn’t do any better.

      Aza clamped down on the wolf’s neck and lifted it off the ground. He was at his maximum size, which made him more than a match for the beasts. He wrenched it back and forth, snapping its neck, then dropped it, trying to hit one of its packmates.

      The wolf skittered out of the way as Aza turned and settled into a dive. This time, his foe wasn’t fast enough to evade his fire breath. It howled in agony as its life fled, then fell silent. Aza curved and turned the fire on another wolf, but it dodged and ran. He circled to try again but was distracted by another set of wolves materializing from the forest and heading toward the lone witch. He sent to Cait, Reinforcements, and changed course to intercept them.
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        * * *

      

      Cait was in the lead as she and her sisters ran through the streets, headed for the large group Aza had identified. Brianna was at her right, carrying her shillelagh like a torch, ready to slam it into any wolf who had the bad luck to cross her path. She’d taken a couple out of the fight with broken limbs.

      Aisling was on her left, a curved sword in her left hand. Her right was free, and she cast magic whenever the opportunity presented itself. Sometimes, she attacked with fire, lightning, and force. Other times, she put up shields to defend or created illusions to deceive. Cait was, as always, impressed by her sister’s facility with a wide variety of magics.

      Cait blasted magic at the wolves with both hands, the ability to cast through Eclipse again proving its value. She focused on offense, however, channeling the anger and frustration she’d been feeling into protecting the town’s innocent population by eliminating their attackers.

      When a dozen wolves appeared around a turn, she knew they’d arrived at the location Aza had referenced. Their enemies moved in tandem, clearing the streets as they passed through, single wolves occasionally dashing off from the edges to run into a shop or take down a running human. Cait stopped, and her sisters did the same. The wolves slowed at the sight of them but didn’t halt their advance.

      Cait chuckled. “It’s like an Old West standoff.”

      Brianna growled, “It’s good that you can find amusement in this.”

      Aisling laughed. “Gotta embrace the positive moments when you find them, bonehead. Let’s see who’s faster on the draw.”

      Cait called, “Choose your weapon, Bri.”

      Her sister replied, “Force.”

      Cait threw her hands forward and blasted the wolves in the center with force. Her sisters copied the attack. The blasts hit their targets, but where they’d expected to see wolves flying backward, they discovered that their magics had no effect.

      Cait snarled, “They’re protected.”

      Brianna laughed. “Guess we’ll do it the old-fashioned way, then.” She charged ahead with a battle cry.

      Cait looked at Aisling, who shook her head. “Now she’s happy, when the fight’s more dangerous. I swear she has bone where her brain should be.” Her younger sister dashed into the fray, drawing the curved sword from her back.

      Cait shrugged. “I have the weirdest family.” She charged. Knowing she’d be in close combat, she copied something that Delsanra had done in a previous fight. She used force magic to construct a punch dagger around her right fist and set a corner of her mind to maintain it as she hurtled toward the battle.

      All of the wolves had similar markings in their fur that were different from the ones she’d previously fought. So, multiple packs joined to fight us. Then the time for thought passed, and instinct took the reins as she slashed and punched the nearest wolves.
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        * * *

      

      Hidden in the woods, watching the trio of witches charge the wolves she’d been protecting, Lady Rebecca Olanyr smiled grimly. She’d wanted to wait a few more days before launching the big attack, but the fragile alliance of the various packs was growing flimsier. Accepting the reality of the situation, she’d given them the go-ahead they’d longed for.

      While the battle raged, she’d portaled from spot to spot, staying behind the protection of the trees to assist her allies where she could. Many Westport townspeople were down, most of them dead, but that brought her no joy. They were irrelevant to her plan.

      More importantly, several witches had been injured or killed, and most of the others who had arrived in response to the threat were engaged with her minions. It’s time to finish this. She opened another portal and stepped through.
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        * * *

      

      Cait reached the lead wolf, who leapt at her face. She summoned a plane of force and used it to catch him in mid-air and throw him over her head, boosting the spell with a solid burst of power. She was grateful for her increased magic pool and regretted not having done more to expand it. The number of spells she was maintaining had reduced her available power, and she had no healing or energy potions.

      A pair of wolves charged her from forward left and forward right. She waved her hand to summon a wall of force. They dodged it rather than running into it, apparently noticing its slight shimmer. She stepped left and stabbed the nearest wolf with Eclipse.

