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      Daniel soared from the Hong Kong skyscraper’s rooftop, propelled by the jump pads Nessie had provided for the mission. He resisted the urge to windmill his arms and tried not to look down as the cars, people, and drones flowed like a river below him. His heart pounded. Heights didn’t bother him, but one mistake this high up and he’d become another faceless, nameless casualty in the long history of the CIA.

      I hope these things don’t fail on me, Nessie. For some reason, it seems like an embarrassing way to die.

      He grunted as he landed hard on the next roof and rolled to maintain his momentum. His target continued to glow as she raced toward the opposite edge of the roof, her speed incredible for such short legs.

      The girl was approximately twelve years old, a local in a middle school uniform complete with plaid tie and skirt. The ordinary outfit was combined with a massive halberd longer than she was tall and a ridiculous helmet adorned with Han Dynasty cicada ornamentation and long feathers. The discordance of the whole ensemble might have made Daniel laugh if the girl were in control of her own actions. Unfortunately, she was currently forced to risk her life by the mere memories embedded in the artifacts. It wasn’t true possession but close enough to make the situation dangerous for everyone.

      A beautiful, short-haired, Chinese woman in a baggy green jumpsuit thudded onto the roof in a crouch behind him. He turned and caught her grin. Her black burst pack hummed and hot air shimmered around the exhaust vent. The device wasn’t as elegant or easy to hide as his jump pads, but he couldn’t question its effectiveness.

      The woman ran toward the girl and gave him a thumbs-up as she passed him. “This is fun! I’m glad you invited me to join your party, Daniel. I wasn’t sure given how boring things were last time.”

      A British accent tinged her words when she spoke English.

      Daniel eyed her reproachfully. “Fun, Bao? I prefer it when they don’t run. Boring can be good when you try to take down dangerous artifacts that possess little girls.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time to be bored when you’re bloody dead. And don’t worry, between the two of us, we’ll save that girl.” Bao snapped up her stun rifle. A blue bolt buzzed toward the target but narrowly missed as the girl leapt off the roof toward another tall building.

      Daniel shook his head and laughed. A lot of contractors might find joy in violence, but few enjoyed the pure thrill of the chase like Bao Zhang. He liked to think of himself as relaxed, but almost everything was a game to her.

      “Do you ever think about going back?” he asked between heavy breaths. “Maybe if you still worked for them, you could have done this without having to work for me.”

      Bao glanced briefly at him. “Them? You mean the Ministry?”

      “Yeah.”

      She laughed and rattled something off in Mandarin—one of the few Chinese phrases he knew. Fuck your mother. “No one’s ever apologized for firing me for taking down that corrupt asshole. I almost ended up in prison. Do you remember what they ended up calling him?”

      Daniel snorted. He knew a thing or two about going against corrupt elements in your own government. “The Emperor of Embezzlement. He did end up locked away. A victory’s a victory.”

      He took a shot at the girl and also missed. Something about Bao’s presence made the whole experience feel like a casual game in the park. He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

      Her boots thumped hard against the roof. “Sure, but I embarrassed the wrong people. They cared more about image than making sure the people didn’t suffer at the hands of a corrupt politician. Right bastard.” She shook her head as her burst pack came alive with a blast of flame and launched her from the roof. “I have more fun freelance anyway,” she shouted.

      Neither spoke again until they reached the next roof.

      The girl has to stop running at some point and then we can finish this.

      “Do you know what my favorite book is?” Bao asked. “It might be old-fashioned, but I love it.”

      “Huh? No. What?”

      “Water Margin.”

      Daniel hadn’t read the book, but he did know the major theme involved outlaws who took down corrupt government officials.

      The world doesn’t change just because of technology and more magic, huh?

      He looked over his shoulder, distracted by a roar behind them. A Hollingsworth VTOL landing craft zoomed along the rooftops and violated more than a few local laws in the process. Distant rumbling farther back signaled the approach of three jet-winged Sky Jagers. Four other tattooed men in suits with glowing wings scowled as they landed. They were enforcers from the Shang Group Triad, all humans using artifacts.

      Oh yeah. I almost forgot about them. Flying Germans and tomb raiders and Triads, oh my?

      Daniel returned his attention to the girl. “Too many damned competitors. I thought we were clear, but now, everyone has suddenly shown up to try to poach our target.”

      “Suddenly? It’s kind of hard to blow up a car without people noticing.” Bao fired another few shots and again, missed the girl by inches.

      “True enough. In my defense, though, I didn’t intend to blow up the car.”

      “Excuses, excuses.”

      The CIA agent’s breathing grew more ragged as he rocketed to the next rooftop. He hadn’t gained on his target, but she hadn’t pulled away either. “Any noise…from the…local authorities, Lucy?” he asked a little unevenly between each breath.

      Thanks to his backup’s computer connections and drone feeds, she had a better overall view of the entire situation than he did.

      “Yes,” she replied through his earpiece, “but they’ve all been told to avoid engagement until they receive further instructions from their superiors despite the incident with the car. It looks like they’re trying to redirect some traffic away from your general area.”

      “Good. Which means the Ministry of State Security’s doing what they promised.” Daniel increased the pace and his legs and lungs burned with the effort. The jump pads might take care of his vertical movement, but good-old-fashioned muscles did the rest. Maybe Nessie had a toy or drug for that, too. He’d already drawn so much attention to himself by leaping from building to building that he might as well have used a powered exoskeleton.

      Bao snickered. “You know the Ministry only allowed you to come after these artifacts so they can blame you if something goes wrong. That whole deal where they allow you to be involved because a CIA agent was injured last week is bullshit. According to my contacts, they already tried twice themselves to recover the Helm and Halberd of Lu Bu and failed. They know the CIA isn’t stupid enough to put them on an agent because of the side-effects, so they don’t bloody care. It’s all risk for you, none for them, and they get rid of dangerous, otherwise useless artifacts. You’re nothing but a fancy tool, Daniel.”

      “At least I’m fancy.” He shot her a sidelong grin and dragged in a deep breath. “I know, but I don’t care. Save the girl and take dangerous artifacts off the street. I don’t care whether that means the Chinese government thinks they’re using me or not. It isn’t that different than the CIA.” He took a few shots with his stun rifle but missed the enthralled girl as she zig-zagged.

      His target launched herself onto yet another building. The roar of the Hollingsworth craft grew louder as it closed in on their position.

      Why do there have to be so damned many tall buildings close together?

      The girl spun and swung the halberd in a wide arc. A crescent of white light erupted from the blade of the weapon.

      Daniel dropped to his stomach and Bao jumped to the side. The white bolt passed over the agent with a hum and displaced enough air to ruffle his hair.

      The light slammed into one of the Triad men. He screamed and collapsed as blood spurted from his chest. One of the other gangsters shouted something in Cantonese and turned to help his friend. The remaining two Triad men drew handguns and rushed past the prone agent and his partner.

      “Shit,” Daniel muttered as he stood. “That was too damned close.”

      He glanced at her. She stood and shrugged.

      Daniel ran toward the edge of the roof and launched himself into the air again. Their target still stood motionless.

      “I’m not sure if I’m happy she stopped.”

      The possessed girl glared at the two Triad men as their glowing wings disappeared and they landed on the roof. Her hands gripped the halberd and an arrogant sneer settled on her face. Two more quick swings resulted in further blasts that struck the Hollingsworth craft and sheared one of the turbines off.

      The Triad men blinked and turned toward the craft, surprised they hadn’t been the victim of the attack.

      The vehicle shook and lost momentum. Smoke trailed behind as it plummeted toward the street. A quick last-minute turn changed the angle of descent and slowed the vehicle. Daniel winced, but at least the craft still had enough thrust to avoid a hard crash. John Hollingsworth V and his men wouldn’t take a prize today, but they’d live.

      The two Triad men exchanged looks and whispered between themselves.

      The target laughed, a deep, bellowing sound out of place in a child.

      “Fools. You would dare face Lu Bu?” the girl shouted. When she spoke, the words were in an ancient dialect, but somehow, the agent could understand them—another result of the artifacts that controlled her, he presumed. “I salute your bravery, but I will weep no tears when I destroy you for your insolence. Your sorcery is no match for my power.”

      “You’re the one who keeps running, and you’re the one using a magic weapon.” Daniel held his stun rifle at the ready but didn’t fire. “It seems like you’re the one who is afraid.”

      Bao took a few quick shots, but the girl blocked each with rapid swipes of the halberd. The blade glowed with each strike as if she could anticipate the shots. Her hands blurred with her speed.

      This could be a problem.

      The Triad team finished their whispered consultation and nodded at each other. One opened fire and his gunshots echoed among the steel and glass skyscraper forest that surrounded them. The girl spun her weapon, and each bullet bounced off with a spark while her grin grew.

      The other gangster turned to fire at Daniel and Bao and the pair ducked behind one of the low walls around the stairwell entrance. Most of the bullets whined harmlessly past them, but a few embedded in their temporary barrier.

      “Lucy, do you have eyes on the Sky Jagers?” Daniel scowled. “We’re pinned here as it is.” A couple of gangsters he could handle, especially now that Hollingsworth and his crew were out of the running, but the German bounty hunters might be more of an issue.

      They’d want their payday and didn’t care if the girl was in thrall. She carried an official level-four bounty issued by the Chinese Ministry of Public Security, and the government wouldn’t pay it until the artifacts were secured—their version of an insurance policy.

      “They’re circling,” Lucy relayed. “Same as before. I still only count three.”

      Daniel repeated the information to Bao. “Keep an eye out. I’ll take care of our Triad friends.”

      The contractor nodded, a smile still on her face.

      Two loud screams sounded from around the corner, and the gunfire stopped. Daniel peeked past the wall. The gangsters now moaned and bled on the ground.

      He rushed in the opposite direction and cleared the corner. The girl faced away from him when he opened fire, but she blocked the stun bolts with her halberd without even looking.

      “Hiding like a coward,” she shouted. Her dark eyes narrowed when she turned toward him. “Is there no warrior worthy of me in this era? I wish I could burn this entire pathetic city down.”

      Daniel didn’t duck behind the wall. He locked his attention on the girl as the roar of a Sky Jager’s jet wings approached and the buzz of Bao’s stun bolts filled the air.

      She can sense when we’re attacking, but she still only has two hands and one weapon. I can use that.

      “Hiding?” the agent scoffed. “You’re the one hiding. The great Flying General has kidnapped a little girl to hide behind. It doesn’t matter anyway. You’re not even real. You’re a fake, a copy of the thoughts and memories of the real Lu Bu. You’re nothing more than a helmet and a weapon with delusions of grandeur.”

      The girl twirled her halberd to block a stun bolt from a Sky Jager as it passed overhead. At least the bounty hunters needed her alive for their money. With a mighty thrust, another white crescent arced through the sky to slice a wing from the flying bounty hunter. The Sky Jager tumbled through the air for a few seconds before his parasail deployed, but he had already fallen too far to land on the rooftop

      No Triad left. Two Jagers, and no Hollingsworth. It looks like I’ll win the race. Slow and steady, eh?

      Another jet-winged bounty hunter swooped toward the rooftop. He ejected from his wings and they circled overhead. His parasail deployed, and he blasted stun shots at the girl. Despite all her arrogant smirks, the attack forced her to block continually.

      Bao took careful aim and fired two stun bolts into the falling bounty hunter. He twitched and dropped his rifle before he crashed onto the roof with a groan.

      Daniel took his chance and opened fire. A stun bolt struck the girl, and she staggered with a hiss. She twirled and thrust with the halberd. The white crescent that emerged from the blade glowed brighter than any of the previous attacks.

      A quick dive put the agent behind the wall again and the light sailed past him. The blast exploded into a window across the street. It blew a hole in the side of the building and showered glass and metal on the pavement below.

      “I think I made her mad,” he muttered.

      Lucy sighed. “Remember, it’s the helmet, not the girl. Be careful.”

      “I know. I know. I’m keeping it non-lethal. Remember, I’m the good guy here.”

      “I wouldn’t say th— Wait. The last Sky Jager is falling. I didn’t even see him get hit but it looks like his sail deployed. He’s shaking his fist, so he wasn’t hurt.”

      Daniel glanced over his shoulder at Bao. She held a long silver cylinder and had a huge grin on her face. Even if it didn’t exactly resemble the CIA model, it had to be a directional EMP.

      She gave him another thumbs-up. “It’s us and the Flying General now. Much better odds.”

      “Good, I think we can—"

      A massive explosion flung him from his safe refuge, and debris sliced his cheek. He grunted as he slammed into the hard roof and pain blasted through his body. His stun rifle flew from his hands and over the edge of the roof. At forty stories up, there wouldn’t be much of the weapon left once it finally met the ground.

      The agent shook his head and pushed himself up. The corner was now a blackened and charred mess and a hole had been blown clean through. He had a good idea of what he might have looked like had he taken the blast himself.

      “It’s time to stop hiding,” the girl shouted. “Face your defeat like true warriors. When you dared confront me, this outcome was preordained. There is no shame to die at the hands of a superior foe.”

      Bao rolled her eyes. She muttered something in Mandarin. Daniel couldn’t understand it, but he doubted it was flattering.

      He grabbed a sonic grenade and whispered, “On three, we head to the opposite corner. Do you have enough power left for at least fifteen seconds of sustained fire?” He retrieved an immobilization capsule with his other hand.

      She nodded and pocketed her EMP. “Yes. Make your move and I’ll back you up.”

      “One…two…three.”

      Daniel threw the grenade over what remained of the walls and rushed in the opposite direction with Bao close behind. They reached the corner as the grenade discharged its characteristic whine. The target didn’t twitch, blink, or even seem to notice the attack.

      Bao didn’t hesitate. She launched blue bolt after blue bolt and the child blocked them all. Only her arms moved at this point and her expression grew bored for a moment.

      The girl sneered at Daniel as she continued to bat away the sustained barrage like someone swatting insects. “You have no weapon left, warrior? Go to your knees then, and I may spare you after I kill this woman who doesn’t know her place.”

      Bao smiled. “Many things have changed in the last few thousand years, mate.”

      She followed up with something in Mandarin. Daniel didn’t understand, but the frown on their adversary’s face suggested she did, whether from the artifacts’ magic or the girl’s knowledge, he didn’t know.

      The bewitched child glared at Bao. The contractor leapt to the side as their opponent swung the halberd and launched another crescent blast. Daniel hurled his immobilization capsule. The blast clipped the Chinese woman and she jerked and fell to her knees. She clutched her side where blood seeped from a huge gash.

      Daniel gritted his teeth. “Damn it.”

      The kid smiled as she snapped the halberd up to block the capsule. Confusion replaced the smile as polymer threads ejected and the web enveloped her body. She fell, and the halberd clanged loudly as it struck the hard roof.

      She growled and struggled against her bonds. “What treachery is this? You cowardly sorcerer.”

      “Treachery? If your historical rep is even half true, you’re in no position to talk, asshole.” The agent rushed over to his partner. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, fumbled at her belt for an auto-injector, and grimaced as she injected the contents into her side. “I’ll need a few stitches, but I’ve been hurt worse in my garden.”

      “You must have rough plants.”

      Bao tilted her head toward their adversary who still struggled uselessly against her bonds. “Don’t worry about me. Save her.”

      Daniel nodded and walked toward the girl. “It’s been a long time since you called the shots, Lu Bu. And everyone’s learned a few more tricks.”

      “I will destroy you,” she ground out. “I will grind you into dust. I am the greatest warrior ever to exist.”

      “You don’t exist anymore. That’s the thing.” The agent shrugged. “So good luck grinding me into dust.” He reached for the helmet.

      “Daniel, no!” Lucy and Bao both shouted.

      He yanked the helmet off. The girl screamed, and her eyes rolled back in her head before she slumped and lay motionless in the web.

      Seek my power. A voice whispered in Daniel’s mind. Become the greatest warrior in the land. With power, you can carve whatever you want out of life. Your own justice. Your own ambition. Your own empire.

      “Daniel, I told you to handle it with gloves,” Lucy spat through the earpiece. “I stressed that three times. I knew you weren’t listening.”

      He stared at the helmet.

      All will fall before you or seek to follow you to glory. Choose to become one with me. Take my power.

      Bao frowned and raised her rifle, ready to stun Daniel. “Don’t ruin my day, Daniel, even with the nasty injury.”

      Lucy sighed. “Put the helmet down. Do you have any idea how many reports I’ll have to fill out if you end up under an artifact’s control? I hate filling out reports.”

      You seek to protect others. You still need power for that, Daniel. Take my power.

      The agent threw the helmet down and shook his head. “If there’s one thing I never want to force on someone, it’s pointless paperwork.”

      His backup groaned over the comms. “Too close.”

      He blew out a breath and knelt to feel for a pulse on the unconscious girl’s neck.

      Bao winced a little as she stood. “How is she?”

      “Strong pulse, breathing fine.” He smiled.

      Relief spread over the contractor’s face. She pointed at the helmet and the halberd “Do you want my advice? You should take those artifacts and throw them in the middle of the ocean.”

      “Then we’ll end up with some whale that wants to conquer China.” Daniel shrugged.

      She laughed. “That might be interesting.”

      “Don’t worry. Those artifacts will be subjected to US government bureaucracy. And nothing buries something like federal bureaucracy.” He winked and pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket. “Target and artifacts secured, Lucy, and thanks for the assist.”

      “Just trying to keep things simple,” she mumbled.

      He glanced over his shoulder. The gangsters were still breathing even though they were unconscious. Not that he cared much. They had been more than willing to sacrifice the innocent girl to get the artifacts. “I didn’t hear a big explosion from the street. Did the Hollingsworth men make it out okay?”

      “Their vehicle landed hard but is mostly intact. Local police have them surrounded,” Lucy replied. “They don’t look happy.”

      “John’s always been good at talking himself out of trouble.” Daniel chuckled. “I guess the drinks are on me next time at Lucky’s.”
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      Daniel opened the door to Rooney’s Oddities and Antiques and stepped inside. Tommy glanced at him from behind the counter and smiled. An elderly woman stood in front of the half-elf with a white-and-red Japanese beckoning cat statue artifact in her arms, a maneki-neko. The statue waved its arm.

      “This is ancient, right?” the woman asked. “Back from before there even was a Japan?”

      The agent leaned against a shelf to watch. With his khakis, pressed shirt, and hair in a ponytail, the boy looked like a different person—more coffee-shop or librarian hipster than the teenage son of an obsessed drummer.