      The blade penetrated as if she had stabbed paper rather than flesh and sank into the wolf’s chest. As she ripped it out, she felt the strange sensation that meant the dagger was taking independent action. A wolf flew past a foot to her right. A cold chill went through her when she realized she hadn’t seen it coming. Without the dagger’s protection, she would’ve been attacked from behind. Thank you.

      Eclipse replied, Easy enough to make them think you are where you’re not.

      Cait said, I trust you to do it whenever it seems necessary.

      The dagger responded with approval, As it should be.

      Cait turned to find yet another wolf running at her. How many of these damn things are there? She charged it and feinted with Eclipse. When the wolf reacted by dodging to her right, she leapt and stabbed her magical punch dagger into its throat. It went down, and she fell on top of it.

      She threw herself over it into a somersault, then rose to her feet, slashing wildly to the left with her dagger at a movement she’d caught out of the corner of her eye. A wolf yowled and ran away with a shallow slice along its side, then went after Brianna. Cait reflexively threw a blast of force at it and this one connected, knocking it away from her sister. She called, “They’re not protected anymore.”

      Fireworks exploded in the sky, brilliant enough to be visible despite the afternoon sun. Cait exchanged horrified looks with her sisters and yelled, Aza. To me.
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        * * *

      

      Aza was in mid-attack when Cait shouted. The alarm in her voice caused him to abandon it, giving the wolf he’d been about to kill a reprieve. He flew toward them, orienting on his sense of where his partner was, and saw Cait’s back as she charged through an open portal. He followed, and they emerged in the clearing of the coven’s village.

      The dragon flapped his wings to climb higher and take stock of the situation. With a large portion of the coven drawn to the fighting in Westport, their enemies had timed the second attack perfectly. Wolves charged into the village, replicating the chaos he’d seen in Westport.

      Only this time, the grandmothers, children, and other vulnerable people of the coven were at risk. He snarled, found a person who was threatened by a wolf and unable to defend themselves and hurtled in their direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Cait felt Aza’s concern, and it amplified her dread. She hadn’t imagined there could be so many wolves arrayed against them, but four or five were present for every defender who’d made it to the central area. She darted forward and took the nearest wolf out of the battle with a slice across the tendons on the back of its legs. She was looking for her next target before the blow was finished.

      She blasted another with a fireball, wincing as an ally almost ran into the path of her magic. The wolf howled and went down. Eclipse caused a second wolf to miss as it jumped at her, and it passed in front of her face. Her pumped-up reflexes made her quick enough to ram her punch dagger into its stomach as it flew by, slicing deeply.

      Cait was momentarily without an opponent and took that chance to peer around. Spells flew everywhere, most of them landing on wolves. Some were shielded, others not. How the hell are they doing that? Sashura stood in front of a group of other witches and wizards, using her deadly battle magics to protect them while they thinned out the attackers.

      On the other side of the village, Delsanra's weapons were a blur as he battled the wolves, carving a bloody swath through them as he moved from one group to the next.

      By any metric, the coven was holding its own. However, the sheer number of wolves arrayed against them, some of whom were magically protected, seemed to guarantee her side’s eventual defeat.

      With a growl, Cait waved her hand to send a line of fire at a group of wolves that was pelting toward her. It struck a shield and dissipated before reaching them. She scowled. That wasn’t an individual shield. Someone who’s not a wolf is working against us.
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        * * *

      

      From her vantage point in the woods, Lady Rebecca Olanyr watched the battle unfold. The initial strike in Westport hadn’t drawn away as many defenders as she’d hoped, but the coven had sacrificed some of their strength there. Even now, she didn’t see more than a couple of portals bringing the defenders back. The wolves there were doing their jobs.

      She was disappointed with the performance of those attacking the witches. As before, they had possessed the element of surprise, but it had not given them an early path to victory. Guess it shouldn’t come as a shock that the coven is strong. They’ve had generations of stability here to become so.

      While she could have thrown her offensive magic into the fray, doing so would allow them to follow it to her. If she was all that stood in the way of victory, she would do so. At this moment, the sides were too evenly matched for her direct involvement to tilt the result.

      Instead, she focused on casting shields and redirecting attacks or attackers with telekinesis. She had to be careful with each spell to ensure it didn’t flutter the leaves around her as it traveled to its destination. Fortunately, she was skilled and had prepared for this moment.