      Pops was right to insist he work here.

      The boy returned his attention to the older woman. “No, ma’am. This isn’t ancient.”

      “So, it’s a knock-off?”

      He shook his head. “None are ancient. They only date back to the 1800s, probably the mid-1800s, but without further documentation, it’s hard to say they weren’t around earlier. No one’s sure if they were sold in Tokyo or Kyoto first, but we do know that they quickly became associated with good luck.”

      The customer turned the maneki-neko to face her and narrowed her eyes. “If they’re not ancient, what about magical? I know maybe before, they weren’t, but we’ve had twenty years of stronger magic now.”

      Tommy shook his head. “No, ma’am. I mean this one is magical, but most of them aren’t. It’s a coincidence.” He shrugged. “The provenance of the enchantment on this artifact is unknown. Mr. Rooney and Mr. Winters have tested it, and all it does is wave if something living looks at it. It’s interesting, but that’s all.”

      “It won’t bring me good luck?” the woman questioned.

      “It might bring you luck, but we can’t guarantee it’ll bring you good luck. It’s cool, though. I’d like to have one.”

      The woman knitted her brow. “Do you know of one that guarantees good luck? Maybe in another shop?”

      “No, I don’t, ma’am.” Tommy glanced at Daniel again, and the man shook his head slightly.

      Agonizing seconds of silence passed before the woman set the cat down on the counter. “Fine, I’ll take it. They say on Magical Antique Hunters that you have to take risks if you want to find the really special things.”

      The agent resisted a snort. From what little he’d heard of the reality show, the producers sent their hunters to shops where they’d already seeded magical items. The reality of running a minor artifact shop was that most items weren’t exciting, and even on the rare occasion that someone did locate something impressive, the power of the artifact was well below what the typical greedy human wanted. After all, it was one of the few ways Daniel could run the shop without ridiculous levels of insurance or submitting to constant FTC and PDA inspections as opposed to the simple submission of a quarterly form as he did now.

      If Fortis ever really wanted to fuck me, they could cram the inspectors up my ass constantly.

      Tommy scanned the QR Code on the side of the statue. “Credit, cash, or crypto, and do you need a bag, ma’am?”

      The woman waved her phone over a reader and made his first question irrelevant. The terminal beeped, and the woman’s phone echoed the sound a second later with her electronic receipt.

      “I don’t need a bag.” She turned and clutched her cat statue against her. As she made her way toward the door, she eyed Daniel with suspicion like he planned to steal her minor artifact.

      He waited until she had left to walk over to the counter. “Good job, Tommy.”

      The boy grinned. “Did you see that, dude? I totally rocked that sale.”

      Daniel high-fived the boy. “Yeah. Very professional. You didn’t say dude to her once.”

      Tommy laughed and spun while he pumped his arms in an awkward happy dance. The celebration continued for a few seconds until he faced the counter once more, dropped his hands, and drummed the surface in a steady rhythm. After a few seconds, his drumming became more complex. “I rule at selling artifacts.”

      The agent arched a brow and continued to watch and listen. The tempo and complexity of the hand movement increased.

      “That’s an impressive beat you have going there,” he said finally.

      Tommy froze and looked up slowly. “Huh. What did you just say?”

      He gestured to the counter where the boy’s hand lay. “Hand drumming. Music’s never been one of my talents, but you’ve got natural rhythm, and natural talent counts for a lot.”

      “No, no.” The half-elf slipped his hands into his pockets. “I don’t have any natural musical talent.”

      “Sure you do. It makes sense given who your father is. It’d be hard to grow up around music and not have some. Plus, from what I understand, all Light Elves have some inherent musical talent.” Daniel shrugged in a kind of no-big-deal gesture because he could sense his companion’s discomfort.

      Tommy shook his head and his ponytail swung back and forth. “It’s nothing like that. I’ve got no musical talent.” He laughed. “That’s the funny thing. I’m half-elf, and I don’t have any magical talent, but my dad never cared about magic, only music. Too bad I suck at it.”

      The agent frowned. Given what he’d witnessed, it was difficult to accept Tommy’s claim but he knew that he would only upset the boy if he pressed.

      He’s got talent, real talent. The only thing I can’t figure out is why I haven’t seen any of it before.

      He shrugged, willing to let the subject drop for now. “You would know better than I would.”

      The front door swung open, and his grandfather stepped in with the mountain-print canvas bag he used for his grocery shopping.

      Peter glanced from one to the other and held up the bag. “I went to get more Fresca, Ho-Hos, and cinnamon Pop Tarts.”

      Daniel grinned. They all had too much stress in their lives. It was time to concentrate on the simple pleasures.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The elevator doors slid open, and Daniel exited nonchalantly. He walked through the cubical maze in the heart of CIA headquarters and glanced around to see if Lowry or Williams were about to pounce on him. Both men crossed his path more and more often of late, although admittedly, Williams had been friendlier toward him since Russia. Not friendly, but at least friendlier.

      Maybe Tim’s right and they’re trying to size me up for recruitment. If they knew that I was working against them, it's hard to believe they'd let me continue this long. Unless they think I can lead them to more aliens? But if they suspected I helped John Rainer escape at all— No. An agent died. They wouldn’t accept it.

      His stroll through the cubical maze ended at Lucy’s desk. Her slender fingers tapped away at her keyboard, and she didn’t look up until she’d finished typing the paragraph she was composing. From what he could tell, it concerned her participation in the Hong Kong mission.

      She looked at him, her lips pursed and her blue eyes narrowed.

      Daniel grinned. “Friendly as ever, Lucy.”

      She scoffed. “I wish you would listen to me.”

      “Uh, I just arrived, and you ignored me for the first minute I stood here.” He shrugged. “I don’t get how I’m not listening to you.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I meant about touching the Helm of Lu Bu.”

      “Ah, that.” He held up a finger. “I didn’t ignore you. I got caught up in the moment, and you should be happy. Your yelling at me made sure I didn’t become part of the problem. You saved my ass, and I appreciate it. Thanks. You’re good backup.”

      Yeah, I don’t trust you like I do Ronni, but you do a damned good job when they have you work directly with me.

      She blinked several times and her eyes widened in confusion as if she had no idea how to even respond to the compliment.

      Did you expect some arrogant posturing instead?

      Lucy coughed and cleared her throat. “Be that as it may, I don’t want to be associated with operational failures, and I hope that you’ll take that into consideration in the future.”

      “Are you worried that the Secret Committee of Failure will burn you for too many failures?”

      “The what?” She narrowed her eyes once again and frowned. “I’ve not heard of any such committee. That would be ludicrous.”

      “It’s a joke.” Daniel chuckled.

      Her frown deepened. “It’s not a very funny joke.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say… You know what? Forget about it. Humor is subjective.” He waved a hand dismissively.

      It wasn’t fun to tease someone who got annoyed rather than flustered.

      Lucy nodded curtly. “Good, I’d much prefer that our relationship stay professional.”

      “Sure, I get that, but it couldn’t hurt to know a little more about each other.” The agent folded his arms and shrugged. “The more we know about each other, the more comfortable we’ll be when I’m working missions, and it seems like we’ll work together for a while.”

      “I don’t see how knowing a lot about each other is relevant to getting the job done.”

      Daniel nodded. “Okay. Care to explain your reasoning?”

      “It just is. I’d think it was self-evident.” Her frown became an almost-scowl.

      He resisted the urge to offer another joke. Lucy was more prickly than hostile. Timothy had assured him she wasn’t with Fortis, but he didn’t understand why the woman seemed obsessed with not being friendly.

      The agent rubbed his chin thoughtfully and decided to try a different tactic. “Okay. I do know a little about you, and that makes me trust you more. I can think of you as a real person and not merely a voice in my earpiece.”

      “And what do you know about me other than the general briefing information you’ve been provided with?”

      “You’re a vegan. You told me that before the Paraguay mission.” He offered her a triumphant grin and glanced at his watch. “Did you already get lunch? If not, I’ll take you to a vegan-friendly place. My treat. We can chat.”

      She stared at him, her lips drawn into a thin line. Annoyance filled her eyes but not anger. “No. Thank you for the offer, but I’d rather not.”

      “You’re turning down free food?”

      “It seems that way.” She looked down for a moment with something approaching concern in her eyes for the briefest of moments before she looked up again and the cold mask returned. “All we need to know is what each other is capable of. I acknowledge that you’re a competent field agent, even if I do feel you would be better if you were a little more predictable.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Your choice. I mostly wanted to stop by in person to thank you for helping me out in Hong Kong.”

      “No thanks are necessary,” Lucy responded crisply. “All I did was my job.”

      “And that time, it might have saved people’s lives. A lot of people, not only me. Some people might think that’s a big deal.”

      She shrugged and turned back to her computer. “I have work to do.”

      He waved and walked away.

      I don’t know if I want to get into that woman’s head. She’s got issues.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, he knocked on Timothy’s open door.

      His mentor sat at his desk, his standard-issue frown on his face as he read something on his computer. He wasn’t squeezing his stress ball, at least. “Come in. You have good timing. I planned to send you a message anyway.”

      “Good timing?” Daniel moved to the desk and took a seat. “What do you mean?”

      Timothy nodded toward the computer. “I was going over a few reports about your showdown with Morgana in Australia.”

      The younger agent grimaced. “I’d hoped I would never have to hear that woman’s name again. She was badly wounded, so maybe she died. Permanently this time, I hope.”

      The other man barked out a harsh laugh. “I’m not that lucky. You’re not that lucky either.”

      Both men had conveniently omitted the real reason why Daniel had been in Australia. As far as the official CIA reports read, he’d received a tip at Lucky’s and followed up with the help of a contractor, Daisy, when he’d been ambushed by the necromancer. It wasn’t that far from the truth and the Company had authorized him to pursue Morgana, so no one looked too closely.

      Timothy took a deep breath. “A woman matching the description of the one you fought was spotted in Caracas by some local station agents. They tried to follow-up on the sightings, but they’ve lost track of her.” He turned the monitor. A tall woman with an angular face strode through the street and her dress billowed around her. If it wasn’t Morgana, it was someone with an identical face.

      “Yeah. Damn it.” Daniel ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “Maybe it’s not her.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t want to let a necromancer serial killer escape because we’ve made wishful assumptions.”

      “Say it is her. Have there been any new harvesting incidents?”

      The older man shook his head. “No. You proved she’s not immortal. She’s probably lying low while she rebuilds her little army and recovers.”

      “Which means I’ll still have to deal with her sooner rather than later.” Daniel frowned. “Or does the Company have some new bait plan they want to run?”

      “No. They think that you hurting her as badly as you did and killing her associate will keep her out of action for a while. The official word is that the elimination of Morgana is no longer a high-priority objective, but they will keep an eye out for her and have issued kill on sight orders.” He tapped the screen. “The picture was magnified and enhanced from a drone, but I thought you should know.” He offered his colleague a meaningful glance and nodded toward the door as he reached into his desk. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Daniel rose slowly and waited for his mentor to retrieve an object from his desk. Timothy produced one of Ronni’s Ninja Turtle toys, pressed a hidden button on it, and nodded at the door.

      After the younger agent closed it, he returned to his seat and set his silence cube on the desk. The Ninja Turtle would conceal their conversation, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a backup. Whatever Timothy was about to say was something most of the other staff in the Company couldn’t hear.

      “What’s up, Tim?” he asked.

      His mentor cracked his knuckles. “Because of how the Hong Kong mission went down, the Company wants to give you a few days of downtime. A little mini-vacation.”

      “That doesn’t seem so bad.” He glanced at the Ninja Turtle. “Is it supposed to be a big deal?”

      “No, but what I want you to do with that time is a big deal. I need you to look into a suspicious murder in Scottsdale.”

      Daniel arched a brow. “Scottsdale? In Arizona? Assassination? CIA man?”

      Timothy shook his head. “No. A normal, everyday businessman. Middle management for an accounting firm. The guy’s barely left Arizona in his entire life and has never left the country. He has no ties to any intelligence agencies, terrorist groups, or anyone like that.”

      “Then why do we give a shit?”

      “Because of how he died.” A dark glower descended onto the older agent’s face.

      “And how is that?”

      “His wounds were consistent with what we found on the body of who was presumably the original Linda Hunter.” Timothy leaned back.

      Daniel sighed. He’d helped the alien woman escape despite her being a suspect in a murder and in a conveniently bioidentical body to the victim.

      He nodded. “Now that you mention it, that incident still bugs me. The aliens never did give us an explanation why that woman was dead or why they needed a clone body.” He sighed and shook his head. “But I don’t get it. If they’re willing to murder random women to infiltrate Earth, why have they played softball with me? They’ve had a couple of great opportunities to kill me. I made it clear to Jake I wouldn’t walk away from them and that it was personal. They know the kind of resources I have access to.”

      “True enough,” Timothy agreed. “But keep in mind that even though they are aliens, they still seem to understand human psychology. Their technology is advanced, but the general design is still something we can wrap our minds around.”

      “Sure, but what does that have to do with anything?”

      The older agent pointed toward the Ninja Turtle. “If some talking turtles showed up who displayed the same basic emotions we do, we’d be able to relate to them because it would imply our mental processes aren’t so different. Think about Oriceran. Most of the Oricerans you see on Earth are humanoids who might live longer or look different, but they aren’t completely bizarre. A human can understand what motivates an elf, and vice-versa, not like some of those freaky energy or plant beings from over there. I think we can derive some conclusions about the aliens because we’re not so different.”

      Daniel scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “I get it. It’s like something my grandfather said. He felt the aliens had the same range as us—some demons, some angels, and a lot in-between.”

      “Exactly, son. It’s more than that, though. We still don’t know a lot of things. Do the aliens represent a single species or are they from a world or worlds like Oriceran where different species co-exist? Hell, there could be factions. Maybe you’ve run into a pro-human faction, but the ones who murdered the woman are something closer to the alien version of Fortis.” He shook his head. “The problem is, we don’t know enough about their goals. Capturing artifacts might help us fight them, but it’ll only do so much to help us understand them. If we can solve these murders, though, we might dig up some actual damned insight into the aliens and their organization.”

      “That all sounds good, Tim, but if I show up at another obvious alien incident, that means Lowry, Williams, or one of their buddies will, too. It’ll tip our hand,” he replied.

      Timothy offered Daniel a painful-looking grin like he had to retrain the muscles of his mouth for when he needed to look happy. “That’s not a problem. We’re the ones ahead this time. I’ve taken measures to ensure that the rest of the CIA doesn’t know about the body, but I don’t know how long that will last. I want you to look into this sooner rather than later, and since the agency wants you to have downtime, we won’t have to stress that they will call you in to help with anything.”

      “And if I run into the aliens?” He locked eyes with his mentor.

      “Do what you need to do. I know after what you saw in Australia that this is very, very personal, but also remember what’s on the line. We need to know what their plan is before we make any rash moves. It’s not only your parents but potentially the whole country or even the planet that’s on the line.”

      Daniel grunted. “Fair enough, but I want one thing clear.”

      Timothy nodded. “What?”

      “The rescue of my parents is non-negotiable.” He stood and headed toward the door. “I won’t start a War of the Worlds over them, but I won’t leave them to rot either.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to.”

      He threw the office door open. “Good. Time for a little trip to the desert, but if I have to investigate a murder, I need to make a little stop first. Someone owes me a favor.”
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      Daniel searched the darkened interior of Lucky’s with a slight smile on his face. He spotted Daisy in the corner and gave her a nod, but he’d have to delay time spent with the elf until he dealt with his reason for visiting the bar. His gaze settled on a man huddled over a table in the corner and clad in an obnoxious bright orange suit.

      Ralph, your taste simply gets worse and worse. I could probably see the suit even if it were pitch black in here.

      He chuckled and walked toward the table. He ignored everyone else in the crowded underground bar as he closed in on his objective. Ralph looked up from his drink and smirked at him. It was obvious that the fear of their last meeting had long gone.

      The CIA agent sat across from the informant and folded his hands on the table in front of him. “Hey, Ralph. It’s not exactly been a while, but you still owe me. I hope you realize that.”

      The man rubbed his forehead. “Are you still sore about that little mix-up? That was weeks ago. Shit happens when you work a dangerous career. You should know that by now.”

      “Back to your smug old ways, Ralph?” Daniel clucked his tongue. “That’s unfortunate.”

      The other man smiled and showed off his gold teeth. He picked his drink up and took a sip with apparent indifference. “Man, I’m addicted to these Nomads now, and with how well I do in my business, I can drink whatever I want.”

      He stared at Ralph and said nothing. The informant continued to smile.

      A slender brunette waitress sashayed over with a bright smile on her face. “What can I get you, sir?”

      “A Nomad,” Daniel replied.

      “Right away, sir.”

      Ralph grinned. “You’ve got good taste, Daniel.”

      The agent narrowed his eyes. “Don’t think your debt to me is gone. You almost got me killed, and yeah, I’m still pretty damned pissed about that.”

      Ralph laughed and shrugged. “Yeah, yeah. I get it. You’re a nice guy, Daniel. I get that I did you wrong, even if by accident, and you could have killed me. So, what is it that you want to make it up to you?”

      “There was a murder recently in Scottsdale, Arizona. A businessman named Gary Cox. He was shot, probably some sort of spell or energy weapon—lots of holes, but cauterized wounds.” Daniel leaned forward. “I’m not sure if he merely ran afoul of some nasty magicals, or if this is something my employers should care about. I want you to poke around. I have a few other sources working on it, but if you can get me a lead on this, I’ll consider your debt to me paid.”

      The man sipped his drink and nodded. He was about to speak when the waitress arrived and set Daniel’s glass down.

      Once she left, the informant nodded. “I’ll see what I can knock loose. It’s hard to kill a man without someone saying something somewhere. That’s the nature of murder.” He raised his drink and grinned. “Enjoy your Nomad.”

      Daniel grabbed his glass and stood. “The sooner, the better.”

      “Sure thing.”

      The agent took a sip as he headed toward Daisy. She sat in the corner with a martini glass in front of her. The liquid inside glowed a dim cyan. She’d gone casual today, which for her meant leather pants and a leather jacket.

      I wonder what her closet looks like. For that matter, I wonder where she lives. How the hell do I not know that?

      Daniel blinked as he arrived at her table and realized yet again how little he knew about a woman to whom he’d already trusted his life. He sat and gulped down half his drink. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I have a job coming up, and I needed a little information. I can’t always work for you.” The corners of her mouth twitched into a smile. “Even though working closely with you does have its benefits.”