      Rebecca scowled as another pair of wolves went down at the hands of the man on the far side of the field. He was unfairly capable, in her estimation, and she longed to remove him from the battle. If I do get directly involved, he will be the first one I take out. She spotted Elstan and Luciana charging toward a witch defending an area by herself and nodded in approval. That’s right, clear the solos first. Good instincts.
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        * * *

      

      Aza had saved several people fleeing from the wolves by swooping down, snatching the beasts, and throwing them away from their victims. He would’ve preferred to burn them, his favorite option, but the melee made it difficult to ensure he wouldn’t hit an ally. Claws and teeth would get the job done.

      He spotted two wolves running toward a single witch and snarled. Cowards. Banking and flapping to gain speed, he headed after them. He calculated the angles and shifted his approach, preparing to intercept their attack. He inhaled and breathed fire into their path, trusting they wouldn’t be able to stop before they reached it.

      The smaller one scrambled to a halt before it went into the flames. The other, whether because it was stupid or more aggressive, leapt through the fire. It came out the other side and rolled on the ground to smother its burning fur. It was one of the largest wolves he’d seen, and he thought that might be an indication of its strength, given how quickly it regained its feet and jumped at the witch.

      She called a shield to defend herself, but the wolf’s impact knocked her back. The wolf bit her in the shin, and she went down. Aza hurled himself at the wolf, curling up into a ball and smashing into it to ensure he didn’t miss. They tumbled away from the witch.

      He expected the blow to take the wolf out of the fight, but it scrambled up and ran back at the witch. Aza snarled as he jumped to his feet and whipped his tail to knock the wolf’s back feet out from under it. It turned and bared its teeth at him, and he did the same with a roar.

      The attack from the side came as a surprise. The one who had stopped had circled behind him while he was distracted. This wolf hit him at an angle, her teeth snapping at his leg. He yelped in pain as it drew blood from the seams in his scales. He lashed his tail at the wolf, who jumped over it and backed off.

      The other struck him, biting at his neck. Aza leapt into the air, taking no damage from the beast’s bite. He wanted to strike both of them down in a single attack, so he sped toward them, blasting fire at the pair.
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        * * *

      

      Brianna whipped her shillelagh in a powerful arc and smiled in satisfaction when it smashed into the skull of the wolf attacking her. The force magic she channeled through its metallic coating made the weapon far more unforgiving, and the result was a loud crack that accompanied the wolf’s collapse.

      She ran at another, shouting a challenge to distract it from the three children who were somehow on the field of battle. When the wolf ignored her, she reached out with her magic and put a wall of force in between it and its quarry. The wolf slammed into it. She laughed when it stumbled back and sat down, blinking in stunned astonishment.

      “Get under cover, children!” They ran toward the nearest house as she whipped her shillelagh in a flat horizontal strike to smash the wolf in the head. It went down instantly. “Too easy. Give me a challenge.”

      As if in response, two wolves appeared in her peripheral vision, one on each side. She slammed magic into the ground and flew upward, avoiding their coordinated attack and sailing a dozen feet away. She skidded as she landed and turned to find them charging at her. She grinned. “Come on, little puppies, let’s go.”

      Moments like this made her feel alive. She knew she should care about the damage and pain going on around her. Once the frenzy of battle had faded, she would suffer with the coven over their dead and injured. Right now, with the moment-to-moment risk requiring her to commit fully to preserving her life, nothing else mattered.

      Her worries, thoughts, aches, and pains fled when the battle fury filled her. She waited for the wolves to get near, then spun, whipping her shillelagh around defensively. The one who was farther away overshot and rushed past. The nearer one snapped at her and caught the haft of her weapon and pulled. She fought it for possession of the club.

      Her timing was impeccable. It yanked and she released the shillelagh, then dove at the distracted wolf as it tumbled back. She crashed into it, wrapped her arms around its chest, and squeezed. Its paws were in the air, and she held it upright so it couldn’t reach the ground. It struggled, but her magically-assisted strength broke its bones. She dropped it and kicked it away contemptuously.

      The other wolf charged, and she laughed in pleasure as she summoned the shillelagh back to her hand and slammed it into the wolf’s muzzle, shattering the bones. It crashed to the ground, and she turned to finish it. “I’ll show you what happens to bastard furballs who attack my family.”
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        * * *

      

      Elstan's world was a hazy mix of pain and anger. He’d done as Lady Olanyr had asked. He had followed her plan to the letter, but they’d failed to carry the battle in the early moments as she’d said. Now he was watching his pack and those who had allied with them being systematically killed by the coven. Witches fell as well, but he feared that when the battle was over, even if his side proved victorious, he wouldn’t have a pack left to lead.