      “Closely, huh? I can’t say I’ve disliked working more closely with you, although sometimes, I want to work even closer.” He downed the rest of his drink and decided not to pretend to blame his forwardness on the alcohol—it hadn’t had enough time to enter his system. After everything they’d been through, denying his attraction to the beautiful, intelligent, and resourceful woman was insane.

      Daisy’s smile widened. “Closer, eh? Are you sure? The moth wants to be closer to the flame, and that doesn’t end well for the moth.”

      “It’s an exciting flight for the moth until the end, I’m sure.” Daniel set his glass on the table. “But who says you’re the flame and I’m the moth?”

      The elf ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “True. I hadn’t thought of it that way. It wasn’t all that long ago that I was simply a good little freelancer, and now you have me caught up in some pretty dangerous stuff, Daniel. Stuff that’s not even all that profitable in relative terms. I’m still processing how I feel about that, to be honest.”

      He chuckled. “After everything you’ve told me, I’m guessing you like that.”

      Daisy arched a light eyebrow, her face and blue eyes full of mischief. “Are you saying I like things dangerous, Daniel?”

      “I’m saying that a little danger probably helps you with—as you called it—your elf ADHD. And maybe you could help a little with my boredom, too—and vice versa—in a different way.” He shrugged.

      The elf laughed. “Was that supposed to be smooth? Because that line was so terrible, they should send it to the World In Between.”

      Daniel blinked. “I didn’t think it was that bad a line.”

      She winked. “Don’t feel too bad. When you've been alive as long as I have, you’ve heard them all.” She licked her lips. “A bad line or two doesn’t mean you’re out of the running.” The beautiful blonde leaned forward, rested her elbow on the table, and leaned her chin in her hand. “So, you’re interested in moving beyond kissing and running?”

      “What do you want me to say? You’re my kind of woman. I’d like to see where things might take us.”

      Daisy’s smile faded. “I can’t guarantee you anything, you know—nothing more than a little fun for a while.”

      “That’s all I’m asking,” Daniel assured her. “We both live dangerous lives, and I get that we might both be dead tomorrow.” He shrugged. “But with everything that’s gone on, I’ve also realized I have to try to live a life, too, at least before some bastard blows my head off.”

      “And that’s what I am? Part of a life?” she questioned.

      He grinned. “You’re part of several lives.”

      She smirked. “So, you like older women? Much older women?”

      The agent winked. “Maybe you could teach me a thing or two.”

      “Oh, I’m certain of that.” Daisy sighed. “Too bad about Rule #7. Do you really think it’d be a big deal if someone broke it here?”

      Daniel laughed. Rule #7: No getting lucky at Lucky’s. To the best of his knowledge, no one had ever actually dared break the rule, though more than a few men had been bounced for Rule #8: Our waitresses are here to serve you drinks. Look but don’t touch. In both cases, he’d never even thought about breaking the rules.

      Daisy’s sigh sounded contented. “You’re sure, then? Human history is filled with stories of men destroyed by their romances with immortals.”

      The agent snorted. “Oh, don’t feed me that one. Elves aren’t actually immortal. You merely live a long time.”

      “Living a long time is enough when the other person’s life is much shorter.”

      “I think we’re both getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s see where things go.”

      She smiled and stood. “You’re right. It’s been a while since I’ve allowed myself to get close to anyone. There’s something about you, Daniel, that makes me want to do foolish things.”

      “Is that bad or good?”

      Her head tilted as she stared at him. “I’m still figuring that out. Anyway, I need to go. I sat here to let my head clear a little from the drink.” She nodded toward her glass. “You might like it. Take only a few sips, though. Otherwise, it might kill you.”

      He laughed. “I think I’ll stick with something a little less…lethal.”

      “Then you’ve made a mistake with me.” Daisy took a few steps away from the table before she paused and looked over her shoulder. “Oh, I’ll be in Antarctica for a week.” She held up a hand. “Don’t ask, but don’t get yourself killed in the meantime. I like the idea of something to look forward to.”

      “I’ll try.”

      He sat there and watched her fit form as she made her way toward the stairs.

      Does she normally move her hips that much when she walks?
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Daniel was surprised when he stepped into the elevator on the top floor of the brownstone. Madge hovered near the wall. He’d never seen the pixie in the elevator before, and the more he thought about it, the less sure he was that she didn’t teleport from place to place.

      The overly round pixie held a tiny magazine in her hands, Two World Living. A gnome graced the cover with a fedora in hand and grinned at the camera. The headline read Two worlds of hats: How to make the best choice in the modern age.

      The doors closed, but the elevator didn’t move. Daniel waited a few seconds before he entered the code and pressed the button for the operations level. The elevator lurched and descended.

      Madge looked up from her magazine and adjusted her cat-eye glasses. “How was Hong Kong?” she asked, and her voice sounded even deeper than normal. He’d never spotted her with pixie-sized cigarettes, but maybe she smoked them at home. That might explain her voice.

      “Very high and dangerous, mostly.” He shrugged.

      “You need wings. It wouldn’t be a problem, then.” She nodded to herself as if it were the most obvious solution in the world.

      Daniel laughed. “I’ll take it up with Nessie.”

      Madge closed her magazine. “Wings are great. I don’t get how anyone without magic gets by without them. It must be annoying to worry about falling all the time.”

      “Not having wings encouraged us to make planes and rockets. There’s something to be said for those,” the agent pointed out.

      “Loud and smelly. That’s what I say about them.”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. Connor, Ronni, and Paul sat around the main operations table, all three hunched over laptops—Paul worked with three, which wasn’t a surprise. The holographic globe wasn’t activated and instead, several columns of alien glyphs floated above the table beside their English translations.

      Madge flittered out of the elevator after Daniel.

      He stopped and turned with a frown. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Madge.”

      She held up a hand. “I’m flattered, hon. You’re not the first human to ask, but I’ll save you some disappointment. The largest men I date are gnomes.”

      He blinked several times. That was not the direction in which he’d thought the conversation might go. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind. With…uh, that out of the way, how about another less personal question?”

      The pixie tucked the magazine under her arm. “What is it?”

      He pointed to the magazine. “That’s bothered me for a while.”

      “Two World Living?” Madge scoffed. “Are you one of the people still angry about the ‘Suggestions for New Types of Elves’ column? It was only a joke. Don’t be so sensitive.” She waved the magazine at him for emphasis. “I thought you American humans loved satire.”

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.” Daniel shook his head. “No, I don’t read the magazine.”

      She tilted her head. “I don’t get it. What’s your beef then, hon?”

      “It’s not a beef.” He shrugged. “It’s curiosity. You basically don’t see physical magazines anymore on Earth, at least for humans. Even Pops reads everything on his tablet, but you have a magazine that’s pixie-sized and in English. Who the hell prints it? Where do you even get it?”

      Madge chuckled. “It’s not in English.” She held it up. “It only looks that way to you because that’s what you expect.”

      “Magic?”

      She nodded. “Yes. As for the where, hon, there’s nothing a gnome with a good business idea can’t get done. All your gadgets and gizmos might please humans, but not every Oriceran likes that kind of thing.” She wrinkled her nose. “Me included. I don’t know the exact place where they’re printed. I have them delivered, but I’ve heard it’s in Iowa. They sell them in the underground train stations at Starbucks.”

      “The ones that are lethal for non-magicals if they try to enter?” Daniel raised an eyebrow.

      The pixie shrugged. “I didn’t design them that way.” She shook her head. “I have to check on snack supplies. I’m still annoyed that I gave so many to that human kid since he turned out to be an asshole alien. That’s life, I guess.” She waved. “If you ever have any other questions, just ask, hon.”

      “I will.”

      Madge fluttered away slowly and reopened her magazine. The agent shook his head and chuckled as he made his way to the table.

      He gestured at the holographic display. “What are you all working on?”

      Paul muttered something under his breath and tapped away at one laptop before he switched to another. He pulled an authenticator from his pocket and inserted it into one of the computers.

      Connor looked up from his screen. “We’ve used your parents’ notes and the other data to try to translate some of the glyphs. Losing the communicator and the location database has really slowed shit down.”

      Ronni nodded her agreement. “We’ve still made progress, though, sir.”

      Daniel waved a hand dismissively. “I’m not worried. You do your best on your end, and I’ll do my best to see if I can find some more material or tech to help out.”

      The analyst frowned at his laptop. “One thing has become clearer, though, not that you might be able to do anything about it.”

      “What?”

      Connor looked at Ronni and she nodded. Paul, still engrossed in his three computers, seemed oblivious to their discussion.

      “The Codex of the Sky Gods, Daniel…” Connor shook his head. “Your parents’ notes are focused mainly on understanding the alien portal and how the symbols might relate to it, but from what we can tell, they are incomplete.”

      Ronni sighed and nodded. “It’s like they reference footnotes that we don’t have. The other thing is that their research suggests that the Codex of the Sky Gods has different versions associated with each culture with minor variations to account for language. We’ve dug around, and all existing versions—even the copies—have been reported destroyed.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I don’t buy that.”

      She shrugged. “I’m only telling you what the research says.”

      “I get that, but there’s always something in a vault somewhere. We merely have to find it.”

      Connor grunted. “Sure, Daniel, maybe, but we’re trying to do an entire agency’s worth of analysis in an area where there’s virtually no public information. Even with Paul hacking into things like Project Nephilim and Project Ragnarök servers, we’re still a tiny team trying to do the work that hundreds of analysts might be tasked with at an intelligence agency.”

      “I agree,” Paul muttered. “We need more people to help with the busy work.” He tapped his fingers against one of the screens. “One, two, three.”

      Ronni nodded. “We’re doing our best, but we don’t have the manpower.”

      “I get it,” Daniel replied. “I’ll talk to Tim and see what we can do about manpower. The trick isn’t hiring people, though. It’s to find people we can risk exposing our secret to. For now, keep at it. I understand that you have to work with reduced resources, but Fortis can’t exactly farm all their research out either, so we’re not as behind as you think.”

      They nodded, except for Paul who continued to tap away on his screen.

      The agent headed back toward the elevator. He’d mostly come to offer some face time and check in. Managing operations, among other things, meant he always needed to make sure that people told him everything he needed to know. They didn’t necessarily do that through messages or emails.

      He’d reached the elevator when he sensed movement behind him and turned.

      Connor stood there with a smile. “I wanted to run something by you, Daniel.”

      “What?”

      The other man exhaled a noisy breath. “I’ve decided to quit the day job and come on board full-time.”

      Daniel blinked. “What? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Yeah. It’s the best time to do it. Fortis made me look like a jackass over the whole ‘fake alien’ thing, so I have an excuse to run. No one will think it’s suspicious given that not too long ago, I was professionally humiliated.” The analyst frowned for a moment before he grinned. “Just so you know, I already talked to Tim. He can pay me what I made there, so it’s not like it’ll hurt me. I won’t actually sacrifice anything.

      “I like to think I’m important with my fancy security clearance, but the reality is that I’m merely another analyst cog in the intelligence machine. Here, I can make more of a difference, and I can’t really help if I only work part-time. We both know that you and Tim are kidding yourselves if you think you can stay ahead with mostly part-time employees.”

      Daniel leaned against the elevator doors and frowned. “I’m glad to have you full-time, but unless you know a ready-made batch of analysts whom we can trust, there’s only so much we’ll be able to do to spin up personnel. When we started, we played things fast and loose with new hires, and we’ve been lucky. But now we know Fortis is sniffing around, and we have to be a lot more careful.”

      Connor grinned. “But we do have a ready-made batch of analysts we can trust.”

      “Huh? Who are you talking about?” The agent leaned forward and narrowed his eyes.

      “Come on. We both know a group of loyal, patriotic analysts who have an inherent spirit of adventure and righteous justice.”

      His eyes widened. “Our gaming group? Are you serious?”

      Connor nodded as his grin grew wider. “Why the hell not?”

      “Because this shit is dangerous. If Fortis learns people are involved and that we haven’t merely stumbled onto things, they could be killed.”

      His friend snorted. “That’s what it means to defend the damned country, Daniel. I know we aren’t all former badass Marines like yourself, but that doesn’t mean we don’t want to play our part. They’re all veterans. They all believe in heroism and patriotism. I guarantee they’d be willing to do it, and if we can get them on board, it’ll add a useful cross-disciplinary advantage to our analytical strength.”

      The analyst straightened with a frown on his face. This wasn’t Connor the smirking DM. This was Connor the intelligence professional. “Wars can be stopped by good intelligence, and once they start, they can be won with it, too. You need to worry more about a possible war with the aliens than constantly try to protect your friends who wouldn’t want or need to be protected.”

      Daniel finally nodded. “Okay.” He shook his finger at him. “I’ll talk to Tim, but I’m the operational head here, and I’ll make the final call, not you. Agreed? By the way, I have to head out to Scottsdale to check into that murder, so this won’t be something I can deal with right now.”

      Connor held three fingers like a Boy Scout sign. “I promise to let you handle it. Scout’s honor.”

      The agent snorted. “You were never a Boy Scout.”

      His friend simply grinned and shrugged.
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      Daniel drove his rental Mazda down the streets of the ritzy Scottsdale neighborhood. He chuckled as they passed the various luxury cars parked in spacious driveways—everything from Mercedes to BMWs. “The Jaguar wouldn’t have stood out here at all. Not that it’d make sense to ship it for a day trip.”

      They all have huge garages but have their cars parked outside. I guess it’s important to show off.

      He glanced at his passenger. John Rainer stared out the window at the palm trees lining the street in front of the almost identical earth-toned tiled-roofed houses. There was a certain monotonous quality to the subdivision they’d invaded.

      “Are the local cops gonna meet us there?” John asked with a frown. “And do they still think we’re Homeland Security, or have we changed the story?”

      Daniel nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got it all set up. The last murder of this type was played off as a New Veil terrorist killing, so in this case, Fortis made it easier for us when they snatched Linda Hunter as a possible terrorist.”

      John tugged at his fake mustache. “I hate this disguise crap. I look like some creepy Gestapo asshole.”

      “The fedora doesn’t help.”

      “Fuck you, Danny Boy.”

      “Just saying, Old Man.” He glanced into the rearview mirror. A redheaded, green-eyed man looked back. It was a damned good disguise. He wouldn’t recognize himself if he didn’t know what to look for. “Tim thinks it’s only a matter of time before Fortis snoops around and asks questions. I agree. We need to be careful when it’s not a simple snatch and grab.”

      John turned his glare back out the window. “I’m tired of hiding from those guys. The bastards wanted to slice me up while I was still alive. And I still want to return the favor of them locking me up.”

      “We’ll deal with them when the time is right, but they have all the advantages right now. If we come at them too soon, all we’ll accomplish is to be very dead.” Daniel slowed and turned a corner. “That’s why we’re here to check out a murder. Every alien incident we beat them to or every piece of technology we nab before them gives us an advantage. I already feel like we’re ahead of them. The aliens might have taken those guns back, but at least they understand that we won’t torture and kill all of them.”

      “We still don’t know that they won’t, though. For all we know, the aliens might have said, ‘Yeah, that Hitler, he had the right idea. Let’s do that, but with ray guns.’”

      “Maybe, but I doubt it.” He slowed as they approached a house where a black Crown Victoria sat in the driveway. “For now, though, let’s see what we can figure out.”

      A man in a dark suit and tie stood in the driveway. Daniel pulled his car up to the curb and killed the engine. He and John exited the vehicle and approached the house.

      “Detective Lopez?” Daniel extended his hand. “Agent Southward.” He nodded to John. “This is my partner, Agent Hall.”

      It took John a few seconds before he remembered he was Agent Hall and nodded. The younger agent resisted a chuckle. His current partner was good in a fight, but it was obvious that OSS had given him more straightforward missions that didn’t require as much deception. He never seemed to be comfortable with the idea.

      The detective shook their hands firmly. “I was surprised to get your message, Agent Southward.”

      John looked from one to the other. “Why is that?”

      Detective Lopez nodded toward the house. “No one wants to think terrorists are hanging out in the neighborhood, but I’m also skeptical. It’s unlikely that some terrorists would show up to kill one accountant.”

      “That’s how they got Capone.” The OSS agent shrugged.

      The detective chuckled. “You got me there.”

      “We don’t know that this case is terrorism-related.” Daniel withdrew a sensor wand from his pocket. “But it’s important to follow up on cases like this as we’ve encountered some similar ones back east.”

      Detective Lopez gestured to the device. “What’s that?”

      “I’m not at liberty to explain, but it’ll help us to evaluate certain potential pieces of evidence.”

      The detective frowned. “You’re not at liberty to explain?”

      “Exactly. Can we access the house now?”

      The man looked from the sensor wand to the house for a moment before he nodded with a sigh. “Fine. Let’s get this shit over with.” He headed toward the front door. “Forensics didn’t find anything other than what I mentioned over the phone. The victim had multiple holes all seared by some sort of intense and concentrated heat. they burned clean through, including the heart and the brain, and cauterized the wounds. According to the coroner, the man died almost instantly.” He opened the door and stepped inside. “I guess that’s better than suffering.”

      John and Daniel followed him inside.

      A taped outline of a body marked the center of the white-carpeted living room. The white leather furniture that filled the space looked untouched, as did the massive flat screen and various paintings on the wall.

      “And no sign of robbery?” the CIA agent asked.

      Lopez shook his head. “The guy had his wallet on him, and a watch worth almost as much as my car. His Lexus was still in the garage. There is no evidence that his computer had been accessed—or any of his accounts—since the murder. Whatever this was, it wasn’t a robbery.”

      Daniel crouched beside the outline. “A murder weapon that can burn a hole clean through a man.” He studied the body scene, then looked at the back door. “From the pictures we saw, he fell on his back.”

      “Yes.” The detective nodded. “Directly on his back. It looked like he fell immediately when hit.” He frowned. “Although I can’t imagine that he stood there to be continually blasted.”

      “The shots might have come at once, like an energy shotgun or something.”

      “True enough.”

      John pointed to a sliding glass door which led to a backyard dominated by a massive rectangular pool. “Was the door closed when the co…when your guys showed up?”

      Detective Lopez glanced in that direction. “Yeah. Why?”

      Daniel nodded at his companion with a slight grin. “Because it means that this weapon blasted through the man but didn’t damage or even scorch anything else. That narrows the range of possibilities. Have you run a magical examination yet?”

      The detective shook his head. “Without evidence that clearly links this to a magical perp, the department can’t spare the resources for a magical specialist to come in. Trust me, I get what you’re saying. We wondered if it was some strange-ass spell. I hate this shit. Everything was simpler when I first joined the force.” He nodded at the sensor wand. “What about your top-secret tech there?”

      The CIA agent tapped the device’s side to activate the preprogrammed scanning mode. He waved it over the outline and wandered the living room before he made his way to the front door and then through the kitchen and dining room.

      “Is this one of those ‘I’ll have to kill you if I tell you’ situations?” Lopez raised a brow.

      John snorted.

      Daniel shook his head. “Nope. Because in this case, I have no unusual readings, so there’s nothing to tell you.” He deactivated the sensor wand and slipped it back into his pocket.

      “Basically, then, you have nothing that we don’t have?” The detective folded his arms. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “Thus far, that’s about it.” He nodded at the tape outline. “Other than a homicide that might have involved the same type of murder weapon.”

      Detective Lopez unfolded his arms. “Was it magic in that case?”

      “I don’t honestly know, although it’s very likely. There were some issues with evidence handling.” He shrugged.

      “Huh. Even the fancy feds have to worry about that kind of thing.” The man chuckled.

      “Something like that.” He maintained his smile although frustration built within. The quick involvement of Fortis with the earlier murder had made that kind of examination impossible, despite how useful it would have been. Everyone assumed the aliens relied only on technology, but maybe they had access to magic, too. “Do you mind if we look around a little longer?”

      Detective Lopez shrugged. “Be my guest.” He pulled out his phone. “I have to make a few calls—hadn’t planned on hosting Homeland Security today.”

      “Sorry. We simply want to make sure no terrorists are here to ruin the neighborhood.” Daniel nodded at the body outline. “But even if it was them, they’ve probably achieved what they wanted and won’t come back.”

      “Take your time.” The detective stepped toward the front door.

      The CIA agent took a deep breath. There had to be some clue, and it was time to find it.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Daniel waved from the front seat of his rental car as Detective Lopez pulled out of the driveway. Once the cop turned at a nearby intersection, he allowed his frown to show.

      “Damn it. That was pointless.”

      John shrugged. “We had to check.”

      “I wish we could bring Daisy in to check for magic, but she’s still in Antarctica. By the time she gets back, I doubt there will be any decent traces of magic to work with.” He squeezed his earlobe to activate his transmitter. “Have you already checked with the drones, Ronni?”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied through his receiver. “We could find nothing unusual.”

      “And you checked with different spectra? No hidden rooms or anything? I scanned with my AR glasses but couldn’t find anything.”

      Ronni sighed. “No, sir. There’s nothing hidden there. It’s simply a normal house.”

      John shook his head. “We’ve missed something. That’s the only logical answer. There is no way some magical or alien punk shows up and wastes this guy and leaves no other evidence.”

      Daniel nodded. “I agree, but I have no clue what we might have missed.”

      Ronni cleared her throat. “Oh, I also wanted to confirm that I verified the missing person’s report, and it hasn’t been manipulated. Everything is consistent with the police’s original story that a friend called it in after Cox went missing for a few days. That led the police to check the house and they found the body.”

      “Are there any copies around?” John asked. “I mean people copies like that Linda Hunter.”

      “No,” Ronni answered. “I’ve checked all my sources, and Paul’s poked around the Company. If there was a bioidentical clone, no one’s picked them up—or if they have, they’ve not tested them and flagged them in the system.”

      Daniel ran a hand through his hair with frustration. “Last time, the clone tried to take over the same life and home. Maybe the aliens got smarter about that, but this still doesn’t make sense. Why murder someone to copy them but leave a body for the human authorities to find? Did you dig up anything else that might go to motive?”

      “No. The victim lived a normal, quiet life. The only thing bad we could find is that he was a workaholic. Everyone at his company—at least according to their emails and internal messages—seemed to think he was a nice guy.”

      John looked at the house and shook his head. “We’re getting nowhere fast.”

      “At least if we have no leads, Fortis won’t have any, either.” He sighed. “All we accomplished here was to verify that there was a victim and that he really, really seemed to like cactus candy. He had boxes of the stuff in his pantry—and before you ask, I used the sensor wand and the AR glasses on it. It’s nothing more than damned candy.”

      “What’s our next step, then?” Ronni asked.

      The OSS agent turned toward him. “I wondered that myself, Danny Boy.”

      Daniel shook his head. “We don’t have one. We have no real leads, only a body. We’ll have to rely on Ralph and see if he can find one for us.”

      John eyed him warily. “Last time that guy got you a lead, it almost got you killed. He’s a rat, and you can’t trust him.”

      “I don’t disagree,” he snorted. “But we have no choice.”

      “Then how will you make sure you don’t end up dead?”

      Daniel tapped his forehead. “Next time, I’ll assume I’m walking into a trap.”

      His Company phone rang with a call from Timothy. He narrowed his eyes.

      “Problem?” John asked.

      “I was supposed to have time off.” He put the phone to his ear. “I should have known that was too good to be true.”
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      “What’s going on, Tim?” Daniel asked, careful not to mention the murder investigation. It’d be easy enough to lie about going to Scottsdale for a day trip for personal reasons if they monitored his Company phone calls. Someday, the CIA would use magical truth detection and he’d be screwed, but for now, quick wits would save him.

      Timothy grunted. “The Company’s changed its position on the Morgana issue.”

      “Changed its position? What does that mean?”

      “That means she’s restored to a high-priority target for the Company and the highest priority for you. I want you on a plane to France tonight. Connect with a local contractor for backup. I suggest you sort that out before you leave because of how fresh the actionable intelligence is. You’ll need to hit the ground running so it’s not a big damned waste of time.”

      Daniel scowled. “Wait a second. We had actionable intelligence in Caracas too, and they didn’t want me to fly down there.” He glanced at his companion. “So why should I jet off to France?”

      John folded his arms and watched him intently.

      “French intelligence has evidence that your favorite necromancer is in Lyon,” Timothy disclosed. “And they want her handled before someone else dies.” He muttered something unintelligible and anger colored the low tone. “They feel a perfect opportunity has been handed to them, especially since she’s in a city of a close ally. The French have already committed some specialist anti-magical terrorist units from the local mobile gendarmerie to apprehend her or finish her off.”

      Daniel shook his head. “If that’s the case, then why don’t they simply send them in to blow her away? I’m tough, but I’m not tougher than an entire platoon of heavily armed paramilitary forces. Why am I important?”

      “The French have made it clear that they need us—and by us, I mean you—to confirm Morgana’s presence before they send in any forces. That’s a non-negotiable part of this. They’ll back you up, but you have to do the hard part and find her.”

      He chuckled. “They want a foreign intelligence operative to confirm the presence of a dangerous terrorist who has a history of hurting civilians before they make any moves?”

      “Yes, that appears to be the case,” the other agent confirmed in a cold voice.

      “You’d think they’d want all the glory.” He rolled his shoulders, aware of the sudden tension that had settled there. “This is another Hong Kong, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean? You did a good job in Hong Kong. Both the Company and the MSS were very happy with that operation.” Timothy snorted. “If you ever want to defect, I’m sure the Chinese would love to have you.”

      Daniel did a quick mirror check. Nothing unusual indicated that they might have a tail. “What I wonder is whether this is a case where the French government wants a foreigner to blame if innocent people die.”

      John’s frown deepened, but he didn’t interrupt the phone conversation.

      His mentor sighed. “I think it’s worse than that, Daniel.”

      “Worse?” Daniel snorted. “How can it be worse? I’m not saying I’ll refuse the assignment. It’s not like that’s a real choice, but I want to know what I can expect. I don’t like the idea that I’m the pawn of two countries instead of only my own.”

      The OSS agent glowered and folded his arms. He might not be able to hear the full conversation, but what he could hear was enough.

      “From what I can tell,” Timothy explained, “the CIA’s the one who pushed to have the primary responsibility. They’re also the ones who want you and you alone to handle it rather than send several agents, despite the fact that it involves Morgana.”

      He frowned. “What does this mean? Am I being set up?”

      Shit. Is Fortis trying to use her to assassinate me?

      It took a lot of self-control for him not to ask that specific question. His fingers tightened around his phone, and he gritted his teeth.

      “I don’t believe it’s that. Honestly, the French aren’t the only ones worried about innocent people dying. I think given what you encountered in Australia, the Company is worried this could end up as a major magical terrorist incident, but they also need her handled. If it has CIA fingerprints on it at all and shit goes south, that could be devastating. I also think they’re convinced she won’t pop her head up unless you’re involved.

      “The Intelligence Committee has ridden us hard over some of the high-profile clusterfucks during the last two years, even though they’re the damned ones who tie our hands behind our backs. The asshole politicians want us to help protect the country and world from magicals, but they won’t let us use the personnel and tools we need to do it. The PDA should handle most of this shit, but they still shovel most of it our way,” he ranted. “The point is, if this goes badly, the Company will probably burn you and say you were rogue.”

      “Even though the French government’s involved?” Daniel laughed at the absurdity.

      “Especially since another government’s involved.”

      “So, they’re worried about Morgana—even worried that she’ll kill a lot of people—but they are more worried that politicians will ride their asses than anything else?” His chuckle was grim and humorless. “Even after all the years I’ve worked for them, the Company’s cynicism still manages to surprise me.”

      Timothy sighed. “You don’t have to do this. I have cards I can play and favors I can call in. I don’t think I can get more agents, but we can push things back, at least—maybe give you more time to prepare. I’m willing to do that for you, Daniel. Just give me the word.”

      Daniel considered the offer for a few seconds. “No. We don’t push shit.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, no.” He nodded to confirm his decision to himself. “I almost beat her once, and that was when she ambushed me. I can beat her if I’m the one to hunt her. Someone needs to stop her before she harvests innocent people again, and it might as well be me. Besides, they’re probably right. If I show up, she’s far more likely to crawl out of her hole.”

      “Are you positive? I’m not sure I’ll be able to protect you if this goes badly.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure it only goes badly for Morgana.” Daniel’s mind raced. “I even have the perfect contractor in mind, a wizard I’ve worked with in the past on French and North African missions.”

      Timothy sighed. “I gotta ask again. Are you sure about this?”

      “Sure enough that I’m willing to bet my life and my career.”

      “Good luck, Daniel.”

      He smiled, even though his mentor wouldn’t see it. “Thanks, Tim.” He ended the call and looked at John.

      The other man lowered his arms. “That sounded like bad news on your end. Do you need help?”

      “Yes, but this will be official company work.”

      John grimaced. “Yeah, I don’t want to end up with those guys trying to slice me up again.”

      Daniel nodded. “We’ll both fly back east tonight. I’ll get you to the brownstone. We’re done here anyway, and I need to get to France.”
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        * * *

      

      A day later, he smiled as he set his silence cube on the café table. No one paid him much attention as they chatted away, sipped their coffee, and ate their meals. There was no reason. He was merely another handsome man in a suit enjoying a lunchtime meal in Lyon.

      A burly, bearded man eyed the cube from his chair across from him with a smile on his face and a rather obvious wand holster inside his large duster.

      There’s no reason for him to hide it. It’s not like everyone here is an enemy witch we plan to ambush. Just because I’m used to dealing with dangerous magicals for work doesn’t mean most are like that.

      Daniel took another bite of his Rosette sausage. He chewed and swallowed. “And your end, Hugo?” he asked in French.

      “The spells are solid.” The wizard also responded in French. “Anyone who tries to spy on us magically will get my attention very quickly.” He scratched his unkempt beard. “We could have done this at a hotel or a rental, though, if you care so much. I know your type is always paranoid, but I don’t worry.” He shrugged. “We want her to come for you anyway.”

      “Sure, at the right time. If Morgana panics, she might make a move if I’m somewhere less crowded.” Daniel shook his head. “It’s safer this way for everyone until we have some better intel on where she might be. That psychopathic bitch has already killed enough people. I don’t want to add any more victims to her list.”

      “You make such interesting friends, Daniel.” Hugo spread some Cervelle de canut on a piece of toasted bread. He took a bite and smiled. “I can’t say I’ve ever met a necromancer I liked,” he mumbled with his mouth full. “Even when they don’t kill people to harvest their organs. But why is this particular one so interested in you?”

      The CIA agent shrugged. “I still have no idea why she originally came after me, but I don’t think she’ll stop. Even if she wasn’t interested in me, she’s interested in hurting people. Both US and French intelligence say she’s here in Lyon, but we have no idea how long she’ll stick around. I don’t care about why she wants me dead. It’s not important. I’ll simply solve the problem by killing her first.”

      Hugo swallowed and grinned. “I applaud your straightforward planning.”

      Daniel took a few more mouthfuls of his lunch and sipped his coffee. “My support personnel are looking into anything unusual, but your government already spotted something suspicious that might lead us to Morgana, and they will follow up on that.”

      Hugo’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “Many are suspicious but suspicious and related to a necromancer? What did they find?”

      “An unusual increase in body snatchings from morgues and grave robbing.”

      “That would certainly make me think of a necromancer. She’s not subtle, is she?”

      “This is a woman who has killed entire villages and left a card behind to make sure we knew it was her. I think to not loudly announce herself is about as subtle as she gets.” Daniel snorted. “The government’s managed to keep it out of the news. They’re worried people will panic if they find out a vicious necromancer witch is running around a major city and stealing bodies.”

      “That’s not something I’d blame them for.” Hugo took a few more bites. “What does she do with these bodies? Harvest more organs?”

      The agent shook his head. “A lot of the corpses aren’t fresh. Before, she concentrated on harvesting organs from people who were still alive, so I don’t think so. My guess is that she’s putting together a new army that she can use to attack me again. I doubt she’d give up simply because I already beat her once. If anything, she has more reason to come after me now.”

      “You must have truly wronged this witch to have her target you so much.” The man eyed him with a smirk. “Are you sure you don’t know why?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I only know that I’ve done something in the past that pissed her off. Not much more than that. She wasn’t in a mood to explain everything the last time she tried to kill me.”

      Hugo rubbed his chin. “I’ve had this problem before.”

      “You’ve had a problem with necromancer witches coming after you with zombies?”

      “No, no, no. Not necromancers, at least.” The contractor chuckled. “I’m a man who likes women. I once dated six women at the same time—two humans, two witches, and two elves. Some of them found out. It went poorly.” He shrugged. “But what is love without risk?”

      “Morgana’s not a pissed-off ex-lover. She’s a murderous psychopath, and I think I’d remember if I slept with a necromancer,” Daniel asserted.

      His companion smiled. “Perhaps she didn’t portray herself as that. Women lie. Men lie. It’s human nature. Actually, it’s the nature of all intelligent creatures. Perhaps there are some species on Oriceran that don’t lie, but all those on Earth do.”

      The agent pinched the bridge of his nose. “I suppose, but I think I’d still know. Whatever picture you have in your head, let me be clear. Not every man who works for an intelligence agency runs around and screws every hot woman they come across. Unsurprisingly, it’s not exactly conducive to informational or operational security.”

      Hugo stared at him with pity on his face. “Ah, well, it’s your life to waste, Daniel. I, for one, enjoy the benefits that come with being a glorious physical specimen and a wizard.” He shrugged and took a sip of his coffee. “But it is as you say. The reasons aren’t important. This witch is twisted, and we’ll have to put her down before she hurts anyone else.” He raised his cup in a toast. “I’m happy to serve both my bank account and justice.”

      “That’s the general idea. First things first, we have to find Morgana, but maybe we can do this the easy way.” Daniel considered this for a moment. “I don’t suppose you have some simple tracking spell you could use?”

      The wizard laughed. “Not without significantly more exposure to her and some important item of hers. I thought about this the other day before you called.”

      Daniel looked at him in surprise. “You thought about spells to track Morgana?”

      Hugo chuckled. “No, no. The changes in magical energy. Before magic and Oriceran returned, did you know it was possible to trace minor magic used on the opposite side of the world?”

      “I’ve read a little about it. It’s kind of like hearing a pin drop in an empty concert hall. That’s what Earth was like before. There was some magic, but it was rare. Now, it’s like a crowded concert hall, and it’s hard to hear anything even when you try.”

      Hugo pointed his butter knife at the agent. “Exactly. Oh, what I would have given to be a wizard then. Now, things are as they are.” He sighed and shook his head. “So much magic everywhere.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing? Doesn’t it make it easier for people like you to not have to hide?” Daniel pointed at the wand holster.

      “Yes, but it also makes it easier for vindictive necromancers, yes?” The contractor slathered Cervelle de canut on a huge piece of bread. “When magic becomes routine, I think it becomes less special. And that’s sad.”

      Daniel snorted. “Routine? There’s nothing routine about magic. Maybe in one hundred years, it’ll be accepted as the norm, but now, it’s still dangerous and unpredictable. Most of my job is focused on dealing with the consequences of that. Both our governments have dedicated entire agencies to worry about it now.”

      The man used his bread to gesture vaguely. “Something isn’t unpredictable merely because it offends bureaucrats. Otherwise, everything would be considered that. And magic is now not unpredictable enough for me.” He bit a chunk of the bread, chewed for a moment, and swallowed. His eyes twinkled as he licked his lips and brushed a few crumbs from his beard. “Let’s not worry about the past, but the future. Your ex-girlfriend is snatching bodies, so how do we use that to follow her?”

      The CIA agent huffed. “She’s not my ex-girlfriend, but anyway, I have my support trying to see if she can figure out anything based on the places raided. They aren’t close together, so it’s not a simple matter of triangulation, but there has to be something there that’s useful.”

      “And once we locate Morgana? What plan of sophisticated elegance do you have ready?”

      Daniel shrugged. “We don’t need sophisticated elegance to eliminate her. She uses reanimated corpses and skeletons as weapons. We already have both the US and the French government’s authorizations. Once we locate her, it’s simple. Search and destroy.”

      A thoughtful expression appeared on Hugo’s face. “I do like a good, straightforward job.”

      “So do I. My only hope is that we find her before she decides to graduate from corpses to living bodies.” His hand tightened around his fork. “It’s time to end this shit.”
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      A couple of hours later, Daniel frowned as he strolled through the thick trees lining one side of the swollen Rhone River. A local police officer had found a body part in the area, which they later traced to a funeral home across town. It was a good place to start his search for the necromancer.

      He searched the ground using his AR glasses in thermal imaging mode. The plan was to locate hidden underground pathways but so far, he’d found nothing more interesting than water and sewage pipes.