      He’d thought Lady Olanyr was going to protect him, but when he’d leapt through the fire, confident she’d put a shield around him, he’d discovered that wasn’t the case. The burns hurt, as did the other blows he’d taken during the battle, especially the one from the dragon.

      Still, he was upright and moving, with his mate at his side. Luciana had taken several cuts but was otherwise functional. They stalked the edges of the melee, looking for an opportunity. When they found one and went after it, the dragon appeared out of the sky again and breathed fire at them.

      They split up to avoid it. Elstan snarled and jerked his head to the side, directing Luciana. She chuffed in reply, and they raced across the field, dodging between battles in hopes that the dragon would lose track of them in the fracas.

      They avoided the witch who was the dominating force on the one side, choosing to charge toward a less powerful witch with her back turned. He hit her high as Luciana slammed a shoulder into her low. The witch cartwheeled into the ground, her wand flying away. He bit the back of her neck and tore a wound in it, then dashed away before a defender, arriving too late, could strike him with her swords.

      They raced through the throng again in search of a new enemy while avoiding the dragon. He spotted one, an elderly witch standing alone with a fallen ally at her side, blasting ice magic at the ground around her so no one could reach them. Clever. Fortunately, I can jump farther than that. He increased his speed, readying himself for the attack.
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        * * *

      

      Cait had fought and fought, lost in the battle, focusing on tactics as she moved through her foes, attacking nearby enemies and defending whoever she could. She reached a calm spot in the center and was surprised to find Will beside her.

      He said, “If this is how you people spend your evenings, I’m recanting all the flirting from earlier.”

      She snorted and turned her back, watching warily for enemies on the approach. “I do lead an interesting life. Probably a wise choice on your part.”

      He barked a harsh word, and power leapt out of him as he attacked someone with a spell. “It’s a pity. You are pretty cute.”

      She laughed. “Seriously? Now?”

      “If not now, when?”

      Cait hurled lightning at a pair of wolves, but they ran to the sides to avoid it. She growled, “Damn them and their stupid speed.” That thought, combined with the feeling of Aza flying by, inspired an idea that chewed on the edge of her mind.

      Cait reached out to her connection with the dragon and poured her magic into it so she could sense the overall picture of the battle. It took several seconds to come together, during which she was so distracted that if a wolf had attacked her, she would’ve gone down without defending herself. Then she had it.

      She could separate the wolves from the witches and realized the numbers were shifting in her enemies’ favor. It took almost all her concentration to maintain the connection she’d established. Okay, what can I do with this? Think, Cait. A moment later, she had it. She turned to Will. “I’ve heard you're strong.”

      Will laughed. “I’ve heard the same about you.”

      “Willing to try something crazy?”

      “Are you referring to dating you?”

      “No, and if we survive, you’ll pay for that comment. I want you to use all the energy you have left, except for enough to keep a shield around us, to blast lightning straight up into the sky.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need it.”

      Will shrugged. “That’s not the craziest thing that’s happened to me today. Okay. I’m ready.”

      Cait said a small prayer to the universe for assistance, then shouted, “Now!”

      A sizzling and sparking column of lightning shot up into the air, shining brilliantly despite the bright daylight. Cait's magic was too depleted to have cast anything so powerful, but it was sufficient to harness and redirect it through the channels that allowed her to identify the wolves.

      The magical electricity branched out like a giant flower, arcing down to touch each of the wolves in the clearing simultaneously. She maintained the connection, keeping the lightning on them as they tried to escape. Some were stunned, some were killed, and many were forced to flee the battle. She maintained the magic until she couldn’t sense any more wolves in the clearing, then fell to her knees. “Okay, enough.”

      The lightning went away, and Will knelt beside her as she stretched out on the grass. “How can I help?”

      “You don’t happen to have an energy potion, do you?”

      He pulled out a small bottle. “Always be prepared; that’s my motto. Also, always be handsome, but that’s not important right now.”

      “My hero.” She drank it, then pushed herself after the magic she’d pulled was partially refilled. “All right. Let’s go see who we can help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Elstan limped through the forest, his world a blaze of pain. All the damage he’d taken prior to the incredible blast of electricity that had struck from above was nothing compared to the agony it had inflicted. He snarled. Luciana padded at his side, helping to keep him moving when he swayed.