      Hugo jogged up beside him. “I don’t sense anything unusual. Even if she was here, she didn’t use any magic with lingering effects.”

      Daniel worried that it might take a while to track Morgana down. There was also the possibility that she’d fled the country already. If she escaped the city with a new army, she might resume her preference for wholesale slaughter.

      He’d hoped she’d remain inactive for weeks, perhaps even a month, but an enemy didn’t always conform to his desires. His hands tightened into fists.

      Too bad we can’t evacuate the city and issue a public challenge or something. That’d end this shit quickly. There’s no way she’d be able to walk away from that.

      “Daniel, can you hear me?” Lucy called through his earpiece.

      “What is it?” he replied. “We’re searching a site right now but haven’t come up with anything. Don’t worry about it, though. I don’t think this is a situation where a drone would help.”

      “I didn’t intend to suggest that.” A faint hint of frustration tinged Lucy’s voice. “But I do have some useful information.”

      He tapped the edge of his AR glasses to deactivate thermal mode. “I like useful information.”

      “While we don’t have a good method to directly detect magic other than using magical personnel, I’ve sifted through satellite and local drone data and collected information from a number of different datasets. I’ve found some unusual energy patterns linked to the areas where the corpses were stolen.”

      “Wait, are you saying you figured out how to remotely detect magic?”

      Lucy sighed. “No. If only it were that easy. I’ve assumed that the secondary physical effects of some of Morgana’s magic are responsible for the patterns I’ve found. While most of the data isn’t real-time, with the help of some algorithms from some of the analysts, I—”

      “What analysts?” Daniel interrupted. “When I was briefed, I was told that other than the contractor and my equipment loadout, I didn’t have any other resources available.”

      She scoffed. “It’s not as if field agents are the only ones who develop contacts. I spent several years as a dedicated analyst, and I had a few favors I could call in for help.”

      “I didn’t think you cared enough to help me.”

      “This isn’t about you, Agent Winters. This is about the mission and saving people’s lives.”

      Daniel chuckled and shifted his gaze toward the river. “I’m glad we finally found something we can agree on. Sorry, I cut you off before. What did you and your analyst friends come up with?”

      The sound of her typing came through the earpiece. “Triangulation on a possible site. I can’t guarantee anything, but we’ve identified a viable location. There’s an indication of subterranean tunnels, but there isn’t a major difference in thermal readings—at least none that I can find in satellite or drone data, so it might be abandoned.”

      He laughed.

      Lucy huffed. “What’s so funny?”

      “You forgot who we are dealing with. There’s a reason you won’t find unusual thermal readings when you’re dealing with a necromancer who uses a zombie army.”

      Hugo looked curious as he stepped toward Daniel.

      “What are you talking about?” Lucy replied.

      The CIA agent glanced around. He didn’t have the silence cube activated, but there was no one in the area. “Long dead bodies aren’t exactly warm, and I’m not even sure how warm her host body is.”

      Lucy emitted a sound of disgust.

      “Exactly. So, where’s our possible location?”

      “The Theater of Fourvière,” Lucy reported. “There’s also been a lot of unusual very low-level seismic activity in the area lately, and our analysts suggest it might be from tunnel boring. The local government, when they’ve even noticed, hasn’t paid much attention because the levels are only detectable using very sensitive instruments.”

      “It seems Morgana was exactly as unsubtle as we needed.” Daniel shook his head. “If I understand what you found correctly, my bet is that she’s used her little pets to dig tunnels.” He clapped decisively. “We’ll head to the site, and I’ll activate a bunch of drones for you, Lucy.” He nodded at Hugo. “It’s time for me to gear up. My support has located Morgana.”

      “Likely located,” she corrected.

      “So quickly?” Hugo chuckled. “I’m glad I didn’t ask for a per diem on this job.”
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      Hundreds of tourists thronged the curved, weathered stone steps of the Theater of Fourvière. The ancient flat seats extended down the length of a large hill toward a modern stage covered by a white roof at the bottom. Stone walls, tunnels, and other structures stood farther up the hill. While on another day, Daniel might have taken the time to appreciate the ancient theater and the nearby Odeon structures, he was far more concerned with the number of people present. A battle with a crazed necromancer among hundreds of potential victims wasn’t an option.

      Even though the CIA agent had enough ammo and toys to take on a mercenary company, they, along with his tactical belt and vest, were concealed under his long black coat. It wasn’t the most stylish of fashion choices, but he needed more gear than he could carry on his suit, even with the extra hidden pockets. The pistol magazines which contained explosive rounds were inconveniently large.

      To avoid having others who might look at him and think he was talking to himself, Daniel pretended he to use the phone. Hugo lingered behind him and took pictures of the area with his phone like any other tourist.

      “What did you say, Lucy?”

      “Although they have the gendarmerie on standby, they refuse to clear the site without solid proof. They’re worried about panic.”

      “People might actually panic if they start dying,” Daniel muttered.

      “Complaints about it won’t accomplish anything. Gain access to the tunnels and locate the target, then you’ll have all the proof you need. The drone sensor readings clearly indicate subterranean tunnels, and I have one warmer reading deeper inside.”

      The agent chuckled. “It sounds so simple when you’re thousands of miles away, but you’re right. There’s no use in bitching about it.”

      “Indeed.”

      He slipped his phone into his pocket and wandered to his backup. “Any ideas?”

      Hugo scratched his cheek and nodded. He pointed up the hill past a crumbling stone wall. It looked no different than any of the other cracked and eroded structures in the area. “There’s unusual residual magical energy up there.”

      Daniel nodded. There also weren’t any tourists in that area. Maybe they were subconsciously avoiding it. A little luck was welcome.

      “Let’s go check it out.”

      They headed up the stairs and ducked behind the wall. Moist grass lived under the shadow on the other side, but the two men saw nothing else of note.

      The agent frowned. “Here?”

      Hugo nodded. “Yes, here.”

      “There’s definitely something beneath you,” Lucy reported.

      He glanced up. A half-dozen drones circled the area but he wasn’t sure which were controlled by her, local police, or tourists. “We’ll find a way inside, but we can’t actually descend to the underworld on camera.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Lucy responded. “Give me a minute.”

      Daniel nodded and explained the situation to his companion.

      The wizard drew his wand and nodded slowly. “I can set up a temporary barrier that will prevent anyone from noticing, and I can drill us a hole once she’s ready.”

      A minute later, Lucy made a little satisfied noise. “The drone feeds are spoofed. It’ll be stable for at least an hour. We’re not exactly dealing with the GRU here.”

      “Thanks, Lucy.” He grinned. “Do your thing, Hugo.”

      The wizard made a few intricate movements with his wand while he murmured an incantation in Old Occitan—not that Daniel could understand or identify it. Hugo had explained years before that he used the ancient Provençal language for magic, although for all the CIA man knew, the wizard was messing with him and it was something else.

      The air shimmered several yards away and surrounded them. “Even if they come this way, they’ll want to turn back—at least as long as they walk on the ground. It won’t work on magicals, but it’ll work on everybody else.” He knitted his brow. “Unless they’re flying.”

      Daniel shrugged. “If they’re flying, they’ll be too high for us to care. Let’s start digging.”

      More wand work followed, and dirt erupted from the ground in front of them. Several seconds later, the hole Hugo created grew into a shaft. The light of the late afternoon sun poured inside to reveal a rough, unlined tunnel below.

      The agent tapped his AR glasses a few times to activate low-light vision mode. He’d learned his lesson from a previous mission and so activated the auto-bright light damper. “Do you need a flashlight, Hugo?”

      The wizard shook his head and waved his wand once more. His eyes now glowed. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      Daniel peered down and gauged the depth. The shaft stretched about eight feet to the ground. He took a steadying breath, jumped, and landed with a grunt. The tunnel continued and turned in the distance. The green-tinged low-light mode revealed two people who stood a few yards away.

      “Shit.” He whipped out his weapon, the wide-bore pistol already loaded with explosive rounds. He’d learned his lesson in Australia, and he unfortunately couldn’t use one of Nessie’s blast pistols on a Company mission until she officially unveiled the weapons.

      “Problem?” Hugo asked.

      Daniel frowned and stepped forward. The two people were as rigid as statues, but their rotting flesh and out-of-date, pest-eaten clothing revealed their zombie condition. He kept his weapon trained.

      “I have two zombies, but they don’t seem to be active. No skeletons, though.”

      Hugo leapt into the tunnel behind him with his wand at the ready. “She doesn’t simply leave them to roam and kill?”

      “I guess not, but I’m no expert on necromancy.” He snorted. “Lucy, are you still with me?”

      “Yes,” she replied, although some static filled the line. “I already have interference.”

      Daniel frowned. “Okay, we’ll proceed farther into the tunnel system, and I’ll probably lose you. If you don’t hear from me in thirty minutes, assume the worst and call in the gendarmerie.”

      Lucy scoffed. “Without proof?”

      “Blame it on me. First, I’ve ordered you to. Second, I’ll probably be dead, so I won’t care.”

      “Well, don’t die. Do you know the kind of reports I’d have to fill out if you do?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, there are some things truly worse than death.”

      Hugo shrugged. “You’re discussing reinforcements with your backup?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why not call the gendarmerie immediately?” The wizard pointed his wand at the zombie. “That’s all the proof you need.”

      Daniel shook his head. “You’re right, but we don’t have eyes on Morgana. If men with guns surround this place, she might teleport or portal away. That will simply make this whole thing pointless and possibly endanger some other city. We’ll need to get you close enough to prevent that—or at least close enough to where she can’t risk lowering her defenses while I’m shooting at her.” He paused and thought for a moment. “You can’t do some sort of generic wide-area anti-portal spell can you?”

      The contractor shook his head. “I don’t specialize in that kind of magic, and you’d need several wizards to cover the entire area, and even then, it’d be temporary. The more magic I attempt, the more she might sense us, but with all the zombies, what little I’ve done should blend in.”

      “That’s fine by me. Let’s find her and shoot her in the head.” Daniel nodded beyond the motionless zombies. “At least she made the tunnels wide enough to walk through.”

      Hugo ran his hand along the rough tunnel walls. “These don’t look like they used any tools or spells. I sense some magic from the zombies, but not from the tunnels.” He pointed to the dirt-flecked hands on one of the zombies. “She must have merely used her tools to dig.”

      “That’s what I figured.” Daniel moved closer to the creatures. He waved his hand in front of their faces, but they didn’t react. “Loyal workforce.”

      The men crept past the creatures, but they still didn’t move. The agent narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. Both had a silver metallic implant embedded into the back of their neck—around the brain stem from what he could tell.

      “This is new. Last time I fought Morgana, none of her zombies had anything like that.” He pointed to the implant. “Any idea what it is?”

      Hugo shook his head. “It’s not magical.”

      Daniel frowned. “Not magical?” He stared at the implant and immediately thought of the cow in Paraguay. “I guess this also explains why she hasn’t used any skeletons. Fucking perfect. Lucy, can you hear me?”

      She didn’t respond. Daniel glanced back toward the rays of sunlight that poured in through the entrance hole in the distance. A few feet of rock and dirt was enough to kill his signal.

      He shook his head. “Let’s keep going.”

      The men proceeded farther into the tunnels. The number of inactive zombies, all with implants, increased as they continued. The tunnel split in two different directions, but when Daniel and Hugo followed the first path, it circled around. After more walking, they found another main tunnel. The slope appeared to follow the general incline of the hill. Hundreds of people milled on the surface only yards above, oblivious to the darkened maze carved with dead hands beneath them.

      Without a speck of sunlight left, the low-light mode on the AR glasses failed. Daniel connected a flashlight to the top of his pistol and activated it. He had a few other gadgets, including an EMP jammer, and chameleon ball, but none of them were useful for his little zombie spelunking adventure.

      Light scratching sounded throughout the tunnels and the two men gradually closed in on the source of the noise. They turned the corner into another intersection. One tunnel continued into the darkness and another dead-ended.

      Ten zombies clawed at the wall of the dead end and threw rock and dirt aside as they worked.

      Daniel raised his gun, but the creatures didn’t turn to face them. They continued to dig into the soil ahead to extend the tunnel. Their movements were neither slow, nor fast, but constant and indefatigable as if they had no greater purpose

      His stomach turned and bile rose in his throat. Morgana murdered people and violated their bodies, but she wouldn’t even allow them to be free in death.

      Hugo moved to his side. “I sense powerful magic nearby, and not only the residual energy from the spells animating the corpses. She must be close.”

      “Good.” The agent glanced at his weapon. “I was half-worried that psychopath would figure out we were here and run. Where?”

      He pointed down the long open tunnel. “The source is down there.”

      Daniel glanced at his watch. “We still have about eight minutes before the deadline for my backup to call in support. If we run into her, we need to stall her.”

      The contractor nodded. “Understood.”

      Both men strode down the tunnel. Within a few minutes, they paused at the entrance to a much larger chamber filled with dozens of zombies. The agent had expected some light from torches, but the darkness remained and only the beam from the pistol flashlight carved through the gloom.

      A short blonde woman in a blue dress stood near the center of the cavern. She was more toned than the woman he’d seen in Australia, her face heart-shaped instead of angular. He might have suspected she was a different witch if it weren’t for the dark bone-tipped wand in her hand.

      It’s time to confirm she’s the real deal and not another damned lackey.

      Daniel took several deep breaths and his hand twitched. It would be so easy to open fire. The explosive rounds might even penetrate her defenses. He stayed his hand, though, because he knew if he didn’t kill her and any magic or zombies burst through to the surface, the innocent casualties could be staggering. He was willing to gamble with his own life, but not with innocent people.

      Hugo stood a couple of yards away with his wand poised and his eyes narrowed. “She already has several spells up, not only the ones she uses to control her corpses.”

      “I see you’ve redecorated your face and body since Australia.” Daniel grinned as her head whipped and she stared at him. “I kind of miss the old look. It had a lot more character, Morgana.”

      The woman snorted. “You’ve saved me the trouble of tracking you down again. Your arrogance continues to grow.”

      The agent shrugged and his gaze cut from zombie to zombie as he searched for movement. “You already tried to kill me once, and you failed. You might as well tell me why you want me dead. Let me be damned clear. I have no idea who you are other than a necromancer body-hopper. You wouldn’t normally even be my problem. I’d leave the PDA or bounty hunters to deal with you. You’re the one who wants to come after me, so you’ve really pressed the issue with my employers.”

      Morgana released a low chuckle. “You’re more of a puppet than my servants, aren’t you? Your precious, corrupt CIA points you somewhere, and you perform their mission without question. You don’t care who you hurt, do you?”

      “I won’t defend anything the CIA has done, but their worst screw-ups in history don’t justify what you’ve done.”

      Hugo held his wand at the ready and remained silent.

      Good. We need to keep stalling her. We need to give Lucy and the French authorities time to clear everyone out.

      Morgana shook her head and her thumb stroked her wand. “Is that how you sleep at night, Daniel Winters? Or are those the pathetic justifications you offer yourself to ease your conscience?”

      Daniel resisted a frown. He didn’t use his real last name with most contractors, including Hugo.

      “I sleep well enough and in my original body, which puts me two above you.”

      She inhaled deeply. “I’ve thought about making you feel true pain like the pain I’ve felt. Thought about going after that lovable grandfather of yours.”

      Daniel’s heart rate kicked up, but he managed to keep the smile on his face. “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

      “I have my own ways to find information. I know about your grandfather and the sad little half-elf you’ve brought into your house.”

      His hand tightened around the gun. Whatever else happened, the bitch wouldn’t leave France alive.

      Morgana swung her wand toward Hugo. “And who is this? Not a pretty elf this time, but an annoying wizard?”

      The man bowed, of all things, and offered the witch a smirk. “Hugo Martin. I’m here because I’m paid to be.”

      The necromancer snickered. “Of course.” Her gaze cut back to Daniel. “The Elixir of Elizabeth Bathory. Do you remember it?”

      Daniel shrugged. “It doesn’t ring a bell,” he lied.

      He remembered the mission all too well. It was a joint CIA and PDA operation conducted shortly after he joined the Company. The healing elixir had allegedly been created in the seventeenth century by the so-called Hungarian Blood Countess, Elizabeth Bathory, through rituals involving the torture and murder of countless women. Whether it actually was made by a Hungarian countess witch centuries before or some magical merely used human history to hide their evil, Daniel didn’t know. More to the point, he didn’t care.

      Anger flashed through her eyes. “You don’t?” Her hand twitched.

      Damn it. I pushed her too far. I need to roll this back.

      Daniel frowned. “Wait. Now I remember. I was almost killed. I had to fight through a group of dangerous wizards, including former disciples of that fucker Michael Galbraith.”

      Hugo’s face tightened.

      Morgana sniffed. “I’ve no love for Galbraith. I didn’t care when he was finally killed.” She raised her wand, and her expression darkened. “But I needed that elixir, and you and your precious little agencies came, murdered, and took it.”

      He snorted. “And you planned to come, murder, and take it yourself?”

      “I needed it,” she thundered and shook her fist. “My sister was dying from a disease…no, not simply a disease—a curse. That elixir would have saved her.”

      The agent shook his head. “If that’s what this is about, I’m sorry, but do you even understand how it worked? It wasn’t enough that it was created with twisted magic and so many murders. It required a living victim to activate. Some things shouldn’t exist and need to be taken out of circulation. I don’t apologize for that, not at all.”

      Morgana threw her head back and laughed. “You arrogant bastard. The people already killed in making it wouldn’t come back to life because it wasn’t used. And a living victim? I could have used the life of one of the dark wizards you killed anyway. No, your self-righteousness cost my sister her life. You doomed her. It took me years to find out who you were, and you will pay.”

      Daniel licked his lips. It’d been long enough. Although he couldn’t hear anything from the surface, he hoped the local authorities had evacuated the tourists. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could stall his adversary.

      “That’s your big excuse?” he called. “How many people have you killed since then? Innocent people who had nothing to do with magic, the CIA, or anything? You complain big time about how much you and your sister suffered, but I’ve seen what you’ve done to people in villages. You sick bitch.”

      The necromancer sneered. “The curse has spread to me. It’s been harder to maintain my own life. I’ve had to dive deep into necromancy to survive. Some sacrifices were necessary, but I’ve only killed those who contributed little to the world at large. You’ve no right to judge me.”

      It’s time to wrap this farce up.

      Daniel glanced at his companion. “Do you hear that, Hugo? She kills hundreds of people but it’s okay because they weren’t contributing. Someone give that woman a Nobel Peace Prize.”

      The wizard shrugged. “And what has she contributed? I don’t think this area needed a new zombie tunnel system.”

      Morgana pointed toward the entrance. “Leave, wizard. I don’t know you. If this is truly about nothing but money, then I’ll spare your life, but Winters dies here today. Consider my mercy carefully because this will be my first and last offer.”

      Hugo blew out a scornful breath. “I can’t do that. I’ve been paid to provide assistance, and I really don’t like necromancers.” He glanced at this watch. “And it’s been more than enough time, Daniel.”

      “Time?” She glanced from one to the other. “What are you talking about?”

      The agent chuckled and fired an explosive round at her head.
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      The round exploded about a yard from Morgana as it struck an invisible wall. She flinched.

      So maybe she’s not so safe after all?

      Daniel fired off two more rounds at the witch. Both exploded early and didn’t harm her, but she stumbled back and raised her wand. The zombies lifted their heads and lumbered toward the two men. Shuffling and rustling echoed through the tunnels and grew steadily louder.

      “The whole pack’s coming,” he shouted as he fired again, this time into a zombie. His gaze darted constantly to keep all the enemies in sight. Some of the explosive toys he had in his pockets and tactical belt might be helpful, but he couldn’t risk using them in a contained area. Morgana needed to go down, but he still preferred to survive the fight.

      Hugo aimed his wand to the side and rattled off an incantation. Packed earth ripped from the chamber walls and exploded into some of the zombies to knock them off their feet. Another quick spell ripped dirt and rock from above, which buried several others.

      He laughed. “I’ve never thought about fighting underground before. It has certain advantages when you specialize in earth magic.”

      “Be careful unless you want tons of old Roman stone to come down on us. Maybe earth wizards can breathe under dirt and rock, but I can’t,” Daniel warned.

      “I can’t either, but what’s a fight without a little risk? It makes the blood boil with excitement.” Hugo blasted stones from a nearby wall toward a zombie. The missiles penetrated it but didn’t cause enough damage to down the puppet. After another quick incantation and wand movement, the rocks hurtled back, separated the head, and blew through the chest. The creature stopped moving.

      The sound of several more explosions bounced around the chamber as Daniel fired consistently and eliminated more zombies. Morgana stood with her wand up and her face pulled tight in concentration. Judging by what Daniel had witnessed in Australia, if she were calling every servant in the tunnels, she wouldn’t be able to do much more than maintain her shield.

      The agent snap-fired his weapon and shifted his hand from target to target with precision. He ejected his magazine and slapped in a replacement. They’d thinned the number of enemies, but with those that spilled in from the tunnels, there was a chance he’d run out of ammunition before every zombie was destroyed.

      Several rocks careened across the chamber and bounced off Morgana’s shield. Sweat poured down the witch’s forehead. Her light fingers grew even paler with her tight grip on the wand.

      “If you drop the wand and surrender, you don’t have to die.” Daniel punctuated his sentence by annihilating a zombie beside her.

      Another stepped from the shadows behind him.

      It flanked me?

      The zombie clawed at him and managed to rip through his coat and into his arm. He hissed, kicked it away, and fired. The heat of the explosion warmed his face.

      They are much stronger than the average living person.

      “We’ll see who dies.” Morgana’s frown twitched into a smile. “I died a long time ago, Winters. What would you have me do? Let your precious CIA hide me in a dungeon where I’ll never see daylight again. Or what? Submit to the PDA so they can send me to an ultramax, or worse? No, I won’t surrender.”

      “You have to pay for your crimes. You’re a mass-murderer. If you have any conscience left, it has to tell you that.” Daniel gritted his teeth and fired off another two rounds at the advancing zombies.

      The necromancer shook her head. “And when will you pay for your crimes?”

      He snorted. “Someday. Maybe even soon. It won’t be dramatic. It probably won’t even involve saving the world. More than likely, it’ll be in a place like this. Some dark hole underground where I try to stop some psychotic plot.” He fired another explosive round at her and hoped that the strain on her face reflected a weaker shield. The explosion made it no closer than his previous attempt. “But today, you’re the one who must pay.”

      Hugo spun and pointed his wand behind him. A massive hole appeared in the back wall and the dirt and rock swirled in a tight mass. The wizard flung his arm to the side. The cloud of earth rocketed toward several zombies that had stepped into the chamber and shredded them but didn’t finish them off.

      The wizard sighed. “That works better with people who are still alive and feel pain.”

      The CIA agent rolled his eyes. “You think?”

      Morgana’s smile disappeared as her gaze swept the tangle of limbs and mangled bodies that had once been her servants. She hissed and raised her hand. “Enough of this.”

      “I won’t allow you to portal away that easily.” Hugo made a quick movement with his wand in combination with an incantation.

      The witch glared at him. “I’ll remember this, wizard.”

      The contractor laughed. “I don’t think you’ll be alive to remember it.”

      Daniel backed toward an earthen wall as another stream of corpses choked the entrance to the chamber. He downed targets with more quick shots before he ejected his empty magazine and reloaded. “Damn it. We didn’t see this many on the way in. She must have had some hidden tunnels.”

      She rushed into the shuffling horde and the monsters ignored her. Daniel felled a few more targets, but the witch disappeared into the advancing, lumbering mass.

      “Back into the corner, Hugo,” Daniel shouted. “When we’re there, clear an opportunity in the entrance area for something that goes boom.”

      The other man glanced at him. Sweat rolled down Hugo’s face as he pointed his wand toward the opening and bellowed an incantation. A pillar of dirt shot up and knocked several zombies down.

      Daniel yanked out a high-explosive grenade and pulled the pin. He arced it toward the hole in the zombie formation. The grenade tumbled through the air perilously close to the low-hanging ceiling.

      Shit. Did I miscalculate?

      The wizard’s eyes widened, and he raised his wand quickly.

      The horde ignored the missile. An orange-red explosion roared into existence and blew bodies and parts everywhere. The zombies were scattered like bowling pins. Dirt and rock plummeted from the ceiling and thickened the air with dust in the dark underground charnel pit.

      The agent raced toward the now cleared exit and squeezed off a few quick shots as other zombies turned the corner.

      Hugo ran after him. “Just so you know, if you’d screwed that up, I don’t think I could have saved us. I don’t intend to die fighting zombies in a hole. I intend to die in bed with a beautiful woman.”

      Daniel shrugged. “That’s why I didn’t try it before.”

      “So it was a desperation ploy?”

      “Think of it as more like a calculated risk.” He shattered the head of a zombie in front of them. “Let’s use your original exit. I’d rather not have the French government pissed about me damaging an ancient cultural treasure.”

      They reached the tunnel and turned to sprint toward the closest intersection.

      A few zombies advanced toward them, but compared to Morgana’s chamber, the tunnels were all but empty.

      Daniel demolished a few more enemies. He’d run through a good chunk of his ammunition, but he doubted his target had another zombie army in reserve.

      He stopped running and knelt by the remains of one of the creatures.

      “What are you doing?” Hugo asked.

      The agent snatched the burned remains of one of the implants from the ground. “Someone needs to check on this later. She didn’t have this sort of thing the last time, and she also didn’t control nearly as many zombies. Someone might have helped her, and while I’m sure your government would like to examine this, I’d like my guys to have an opportunity, too.” He grabbed another implant and placed both in a pouch before he hopped to his feet and sprinted away.

      The two men raced toward the hole Hugo had made. Their lungs ached and their legs burned with the effort. Sunlight still streamed in through the aperture.

      “Do you hear that?” Daniel asked.

      The wizard shook his head. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Exactly. No screaming. No gunshots.” The agent holstered his gun, sprinted forward, and leapt toward the hole. His hands clung to the edge and he pulled himself over and rolled into a crouch. Morgana stood several yards away with her wand up and surveyed the area with a frown.

      Daniel stood and aimed his weapon at her before he noticed the two dozen men in gray-black camouflage and tactical helmets arrayed in a semi-circle around the necromancer with their assault rifles aimed at her.

      Hugo climbed out of the hole. “It seems like the reinforcements have arrived. And I don’t see any tourists.” He peered off into the distance. “I think I see where they ran off to—down the road at the bottom of the hill.”

      “Give it up, Morgana,” Daniel shouted. “You’ve lost.”

      She lifted her wand high in the air and gripped it with both hands. Purple and dark green energy crackled over it. “It’s too late. I may fall here, but I’ll drag you to hell with me, Winters.”

      The earth itself seemed to groan, and the entire area shook. Walls and stone seats cracked. A few remnants of pillars farther down the hill crumbled. The force threw everyone to the ground, including her. The tremor stopped.

      The witch laughed. “This is my final insult to you, Daniel Winters.” The bands of energy spread from her wand and crawled over her body. With each ripple, they burned away a little more flesh.

      Daniel aimed carefully and fired. The round still exploded a yard away, but this time, a black dome flashed into existence for less than a second. The guns of the French gendarmes came alive and their bullets slammed into Morgana’s shield.

      The crackle grew louder as the energy continued to consume her. Dozens of dark-green shuddering lines of power blasted from the necromancer’s body. They arced and slammed into the ground to blast grass, dirt, and rock like chunks of shrapnel. The energy continued to flow for several seconds before it stopped.

      Everyone ceased their fire and held their breaths.

      Morgana pushed off the ground. Her current body withered, seared by deep burns. She glared at Daniel as her wand disintegrated into dust. “I die today, but I die knowing you will soon die, too, and it brings me great comfort.”

      “Someday, but not today. Keep my seat warm for me in hell.” He aimed his pistol and fired. This time, the round thumped home in her head. The explosion vaporized it along with the top of her body. The remaining portion toppled to the ground and smoked eerily. He exhaled a slow breath. “I don’t think she’ll come back from that.”

      Hugo jerked his head back and forth. “We’re not done,” he shouted in French. “There are still more enemies.”

      The agent scrubbed a hand over his face. “What’s going on, Hugo?” he asked in French when he realized the wizard wanted the gendarmes to understand.

      “There’s something com—”

      Stone and dirt erupted in all directions as something massive crashed through the top of the theater seats. Daniel spun toward the new arrival.

      The wizard’s eyes widened. “What the hell is that?”

      The new enemy would make a Kilomea look small. The semi-humanoid monster towered over the humans at easily two or three times the height of an adult man. Leathery, gray flesh covered its naked body. Four arms, all tipped with sharp claws, protruded from its squat body. Daniel couldn’t discern anything that might resemble a face. Silver metallic implants lined its limbs, chest, and back.

      “Morgana’s last project,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

      The commander of the French gendarmes ejected his magazine and grabbed a green-marked one from his belt. “Anti-magic bullets authorized,” he shouted in clipped French.

      I could use a few more of those myself right now.

      Daniel emptied his magazine into the monster. The bullets blew chunks of flesh from the creature, along with several of the implants. It stumbled back after the assault and its muscle and new flesh flowed from the edges of its wounds. Thin, fleshy strands bolted toward the lost implants, snagged them, and began to draw them back.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” the agent shouted. He reloaded and his heart thundered painfully in his chest. “Any ideas, Hugo?”

      “I’d have to know what that is to have an idea.” He took several deep breaths. His pale color and sweat-covered face suggested he was close to his magical limit.

      The wizard gritted his teeth and pointed his wand. He shouted an incantation but nothing happened. He grimaced.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Hugo shook his wand a few times. “I don’t know. I can sense it’s magic, but somehow, that thing can disrupt mine.”

      “Some regenerating super-zombie that can disrupt magic. Fine, technological solution it is.”

      The gendarmes stared at the monster, their guns aimed but their faces covered in shock.

      Daniel gestured toward the enemy. “Shoot it already,” he bellowed.

      They opened fire, their combined volley as loud as the roar of a cannon. Huge holes appeared in the creature as it loped toward its latest attackers.

      The CIA agent reloaded. “I’m on my last explosive magazine.” His arm wound from earlier throbbed.

      Do you need a tetanus shot when you get scratched by a zombie?

      The French maintained their fire as they backed away in formation, their faces locked in grim determination. Their bullets wounded Morgana’s monster, but its body continued to knit itself together.

      “Do you have another big grenade?” the wizard asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “That was the only one, and I don’t think a sonic or a frag will do much good.”

      He aimed at the left leg and delivered the rest of his rounds into the thick mass of muscle and skin. The explosions separated the limb from the body, and the creature fell to one knee.

      The gendarmes continued their strategic withdrawal, and their volleys ripped into the monster with each slow step. Several men blasted it with grenade launchers, but their attacks delivered no more permanent damage than Daniel’s. The torso of the beast shook and tissue ejected from the leg as it reattached itself. More lost implants reconnected themselves.

      “Fuck. It’s those damned implants,” the agent muttered. “If we could somehow separate them from the body, maybe we’d have a chance.” He retrieved two frag grenades and threw them toward the creature. They exploded and produced a shower of gore, but his earlier estimate had proven correct as the monster continued to regenerate.

      “I have a better idea,” Lucy chimed in through his earpiece.

      Daniel shook his head. He’d forgotten about her in the chaos of the tunnel hunt and the fight. “A better idea? Tac nuke?”

      Lucy snorted. “Yes. What that thing is might rely heavily on magic, but it’s obvious that whoever made it didn’t consider good operational security from a technological perspective.”

      The gendarmes reloaded with conventional rounds. Given the cost of individual anti-magic bullets, they’d spent millions of Euros to accomplish nothing.

      He also reloaded, this time also with a conventional magazine—one of the few he had left. “I’ve run low on ideas other than calling in an air strike.”

      “Even if those implants involve some sort of mixture between magic and technology, they transmit on a conventional radio frequency,” Lucy explained.

      Daniel fired three quick shots into the monster, but the small holes sealed almost instantly. “Encrypted?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t matter. From what I can tell, there is a big spike in transmission whenever you blow one off, so simply hurt it and jam the transmissions.”

      The agent kept firing until his gun clicked. “You’re making a big assumption here.”

      “Or we could ask the French government to drop a huge bomb on the entire place while you’re still there.” Lucy scoffed. “You’ve at least kept it distracted. If you break and run now, it’ll head into town. Jam the transmissions and separate the implants.”

      “If this works, I’ll have to take you out for some tofu.” Daniel holstered his pistol and circled toward the gendarmes with Hugo right behind him. He pulled out a broad-spectrum jammer disguised as a pack of playing cards and chuckled.

      They sent him after a necromancer with the explicit permission of the French government, but the SAD was still more concerned about how best to hide his toys.

      He waved an arm, and the gendarmes ceased fire and continued to back up. Several took the opportunity to reload quickly.

      “Do you still have grenades?” the CIA agent shouted.

      Several men nodded, and their commander looked at Daniel. “Do you have some sort of plan?”

      The monster’s wounds continued to heal, and it stood and shook its body almost in defiance.

      “You’re about to lose comms from jamming, but it’ll hopefully stop the regeneration. If I’m right, the implants won’t return to the body, and we can finish it off.” Daniel pressed a hidden button in his jammer and tossed it to the ground. He drew his gun as the creature charged again.

      Hugo exchanged his wand for a small handgun with distaste visible on his face. Bullets roared from rifles and pistols, along with the occasional grenade from the attached launcher. Chunk after chunk of the monster’s body flew off to coat the ground and stone structures with blood. The men maintained the barrage and each reloaded when they ran dry.

      A minute passed before the commander yelled, “Cease fire!”

      Daniel took several deep breaths. His heart still pounded furiously.

      Morgana’s great monster was now nothing but a scattered mound of minced meat and blood. Shiny implants were scattered over the area but no new strands of flesh appeared and the monster didn’t regenerate.

      The agent holstered his pistol and exhaled slowly, then shrugged. “You need to secure all those implants before we kill the jamming.” He nodded toward a crimson-speckled and dented implant. “If you ask me, you’ll need to lock them all up in separate boxes to be safe.”

      The commander turned and shouted commands to his men. Several rushed toward vehicles at the bottom of the hill while others shouldered their rifles and looked at the carnage with disdain.

      Hugo stepped beside Daniel. “Did Morgana ever have anything like that before?”

      He glanced at the necromancer’s remains and shook his head. “Nope. Something decided to lend her a hand and test a few goodies.” He knelt and grabbed one of the monster’s implants. “You know the only thing worse than technology and magic?”

      The commander frowned for a second but didn’t say anything.

      Hugo frowned. “What?”

      “Technology and magic together.” He slipped the implant into his pocket and sighed as he shook his head. “Maybe if Morgana had focused more on that instead of necromancy and revenge, she could have saved her sister.”

      The contractor patted him on the shoulder. “It’s not your fault, you know.”

      He shrugged. “I’m not saying it is. She lost any pity I might have given her the first time she murdered someone for their organs.” He shook his head and reminded himself that it was over. “Damn. Today was weird, even for my job.”

      “But at least it wasn’t boring.”

      The agent laughed. “I’m beginning to think boring isn’t such a bad thing.”
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      Tim folded his arms and leaned back in his desk chair to regard Daniel with a slight frown on his face. “The French government has spun the incident as a terrorist attack. They haven’t admitted that the CIA was involved. Instead, they focused on the bravery of their local forces, especially since there’s so much outrage about an ancient cultural heritage site that suffered that amount of damage.”

      The younger man shrugged. “The local forces were damned brave. They didn’t break and run when some ridiculous cyber-magical monstrosity erupted from the ground.” He frowned. “And the French didn’t bitch that I grabbed implants? At least the one they saw me take?”

      “They haven’t mentioned it,” his mentor replied. “I’ve already passed them along for research. We don’t know if they have anything at all to do with what you encountered in Paraguay, but I don’t think anyone’s comfortable with necromancy combined with technology.” He retrieved his stress ball from a drawer and squeezed. “I’ve dealt with this kind of thing on and off throughout my entire career, but now I wonder if something worse will come. There used to be experiments here and there but small-scale research only. The only question is who helped Morgana and where this latest technology came from.”

      Daniel thought for a moment. “I haven’t a clue. You don’t think it’s a coincidence, Tim?”

      He scoffed. “When is this crap ever a coincidence? At least Morgana’s dead. The Company’s happy about that and gives you full credit.”

      “Credit for taking down a woman who was obsessed with killing me? In the end, it came down to me killing her before she took me out.”

      Timothy shrugged. “She might have been obsessed with you, but that doesn’t change the fact that she was a brutal killer. We can’t do anything for the people she killed, but you made sure that she’d never be a problem again.”