      He staggered and fell, unable to stay upright. He invoked the magic to transform into his human shape, and his body stretched and morphed as it fulfilled his wishes. Luciana did the same and helped him up. It was easier to support him in this form. They limped toward the secret hideaway they’d created in the woods.

      Elstan had been reluctant to build it, but Luciana had convinced him that it was a sensible precaution. He’d hated acknowledging he might need protection from his own pack, but as Kellam had gotten more intense in his criticism, he’d agreed with his mate that it was a prudent course.

      So, surreptitiously, under the guise of patrols and hunts, he and Luciana had turned a well-hidden cave into a protected space. It was on the edge of the river and was only visible if one stood directly in front of it. They’d camouflaged it with brush and stones until they were confident it wouldn’t be seen by anyone who wasn’t looking for it.

      When they reached the riverbank, he climbed carefully down the rocky slope. His wounded leg failed, and he slid and bumped down it to land at the bottom. He lay on the dirt and gravel, the water splashing his outstretched hand, taking stock of his body. Nothing broken. No new substantial damage. Luckier than I deserve.

      He stood with Luciana's help and they entered the cave, camouflaging it behind them. The cold and damp inside required them to put on the clothes they’d stored there, a sweatshirt and shorts for them both, plus a blanket for him. Luciana helped him lie on the pallet of branches, leaves, and blankets they’d constructed, then opened the wooden chest that held their stash of healing herbs and ointments.

      She pressed several leaves into his mouth and he held them under his tongue, shuddering in relief as their painkilling effects flowed through him. Like all shifters, he healed faster than humans. It would take several days, but then he would be back to normal. Assuming we last that long. They had water and human food, smoked and dried meat and fish. If his pack knew he was eating it, they would castigate him, but he’d do whatever he must to survive.

      Luciana walked to the front of the cave to rig the fishing line and tin can alarm they’d set into the entrance. The space fell into darkness as she covered the last gap, but he could still see her with the night vision his species possessed. He noticed her limp as she came back. “You’re wounded?”

      She waved a hand. “Not badly. Nothing to worry about.”

      He replied, “Let me see.” She pulled down the side of her shorts to reveal a long gash, and he shook his head as she dabbed ointment on it. “You need to take care of yourself too.”

      He lay back and closed his eyes, feeling sleep approaching, thanks to the leaves. She said from nearby, “Where will we go now? What will we do?”

      He opened one eye to see her next to him, her knees tucked against her chest and her arms wrapped around them.

      He reached out to touch her. “If all goes well, we will pull the remnants of our pack together and find new territory to live in. At worst, we’ll strike out on our own. Either way, we still have each other.”

      She sighed and curled up with an arm over his chest and a leg on his thighs. Soon, she was breathing deeply. He stayed awake for a few more moments, then surrendered his consciousness to visions of a life that didn’t involve quests for new territory or a mysterious, terrifying woman making demands that were impossible to fulfill.
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        * * *

      

      The survivors of the attack on the coven gathered in the clearing at the center of their village. Torches were lit, illuminating the perimeter, and the husbands, sons, and partners of the witches patrolled the boundary, casting spells to illuminate the surrounding forest.

      Inside the circle, the witches held hands. They were arranged in no specific order, families deliberately separated so everyone could focus on the collective whole that they were part of. The coven waited in calm silence, taking comfort from the touch of the others who made up their community. Cait felt remarkably serene, given what had happened in the recent past.

      Finally, her mother spoke. Her voice was full of compassion and emotion, and seemed as if it were carried by the wind to reach each person’s ears. “Sisters, mothers, daughters. Today is undeniably a tragedy. We did not ask for this fight and did everything we could to avoid it, yet it came to be. Now many of our friends and family are lost to us. It will take a long time to properly respect their passing and mourn their loss. We face a challenging emotional road.”

      Tears welled in Cait’s eyes, and she let them fall to honor those who had lost their lives that day. Moira continued, “Some would say we should have given up our land. Others will suggest we should seek vengeance upon those who attacked us. Half will argue it is necessary to balance the pain we feel from those we have lost. The other half will speak of defense and the need to protect ourselves. All are right, but all are wrong, too.”

      Her mother’s tone became more decisive. “Regardless of our circumstances, we must not lose sight of who we are. We are not attackers. We are not controlled by fear. At heart, we are not afraid, only deeply hurt. Reversals as painful as this have happened before in our history, and our coven has come back stronger each time. We will do so again.”

      Silence reigned, then her younger sister began singing. Aisling had always had a good voice, and the song was old and familiar, known by everyone in the coven. It was sung at births, at funerals, and to children in the cradle, celebrating the journey through life and embracing the transition to a new reality at the end of it. One by one, the others joined. After they finished the song, the group faded into silence.

      Cait heard her mother’s tears as she spoke. “We are, as we always have been, separate parts of one whole. I am proud that I am one of you. Take heart. Though this night is dark, the sun will rise tomorrow to chase away the shadows and bathe us in its healing light.”

      The gathering broke up, and Cait found her mother and wrapped her in a hug. They didn’t exchange words, just kept holding one another until the other members of their family arrived, including Lewis, who had spotted them while making his patrol rounds.

      Brianna asked, “What happens now?”

      Moira replied, “I don’t know, but whatever it is, this family will stay strong, and the coven will figure it out together.”
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        The story continues with book nine, WITCH WITH A CHOICE, available at Amazon.
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      It’s Thanksgiving here in the United States. So, let me first say, THANK YOU for reading this book, and these author notes!

      I have a great deal to be thankful for. After ten days on the road, first for my day job and then to attend 20Books Vegas, I am quite thankful to be back with my family. My kid is 11, and I’m pretty sure this is the longest I’ve been away from them and my wife since they were born. Thanks to technology, we texted a lot, played some board games online (boardgamearena.com, highly recommend), and generally stayed connected. But it wasn’t quite the same. I already feel keenly the passing of each day toward when the kiddo will move out to live their own life.

      20Books was an amazing time. I can’t speak to anyone else’s experience, but for me it serves three purposes. First, of course, learning. I always come away with new ideas or perspectives that serve me well. No less important, I get to physically interact with people I value but only “see” online usually. I got to hobnob with a bunch of LMBPN people this time out, especially Martha, Grace (Martha’s hyper-capable assistant), and Michael. I also got to meet with some people who have read my books, and Mitch from our lunch together apart gatherings. *waves*

      The third thing that I get from the conference is a feeling of revitalization. Sometimes writing is a joy; sometimes it’s not. The chance to “be” in the author community for several days helps energize me for those times that it’s not. I missed it terribly in 2020, when it didn’t happen, and 2021, when I couldn’t attend.

      So, that’s the conference. This book is a pivotal one in a plotting sense. I’ve been waiting for quite some time for the attack on the Marshals. I had it planned a couple books back, but it didn’t feel right. That needed to cook some more before it was ready to go. Initially, I’d planned to kill of one of the Marshals at a minimum and was considering a second. But I decided I liked them enough that simply having Simon retire was adequate pain for everyone involved. But with the attack on the marshals, and the attack that finished the book, and Kobaris increasing the danger to the dragons, we’re definitely at a crisis point.

      You’ll notice a little more Aisling (pronounced Ashlynn for those who aren’t Irish, as I’ve been reminded – repeatedly – in the Zoom meetings you should really start attending with us) in this book and the ones to come. Right now, my plan is to pitch an Aisling series next, with her as a secret agent, organization to be announced (or created). I like Cait’s family, and would like to spend some more time with them, and her, once this series ends.

      I also have another plan in mind. But that one’s not ready for prime time yet.

      I abandoned the Foreigner series for the Safehold series. Yes, again. I’m deeply into comfort reading at the moment, clearly. However, my Table Buddy at the RAVE author and fan event in Vegas was RC Barnes, and listening to her pitch her book “Ink for the Beloved” totally sold me on reading it. Highly recommend.

      I finished Kushiel’s Justice on audio and am almost done with Kushiel’s Mercy. I had a lot of time to listen during my ten-day travel adventure. Jacqueline Carey continues to be magnificent. I’ll take a break from her works to listen to a Tom Clancy novel next. Trying to decide whether I want to do “Clear and Present Danger,” which I don’t remember particularly fondly, probably because of the film, or just jump ahead to “Sum of All Fears.” I’ll probably do that.

      I am appalled at the news that Liam Hemsworth is going to take over the role of Geralt after Witcher Season 3. No. The likelihood that I’ll even give it a chance is tiny. Smarter would be introducing him as a new character and spinning off his story. I’m watching Obi-Wan, which is amazing, finishing up Sandman, which is a little slow right at the moment, partway through Westworld, which my wife just abandoned me to finishing alone, and thoroughly enjoying Star Trek: Strange New Worlds. It’s such a fantastic show.