      Daniel frowned. “I wonder how many enemies I have like her. Enemies that I don’t even know I have.”

      His mentor gave the stress ball a tight squeeze and tossed it to the side of his desk. “You can’t do this job and not make enemies. Every mission has consequences. I’ll be honest, Daniel. It’s not too late for you if you’re worried. You’re young. You can still walk away and make something of your life.”

      “From the CIA?” He snorted. “Are you serious?”

      The older agent leaned forward. “You think your secrets are weighing on you now? It’ll only get worse from here. I’m not telling you to walk away. I’m merely telling you it’s an option. You’re a damned good agent, one of the best I’ve worked with in my time at the Company. I’m merely saying in twenty years, you’ll be me.” He ran a hand over his head. “Bald, paranoid, and seeing assassins around every corner.”

      “And how many lives have you saved, Tim? How many countries—and not only our own? Some prices are worth paying. We may work in the shadows, but we’re still the guardians of freedom.”

      Timothy managed a smile. “That we are.”

      Daniel nodded. No. He wouldn’t leave. Not while he was still alive.
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        * * *

      

      A few nights later, he gulped his beer as Connor packed the last of the figurines into baggies. The analyst folded his Dungeon Master’s screen and shook his head.

      “Problem, Connor?” Daniel asked.

      The other man laughed. “I thought this necropolis adventure would last much longer, but you guys have been ridiculous the last few sessions. Sure, I get that Taylor would pop the skeletons and zombies with ease, but then you all stumbled onto the mummy lord and shredded him like you’re twice the level you are. You weren’t even supposed to fight him directly. You were supposed to go find the Key of the Sun and use that, but you took him on.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s better to be lucky than good.”

      Lorelai smirked and Taylor grinned.

      “We didn’t stumble onto him, man.” Juan shook his head. “We searched and found a shortcut. We used our brains.”

      Connor picked up a can of Fresca, shook it, and scowled when he realized it was empty. He set it back on the table. “That shortcut should have been almost impossible to find. I’m not trying to say I railroaded you, but this whole adventure has been nothing but you guys owning me in a way you never did with the Drow or the orcs before them.”

      “Luck has to come to everyone eventually,” Daniel muttered and lifted his wizard figurine. He was glad they were done with the necropolis adventure. The mere idea of running around in darkened tunnels to fight pretend undead monstrosities reminded him too much of Lyon.

      The DM sighed. “The problem is I’m obviously too nice to you guys.” He smirked and winked. “Next time, it’s nothing but lines of ancient dragons to devour you all. I’ll drop you into so many dragons, you’ll walk around with three dragonlances simply to be safe.”

      “We’d probably kick their ass.” Juan grinned and high-fived Taylor.

      Lorelai pushed a few strands of her curly auburn hair out of her eyes. “We have been awesome lately.” She shook a finger at Connor. “But it’s not only luck. Good strategy counts for a lot.”

      Daniel nodded. “True, but I think we might have too much of an advantage.”

      Everyone’s head swiveled his way and their gazes filled with a look of inquiry.

      He shrugged. “Look, Connor’s a great DM, but he’s been our primary DM for a while now. You’re all intelligence professionals, and I used to be one.”

      Connor smirked.

      Shut up, you.

      Daniel eyed his friend. “What I’m saying is that we’re Bletchley Park and Connor’s Enigma. We’ve broken him. We know what he will send against us in terms of style, strategy, and tactics.”

      The DM laughed. “Ouch. You know, though, I’ve thought about that. You’re the only ones I ever play D&D with anymore, so it’s been a couple years since I last played a character. It might be nice to be on the other side on the DM screen.”

      Taylor rubbed his chin. “But I’m not fond of rotating, which means we’d probably need to start over. It’d be interesting, though.”

      Lorelai lifted her character sheet. “To be honest, I’d love to start a new level one. Something is lost when you reach a higher level and those low-challenge monsters are more nuisance that threat. Don’t get me wrong. I like this character, but she’s had a good run.”

      Juan snagged a Dorito from an open bag and crunched on the chip. “Who will DM, though? I hate DM’ing. So I’m out.”

      Lorelai, Taylor, and Connor all stared at Daniel.

      He frowned. “What? Why me?”

      “You were the one who suggested it,” she replied.

      He wanted to complain that he was too busy, but they all worked more than forty hours a week at their jobs. Everyone but Connor thought he merely flew around the world and had a great time and traded minor artifacts. It’d look like nothing more than a pathetic whine.

      Daisy. My friends. If I want a life, I’ll have to make time for it.

      “Okay.” Daniel finished his beer and released an appreciative sigh. “I don’t want to discuss campaign ideas tonight, though, so we’ll start that next time.” He looked at Connor. “But you’re okay with this? I didn’t plan on a coup.”

      His friend laughed. “Nah. If anything, I’m excited.” He tapped the side of his head. “And you’re right. I’ve become too predictable, and you’ve all become too attuned to things. It’s rather like our jobs.”

      Lorelai frowned. “Huh?”

      Juan and Taylor leaned forward and both looked confused.

      Daniel remained silent but he wasn’t sure where Connor was going with the conversation. His friend had drunk only pure Fresca rather than any mixed drink, so he was sober.

      Connor nodded toward a window. “The world has changed. Magic came back in a big way.” He pointed to his Dungeon Master’s Guide. “When I first started playing D&D as a kid, it used to be nothing but a game manual, pure fantasy. Now, fantasy races even more exotic than in D&D wander the streets. Dangerous magicals threaten the country, while others do their best to keep them in check. But come on—I don’t mean we have to go into any details because we’re not in a SCIF, but I know we’ve all had the same experience. The US intelligence community does what it’s always done—we still fight the last war, even though the PDA now exists. It’s frustrating.”

      “I’m not saying you’re wrong, man,” Juan replied. “But it’s not like we can do anything about it. We can only do our part. Eventually, the brass will figure it out and things will change.”

      Taylor nodded. “I thought about that myself only the other day. We do all this intelligence collection, but the government can barely make use of magical tools. It’s messed up that most of the official federal magical intelligence infrastructure is based on the same shit they had set up when they hid magic from everyone. That doesn’t make sense at all.”

      A grin spread across Connor’s face. “Exactly. New threats require new strategies.” He gave Daniel a knowing nod.

      He’s got them thinking about paradigm changes, even if none of them have considered aliens. Good job, Connor. I always underestimate you.

      Lorelai slammed her fist into her palm. “It’s complete bullshit. They should reorganize the entire intelligence community. Half the money we spend could probably be better spent if we did more to integrate magicals directly. The IC constantly talks about paradigm changes and blind spots. We can’t always deal with assholes like Michael Galbraith through the old methods. The world got lucky with him as it is, let alone many of the other threats that have come up in the last twenty years.”

      Juan and Taylor nodded their agreement, even if their faces suggested far less immediate passion about the issue.

      We’ll hit Lorelai first, then. Good scouting, Connor.

      “Yes,” Connor murmured. “It’s important to keep an open mind about the threats to the country and the world. Do you agree, Daniel?”

      He smiled at his friend. “Sure. I might be out of the game, but that doesn’t mean I don’t remember how frustrating it was when you dealt with some unusual threat but the bureaucrats still thought everything was about hacking North Korean phones like we were still in 2015.”

      Juan jumped up and pointed at Connor. “You sneaky bastard. I know what you’re doing.”

      The agent frowned. Did Juan know more than either of them suspected?

      Connor lifted his head to offer a wide grin to Juan. “Oh?”

      Juan crossed his arms. “You’re not feeling lucky tonight, so you don’t want to do For Want of a Dollar and lose your streak. You’re trying to make us forget about it.”

      “Seriously?” He burst out laughing. “Fine, then. Bring it.”

      The other man sank back into his seat. “I’ve got the perfect one. It’s based on a story about my time in the Army. They declassified the incident, which is why you have never heard about it before. I’ll tell it but insert three lies. You have to identify them.”

      Daniel grinned. “Great. It’s been a while since we’ve had one of these.” He rubbed his hands together.

      The others leaned toward Juan, faces alight with interest.

      He gestured broadly with his hands. “A couple of years before I got out, our unit was called up for a special mission. We were stationed at Yongsan. Even though I mostly rode a desk at that point, they wanted all the intel guys in the field. It wasn’t like I was Air Force.”

      He smirked at Connor, who flipped him off with a grin.

      “I can’t help it if you were dumb enough to join the Army instead of the Air Force.” Connor shrugged.

      Juan chuckled. “Anyway, the brass wasn’t all that specific. The way they told it was that some high-value recon drone had crashed, and they didn’t want a bunch of ROK guys to pick up the pieces. So, they took a shitload of guys with high-end clearances, not only Army. I think they grabbed almost every intel chairborne ranger from Osan and Kunsan, too, not to mention a bunch of soldiers from all over. They even pulled a bunch of Marines from Japan.

      “Okay.” He cleared his throat. “Everyone show your dollars because I’ve got the first question.” He took his wallet and fished out twenty one-dollar bills, set them to one side, and patted a pencil next to him. “This will be a silent vote.”

      Everyone grabbed a few pieces of scrap paper and their pencils.

      Juan rolled his shoulders. “Okay, first things first. I lied about who all were called in to help with the search. Who didn’t get called in?”

      Connor snorted. “Too easy.” He scribbled his answer down.

      Daniel nodded. “I agree with Connor. Too easy.”

      The four challengers slid their papers to Juan. He inspected each one individually and made a big show of rubbing his chin as he nodded.

      Finally, he laughed. “Not a good start for me, but I wanted to ease you into it. But you’re right. They didn’t call any Marines in from Japan. I owe you all a dollar.”

      Taylor and Connor high-fived each other. Lorelai crossed her arms and smiled.

      “Let’s move on.” Juan eyed each of his friends in turn. “So, only the Air Force and Army guys were sent out. They basically made us comb this huge area in search for debris. You think a FOD walk on a runway after an airshow is bad? I think looking for a needle in a haystack would have been easier than what they had us do.” He shook his head. “So anyway, they took us to this big fucking crater. You didn’t exactly need a ninety-nine on your ASVAB to figure out that some tiny-ass recon drone wouldn’t make that kind of crater on impact.”

      Daniel arched a brow. “They lied to your faces, despite that you all had clearances?”

      Juan laughed. “Yeah, in the beginning. Eventually, they gathered us together, and they finally admitted, ‘Oh, yeah, mixed signals. This wasn’t a normal recon drone crash, but we had to say that.’ We thought the North Koreans had crashed a plane or some shit because they had us damned close to the DMZ. They showed us the crater, and we collected the debris.”

      He shrugged. “Here’s the thing, though. We found a little metal and plastic, the stuff you’d expect, but most of it wasn’t that at all. It looked like dark blue crystal—many small pieces and some bigger pieces. I’m not talking about they dropped someone’s vase, but something a lot bigger—like fucking huge, even the size of a building. Not a skyscraper, but maybe a decent-sized house in the burbs. That kind of thing.” Another grin crept onto his face. “Or did I lie about how big it was? Everyone, write down your answers.”

      Daniel scribbled down his “no, you’re not lying” answer and slid it over with a slight frown on his face. His grandfather had been involved in the hunt for aliens in the Army. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that Juan might have been tasked to collect alien debris by higher-ups who concealed the truth.

      He scratched his chin as his mind raced with the possibilities. The story wouldn’t end with an admission of aliens. There was no way Fortis and other groups could be that blasé, but Daniel couldn’t help but wonder.

      Juan gathered the answers and smiled. “Daniel and Lorelai are right. Connor and Taylor are wrong.”

      Connor groaned. “Shit. My winning streak.”

      She smirked. “It wasn’t that much of a streak.”

      “Juan was right. I shouldn’t have pressed my luck.”

      They all laughed, and Connor shrugged with a sheepish smile on his face.

      Juan cleared his throat. “So, we spent an entire fucking day, sun up to sun down, to collect little crystal bits in addition to the plastic and metal. They even brought tents in and made us sleep out there. In the end, we did that shit for three days. We asked over and over what it was, but they insisted that we didn’t need to know. Finally, when it was over, they sent us all home, and a few weeks later, the people involved were dragged down to a SCIF for a full debriefing where they thanked us for our service and made us sign forms.” He held up a hand. “Like I said, declassified. I received a little email about it only the other day.”

      He shrugged. “They explained the deal. You see, because there are very few humans in the region, there are lots of rare species. It’s a wildlife preserve, but when magic came back, it also woke up some magical creatures in the DMZ. One species was originally from Oriceran, but they had thought it’d gone extinct. They were excited when there were sightings. However, it wasn’t like the North Koreans would allow a bunch of magical zoologists to wander the DMZ looking for them, so they decided to collect samples outside the DMZ. Unexpectedly, they discovered a major concentration of magical crystals on the ROK side.”

      Lorelai’s face scrunched up in confusion. “I don’t understand why this required a bunch of people with security clearances instead of a group of schoolkids.”

      “It turns out those crystals can be made into a very lethal poison. The ROK government and our guys were worried that if they didn’t keep it quiet, the North Koreans might sneak some people over for samples.” Juan shrugged.

      Daniel blinked. “So, they had you out there to handle poison?”

      Juan shook his head. “Nah, man. You need magic to make it into a poison. Otherwise, it’s simply a crystal. If something hits it too hard, it could explode, though, which is what happened.”

      “It fell?”

      “Nope.” Juan laughed. “This is where the drone came in. A drone did crash there, but it happened to hit this crystal pile and blew it up. That’s how they discovered it.”

      Lorelai stared at Juan. “They didn’t want you to handle poison, but just, you know, explosives?”

      He shrugged. “Sure, if you want to look at it that way.”

      This time, everyone stared at him, and he merely smiled in response.

      Juan held up a finger. “So, last question. I won’t do true or false but I will make you think. You know why we were there and even why it had to be secret, but what was it we actually collected?”

      Daniel tapped his pencil’s eraser against his lip. He thought through the possibilities until one obvious example presented itself. It seemed obvious that the substance was connected to the animals somehow rather than a separate geological deposit. He wasn’t an expert on animals, let alone Oriceran animals, but plenty on Earth shed skin and feathers. It was easy to imagine some strange rock creature that did the same thing with crystals.

      He scribbled down his answer of ‘Oriceran animal skin’ and slid it to Juan. The others finished their answers and passed them along.

      Juan read each paper with a smile. “Only one person got it right.”

      Daniel smiled, confident in his answer.

      Juan held up a paper. “Shit.”

      “Huh?” Taylor frowned. “Why are you complaining? You said only one person got it right.”

      Connor nodded and frowned. Lorelai smirked.

      Daniel glanced at Lorelai. She seemed confident, too, but Juan said only a single person was right.

      No, my answer’s right.

      “You don’t understand,” Juan explained. He set the paper down. It was Lorelai’s handwriting.

      Oriceran animal shit (for example, fairy shit)

      Daniel’s eyes widened. “You’re shitting me.”

      Juan shook his head. “Nope. I don’t shit people about shit. That crystal was a big pile of crystal poop from some magical Oriceran animal.” He laughed. “They said we didn’t need to wear gloves because it wasn’t like human bacteria fed on it.”

      “How the hell did you know, Lorelai?” Daniel stared at the Navy vet.

      She shrugged. “I guess I know my shit.”

      The three other men exchanged confused looks for a few seconds before they burst into laughter.
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      The next morning, Tommy stepped into the front of the shop with Daniel’s Green Lantern mug. The boy had dark rings under his eyes and looked like he needed the coffee more than the CIA agent did.

      “Did you have a rough night?” Daniel asked.

      The half-elf set the mug on the counter. “I had some trouble sleeping.” He rubbed his eyes. “Too bad I hate the taste of coffee. You need to stock something other than Fresca in the fridge.”

      The man eyed him. “Did you have nightmares? If you need to talk to Pops or me about anything, we’re here, and we’ll listen.”

      The boy shrugged. “Nah, it’s just…you know I couldn’t sleep in the living room, so I slept in your bed, but you and your friends are noisy.” He laughed. “Sorry, dude. I should have slept downstairs, but it wasn’t that loud last time.”

      “I’m sorry about that.” He chuckled. “It’s one of the few times we really cut loose.”

      Tommy waved a hand dismissively. “You’re kind of loud, but my dad’s friends party a lot harder than that, so I can’t bitch too much.”

      Daniel lifted the mug and took a sip of the coffee. Despite a late night and rising before the sun—the result of the autumn’s increasing grip on the area—he wasn’t that tired. “You know, it’s D&D. It’s not exactly inappropriate stuff for teens, so you could play with us if you wanted. I play with all those guys and Lorelai because I’ve known them for years, but we always have more room for another.”

      “Sorry, Daniel.” The half-elf shrugged. “It’s not really my thing. If I could be in a role-playing game, I think I’d want to make my character a human accountant, or an elf accountant, but not a half-elf son of a musician.”

      The agent downed some of the hot brew before he set the cup on the counter. “Is it that hard? I know about the gang, but what about school? If people give you shit, you could talk to someone about that. It’s a school, not a prison. You don’t have to put up with bullshit because some other kids have a problem.”

      Tommy shook his head. “That’s it, dude. Those assholes who kicked my ass…” He sighed. “That shit doesn’t happen a lot. I keep my head down, and people don’t want to screw with me. It’s more that with my parents, I’m left out of both worlds. I’m half-human and born on Earth, so a lot of elves and other Oricerans don’t want to deal with me. And humans? My own mom took off because she wanted to stay around her own ‘kind.’” His shoulders slumped, and he looked away.

      Daniel patted him on the shoulder. “Elf or human, those people are the ones in the wrong. Pops and I have welcomed you here, and we don’t care what you are as long as you go to school and set yourself up for the future. Keep in mind that your dad does love you, even if he’s irresponsible and obsessive. The fact that he’s an elf is almost incidental there.”

      “Yeah, I know.” The kid chuckled. “But it’s hard, you know?” He glanced at a shelf that held musical instrument artifacts and his gaze settled on a bongo drum. It was a minor artifact that projected some light when played. “He left on tour again the other day. I stopped by to say hi as he was leaving. He didn’t even call me to let me know he was heading out. All he said was, ‘If you ever want to come on tour with me, let me know.’”

      The boy ran his tongue along his teeth and shrugged. “That’s messed up. I wish I could hate him more, but if I were more like him, it wouldn’t be a problem. We could spend all our time together.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Never blame yourself, Tommy. It’s not your fault. It’s his fault.”