      Watched The Bad Guys movie. It was a delightful little riff on Ocean’s Eleven. Waiting for Black Adam and Black Panther 2 to make it onto streaming. Also Everything Everywhere All at Once has to show up streaming soon, right?

      I think that’s enough babble from me at the moment. I am deeply grateful for you, if you’re reading this, and wish you all the best through the rest of the year and beyond.

      As always, thank you so much for the time you invest to read these stories. Any level of success I have as an author I owe to you.

      Until next month, joys upon joys to you.  

      

      Standard monthly reminder - If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. The group is very welcoming and enthusiastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

      Important note (that you may have already seen in Books 1 and 2 and 3): I’ve written a Cait short story for you to enjoy, about her earliest days with the Special Operations Group. You can find it here: https://BookHip.com/DPKPMTF. It’s yours for the minor commitment of signing up for my newsletter. I have absolutely no problem if you want to then unsubscribe for my newsletter. But with social media as quirky as it’s been of late, I’d love to have a channel to communicate with you that I can depend upon.

      Before I go, once again, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      I’ve started a project answering questions for my son about my life. I realized after last year’s fifth round of cancer, and then chemo this time that he was expecting me to die sooner rather than later. It’s been a lot for him to deal with and there isn’t much I can do to make it better, except tell him stories that I can leave behind – eventually. Hopefully, a long time from now. I’m going to let you guys listen in as well.

      My author notes for this year are going to be answers to questions and all of you can get to know me better, too. Maybe inspire, maybe give you a laugh along the way.

      Today’s question is: What’s the best job you’ve ever had?

      The best job I've ever had is this one, writing, in all its forms for all these thirty-plus years. First as a journalist, then a columnist, then writing a non-fiction book and then fiction through traditional channels, and finally (or at least for now) as an indie. What a ride! I've actually loved every aspect of it and when I look back, I'm so grateful I got to try so many different ways to write and have a voice. 

      Funny thing is, it's the last one anyone but a very few wanted me to have. Too unpredictable, unstable. Who knew if I'd ever get anywhere? Just a very tiny amount of the blather I heard over the years, till I was smart enough to get away from the naysayers, and just keep going.

      I had no idea either if this passion I had would ever work out financially and being around people whose only gear was worry made it exponentially harder. Frankly, I stayed too long around them. It had the effects of increasing my doubts about myself and kept me from collaborating and looking for ways to grow, take chances because instead of trying to grow, I was trying not to lose. Two very different things that affect everything. 

      And, now that I'm 63 and most of my career is behind me (or if I live to be ninety-something maybe only half is behind me - imagine that), I think it would break my heart to see that I spent so much of my life doing what everyone else wanted. All I would have is regret and wonder about this desire to put ideas and stories to words that I've had since I was five years old. I would have missed out on all the people I've met when I was a journalist who told me their stories. Acts of courage, of kindness, of astounding achievements, and sometimes amazing acts of stupidity and illegal activities. It was never boring. 

      Then there are all the people who've read my work and sent me notes to tell me what something I wrote did for them. The woman who read an Easter column in her local newspaper who wrote to tell me she was dying of a terminal illness and that column was going in a box she was putting together for her children to open after she was gone. Or the man who was a veteran with PTSD who said some of my fiction made him laugh so much and took him on a fun ride that he wasn't taking as much medication. Or all the people who read my very first novel, Wired and sought me out at book signings to tell me their secret they'd kept for too many years. I was moved by their courage and overwhelmed with their trust in me to listen and keep it safe till they were ready to do something about it. Many did take action after reading that book. Imagine that from a thriller.

      There have been a lot of notes like those over the years and in those moments, my words stopped being mine. All of it belonged to the recipient and I was just grateful to have been a part of their story, for just a minute. 

      Now, I spend my days writing about magic, mixed with some action and adventure and a good dose of snarky humor and I'm happy to say, financially successful. I got here too. But, I can tell you if I never really got here, I still would look back in wonder and amazement and joy and gratitude that I got to take this particular ride in this lifetime. That would be the point, son. Make sure you're taking the ride you want to take and not the one others are urging you to do out of their fears. What a waste of a good life. Then, no matter what, on any given day, you'll know you're in the right place, building something that matters to you till you get to be old and look back and see what an amazing picture it has all created. Love you, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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