      “What are you blaming me for now?” called a voice from the stairs. Peter smiled as he descended in his tied-off robe, a can of Fresca in his hand.

      “Nothing, Pops,” Daniel replied. “We were talking about Tommy’s father and the future.”

      The old man shook his head. “Don’t worry about that bum, Tommy. You always have a place under our roof.”

      Tommy laughed and pointed at the bottom of the robe. The knot was slipping. “You better be careful with that, dude. Otherwise, I’ll have to go sleep in the alley to avoid going blind.”

      The old man grunted and tightened the knot. “Kids these days.”

      Daniel chuckled. No zombies. No CIA. Nothing but people who cared about each other.

      His phone buzzed, and he pulled it out to check the message. He didn’t recognize the number.

      I’ve found something for you. Now I won’t owe you. You know where to find me -R

      He narrowed his eyes and pocketed his phone. “I’ve got to go check on something—a new line on an artifact.”

      The boy nodded. “Sure thing, dude.”

      Peter eyed him for a moment and nodded as well.

      The CIA thought they had pulled me back from a vacation, but maybe the real vacation was to not worry about the aliens.

      Okay, Ralph, let’s see what you’ve got.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The increasing brightness of Ralph’s suits made Daniel wonder if magic was involved. Today, a loud green punished the agent’s eyes as he stepped into the hidden downstairs area of Lucky’s. Before he headed over to the informant, he swung by the bar.

      Lucky wasn’t behind the counter. Instead, a cool-faced elf Daniel didn’t recognize stood there.

      “What can I get for you, sir?” the elf asked.

      “Martini.” Daniel smirked. “Shaken, not stirred.”

      The bartender didn’t smile at the spy humor but simply turned to prepare the drink.

      The CIA agent glanced at Ralph. He sat in the corner, sipped a Manhattan, and stared at him.

      The elf set the drink down with an expectant look in his eyes.

      Daniel nodded to the drink. “Put it on my tab.”

      “Of course, sir.” He gave him a polite nod.

      He left the drink at the bar, his rules requirement satisfied, and maneuvered through the crowded bar toward Ralph. Even though it was morning, almost every table and booth was filled. The rainbow-suited gnomes Daniel had seen talking with Madge on an earlier visit sat around a table in the center. They played an Oriceran card game where small images of different animals appeared above the cards when they were played.

      Magical go fish?

      He tore his attention away from the gnomes as he neared Ralph’s table. Although Daniel liked to think the man enjoyed sitting in the dark, he had to admit the sleazy fashion offender also tended to place himself with his back against a wall and with a good view of the room and exits. While few would dare violate Rule #1, Lucky killing someone wouldn’t do much to bring the victim back to life. A little caution could keep a man alive.

      “I’m here.” Daniel sat. I assume you won’t waste my time.”

      Ralph snorted. “Of course I’m not gonna waste your time.” He tugged on his collar. “I owe you, and I know that I owe you. I ain’t gonna screw you over when I owe you. But there’s been a complication, and I figured it’d be better to discuss that in person.”

      Daniel leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. “A complication?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got a line on something related to the murder you asked me about.” The man sniffled and rubbed his nose. “But I need money to follow up on it.”

      “This is supposed to be a favor because you fucked me over. Why should I pay you?”

      “I ain’t trying to screw you here, Daniel. This is strictly business.” He pointed to Daniel, then himself. “I’m offering my services for free, but that don’t mean the people I have to bribe will agree to do shit for free, and I can’t ask them to. It makes me look like a chump.”

      The agent snorted. “You could take the hit.”

      Ralph shook his head. “A man can only take so many hits. Even if you don’t kill me, it won’t do me no good to run around without money.” His smile was thin and a little strained. “Hey, you’re the one who needs the information. I don’t give two shits. If you give me a little extra money, I’ll get what you need. I’ve already pulled strings to get as far as I can without splashing cash around.”

      Daniel locked eyes with the informant and considered threatening the man before he leaned back and grunted. “Fine. I’ll front you some more money, but I want results and soon. By soon, I mean yesterday.”

      “I live to please.” Ralph saluted him with a smirk.

      “And let me make one thing clear.” He stood and glared a warning. “If there’s another mistake like in Australia, I’d strongly suggest you figure out if there’s a hole in some Oriceran mountain you can move to because I will come for you.”

      Ralph shrugged. “Sure thing.”

      The agent turned and headed toward the stairs, his mind filled with the possibilities of further betrayal.
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        * * *

      

      The informant’s annoying fashion choices lingered in Daniel’s mind’s eye as he stepped off the elevator into the operations room in the brownstone. Ronni stood behind a chair at the central table and gestured wildly with her hands. Connor looked between his computer, her, and a large holographic display of an Egyptian pyramid.

      “It’s our best shot,” she exclaimed and clapped her hands. “Daniel will be thrilled.”

      “I’ll be thrilled about that?” he asked.

      She yelped and snapped her head in his direction. Her cheeks pinkened as she placed a hand over her heart. “You scared me, sir.”

      Connor chuckled. “That’s not hard to do, Ronni.”

      She dropped into her chair and rolled her eyes. “Just tell him already.”

      Daniel sat a few chairs down from Ronni. “Yeah, Connor, tell me already.” He grinned.

      His friend typed a command into his computer. The diagram of the portal page from Daniel’s parents’ notes appeared on the holographic display.

      “We’ve tried to track down a copy of the Codex of the Sky Gods, but before we could do that, we had to figure out how to do that.”

      The agent lowered his brows in a frown. “I don’t quite follow you.”

      Ronni nodded toward the holographic display. “We keep talking about it like it’s one book, but that’s misleading.”

      “Yeah, from what I understood in my parents’ notes, it’s kind of the collective term for multiple books all with evidence of something that might refer to alien contact. The commonalities are the alien symbols and different priests who claim divine inspiration after visitations by celestial messengers. Most people have interpreted these stories as being about Oriceran contact since the truth about our sister planet came out.

      “There are versions associated with ancient Mesoamerica, the Etruscans, ancient Egypt, and ancient Polynesia cultures among others. The Codex of the Sky Gods my parents investigated was Mesoamerican. Some were destroyed by the Spanish, but there are some versions that are commonly believed to be some of the few remaining that might have possibly survived into modern times.”

      Connor and Ronni stared at Daniel as if he’d grown wings.

      He snorted. “They were my parents’ notes. Did you think I hadn’t bothered to look through any of them before I gave them to you?”

      The two analysts exchanged glances before they looked at Daniel and shrugged.

      Daniel scrubbed a hand down his face. “I used to be an analyst before I became a field agent. I know how to collate information and run leads down.”

      “Sure,” Connor replied, “but it’s like any skill. Use or lose it.” He grinned. “But we’ve found some other information, too.”

      “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      Ronni cleared her throat. “Like you said, every version has the alien symbols, but we’ve examined other legends related to the Codex. We found something else very interesting. There are legends about missing cities that seem to be directly related to the same mythology associated with the Codex. Usually, the legends declared them ‘holy cities’ or ‘holy people’ chosen by the gods and removed to some sort of spiritual existence. The research Thomas Bernard did pointed us in that direction.

      “If we can get our hands on a copy of the full Codex, we’ll be able to understand whatever the link is between the cities, the aliens, and the people they take. Given what happened with the last batch of abductees, we can’t even be sure at this point if the aliens reach back in time to grab people or if they have taken and held people for a long time.”

      “They kidnapped people, maybe even entire cities, sent them to an alien planet, and people worshipped them as gods.” Daniel snorted. “What bullshit.”

      She winced and looked down.

      The agent sighed, immediately regretful for his frustrated outburst. “You’ve done a great job. All of this is interesting, but I don’t know if it gets us any closer to the aliens or the truth about what they have done. The only information I have about the Codex is what was in my parents’ notes, and they spent their entire careers before they disappeared in the search for a copy. I don’t think there is one left to be found, merely scraps and notes here and there.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Connor replied. “Because we’ve located a possible copy.”

      Daniel shot out of his chair. “What?”

      The analyst grinned. “Ronni and I did the basic research, and Paul and Ronni looked deeper, including into some shady shit in the underworld. With Big Gnome’s help, they accessed the Venger network so they could probe around the dark web. They found some info that pointed outside the Venger-affiliated dark web.”

      The agent nodded. “And that led you to a possible copy? Where is it?”

      “It’s not that simple,” Ronni replied and still didn’t meet his gaze.

      “It never is.”

      She shook her head. “We found a copy for auction. Mostly underworld types will attend, although there are a few wealthy collectors as well.”

      “That’s not so bad. I’ve dealt with worse. You’ve all done a damned good job.” Daniel smiled.

      “But even Tim doesn’t have easy access to the kind of money we’d need to win the auction.” Ronni typed something on her computer and frowned. “They’re talking ridiculous amounts of money from what I’ve read. The Codex is one of the more highly anticipated items in the auction, sir.”

      Daniel snorted. “I have no intention of bidding at the auction.”

      Connor chuckled. “What’s the plan then?”

      “It’s easy and straightforward enough.” He leaned forward and braced one arm on the table. “When is this auction?”

      “In a week,” Connor answered. “Do you plan to make some aggressive investment by then?”

      “Nope. Daisy will be back by then, which is an important part of this. And it gives Paul and Ronni plenty of time to set up our fake identities. Daisy and I will attend this auction but we won’t go there to bid. We’ll go to verify the winner.” Daniel grinned.

      Connor’s confusion melted away, and his grin grew wider than the agent’s.

      Ronni looked from one to the other. “I’m still confused. What good does that do?”

      “Once we know who it is,” he replied, “we can track them home, and Daisy and I can do what we’ve both done countless times before—artifact recovery.”

      The analyst chuckled. “It sounds more like breaking and entering to me.”

      “If all goes well, we might even be able to swipe it when we’re still in the auction city.” Daniel looked at Connor and Ronni. “Which is where, exactly?”

      She tapped quickly on her laptop. The holographic display changed to a translucent image of a dense skyline filled with skyscrapers near water combined with a lotus-shaped museum and three linked tall buildings.

      “Singapore,” the agent announced. “It’s been a while.”
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      Daniel adjusted the black silk bowtie of his tuxedo as he stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined a wall of the ballroom. Water stretched to the horizon for most of the view. A downward glance afforded him only dark specks given how high he was. A man could get arrogant if he spent a lot of time with such a view.

      The low murmurs of dozens of voices overlapped around him. He turned to study the room.

      Most of these people aren’t even businessmen and women. They’re criminals who have made their money off the suffering and abuse of innocent people.

      Round tables covered with white tablecloths and ornate floral centerpieces filled three-quarters of the room. Immaculately dressed men and women of several species sat or stood near the tables and chatted with drinks in hand.

      Waiters and waitresses in pressed black pants and white shirts maneuvered around the room. Each held a silver tray with drinks and hors d'oeuvres. A four-piece band sat atop a small stage and played light jazz. Several people smiled and danced on the wooden dance floor.

      Daniel chuckled and shook his head.

      You’d think this was some party at an insurance company retreat and not a concentration of corrupt wealth and power. I expected something more decadent, but maybe they don’t feel they have to show off nearly as much with this crowd. They have nothing to prove. Merely being here shows you’re elite.

      Many people would look at the room and see a pleasant enough cocktail party for the wealthy and beautiful. His study focused on more tactical considerations—the bulges in the jackets indicating guns or wands, and the relative positioning of obvious bodyguards near many of the guests. While some of those present might be mere wealthy collectors, most were far more dangerous than that, and those were only the ones he recognized. For all he knew, people had changed their appearance with makeup or magic.

      He would know. With the help of hair dye, contacts, and the subtle application of facial putty and prosthetics, Daniel no longer looked like himself—handsome but different. If his experience with Morgana had reinforced anything, it was that his time with the CIA had made him enemies. He needed to be mindful of that truth.

      Daniel narrowed his eyes as a boisterous, balding, middle-aged man broke out into laughter at a far table—Viktor Mikhailov. The Russian mobster had been one of the first people he noticed when he’d entered the room.

      I guess he got over me stealing that crown. Although I wonder what he’d do if he knew the man who stole it was in the same room as him.

      A shadow passed over him and he turned but resisted the urge to ready himself for an attack. His gaze settled on a familiar figure and he almost gasped.

      Daisy stood in a black gown that emphasized her curves while it revealed very little skin, along with matching arm-length gloves. A few elaborate braids were woven through her blonde updo, and he realized that he’d never actually seen her with her hair up before. Although she’d not changed her face like he had, she did wear green contacts and had used a spell to make her ears look human.

      You’d be surprised. Change one feature on an Oriceran, and a lot of people have trouble recognizing them.

      That’s what she’d told him.

      With so many magicals around, a little more magic wouldn’t stand out. Half the magicals in the room probably used cosmetic magic to smooth away lines or emphasize features. They would never expect an elf to hide her ears, though.

      Daisy tilted her head with a faint smirk. “I didn’t take that long to get ready. Why do you act so surprised?”

      Daniel shook his head. “It’s not that.”

      “What then?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not often that I am surprised by something so beautiful.”

      She offered him a faint smile and shook her finger at him. “You must have practiced. That’s a much better line than usual.”

      “I try.” He winked. “And I think a beautiful woman on my arm makes me stand out less than if I had a grumpy man still adjusting to modern times.”

      The elf woman laughed. “You constantly drag John to moldy old houses and murders. Poor guy.”

      “I’ll make it up to him.” Daniel gestured around the room. “And the truth is, he’s still adjusting to the world. He might have known about you and magic before everyone else did but that isn’t the same thing as being able to handle a world where Oricerans are on reality shows.”

      A hush spread throughout the room, highlighting only the music. Daniel turned toward the double doors of the ballroom. A gnome in a bright white suit strolled inside with a white fedora with a black band on his head. Four men flanked him in pairs on either side—two humans and two elves.

      “Cailarin,” Daniel murmured. “We only need the new number two on the Homeland Security Enhanced List to show up, and it’ll be a real party.”

      Daisy took his arm and smiled at him.

      He blinked. “What are you doing?”

      “Do you plan to do something about him?” She nodded toward the gnome.

      “He’s not really my problem at the moment,” Daniel replied. “Although with the concentration of scumbags in here, a single air strike would probably make the world a much, much better place.”

      She shook her head. “With the amount of magic I sense, along with the other defenses they must have set up, I doubt you could do much without a nuke or strategic-level magic. Plus, we’re kind of here.” She winked.

      “We’d leave first, but you’re right. The security seems light on purpose. It may be to not mess with the atmosphere, but even half the waiters move like combat veterans.” Daniel surveyed the room again. Between the humans and Oricerans, it was the worst of two worlds. “Too bad. I probably won’t have a chance like this again for a long time.”

      Daisy wrapped her arms around his neck. “We should ignore the gnome and other scumbags and enjoy the party.” She nodded to the band. “We can dance a little. I’m sure a man like you can dance.”

      “I can move my feet at least.” He dropped his arms to her waist as his heart rate picked up speed.

      “It’s a good thing when a man can control his body.” She winked again. “That means he can do…interesting things with it.”

      They swayed to the soft jazz, the beat slow and entrancing.

      She rested her head on his shoulder. “This is nice. You finally took me somewhere that doesn’t end with shooting or blood.”

      “This is dangerous,” Daniel whispered into her ear. “Way more dangerous than Australia.”

      The elf grinned. “What’s wrong with dangerous?” she breathed back. “We already talked about this. Will you run away from me?”

      “No, but there’s play time and there’s work time. It can be dangerous to mix them. Shouldn’t we concentrate on why we’re here?”

      Daniel didn’t worry that they might be overheard. If anyone did spy on them, they would likely assume he was there to collect an auction item for a third party. There were probably dozens of people present for similar reasons.

      “No,” Daisy whispered. “I don’t believe that. It’s an excuse people give themselves so they don’t have to live their lives. I don’t understand why humans would push it considering how short they live.” Daisy lifted her head and stared into Daniel’s eyes. “Shouldn’t you focus on carpe diem?”

      “If you never pay attention to the long-term, you’ll end up dead. You can’t seize days that aren’t there. I might not live a long life, but I want it to be as long as I can make it.”

      She laughed. “That is pretty iron-clad logic.” She moved her face closer, her full lips inches away from his. “Or is it?”

      He could kiss her right there. They both wanted it.

      It’ll draw attention. That’s a bad thing, right?

      “Daisy,” he murmured. “I don’t think—”

      She closed her eyes. “Don’t overthink it, Daniel.”

      The music stopped and someone tapped on a microphone. “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen,” called a bespectacled man in a black suit from the stage. “If you would take your seats, our staff will distribute your bidding devices. We will begin the auction shortly.”

      The elf opened her eyes and rolled them. “They couldn’t have timed that to be more annoying. I almost want to accuse them of planning it.”

      Daniel resisted a sigh. The moment was gone. He wouldn’t run from Daisy, but this wasn’t the time to lose himself in her beautiful blue eyes—now green, thanks to the contacts—and full lips. It was time to track the Codex of the Sky Gods.

      “See? A room full of the worst scum on the planet.” He grinned and looked around. “Let’s hope the winner is easy to handle.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes passed before everyone was seated with their bidding devices. Glowing numbers hovered above the table—not magical according to Daisy.

      Another hour passed as the auction proceeded through several other items. Provenance wasn’t a strong concern. Paul and Ronni had told Daniel that most of the items were stolen, something even the people who ran a corrupt underground auction didn’t want to emphasize.

      “Going once, going twice…sold to table thirty-two,” declared the lanky auctioneer.

      He tapped the side of his AR glasses. From what Daniel could tell, all the bids were displayed on the glasses. The agent cared less about that than the fact that they were considerably more stylish than anything the Company lent him.

      He stared at the large screen that hung above the auctioneer and showed the current bid. “That’s a hell of a lot of money for a dragon egg they admit won’t ever hatch.”

      Daisy sipped her wine and shrugged. “It’s an interesting talking point, or maybe they think they can get it to hatch.”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what we need flying around on Earth.” He grimaced. “It makes Jurassic Park look tame.”

      Two beautiful women in slinky dresses emerged from a backstage door. Both wore ridiculous heels that looked like they required magic to avoid injury while walking. They hurried forward to roll the cart holding the glass-encased dragon egg off stage. Another pair of women appeared a moment later with a new cart. This one held another glass case and a stand that supported a worn leather book.

      Daniel sucked in a breath. “It’s time. I half-thought we’d have to wait until the end.” He blew out a breath. “Too bad we can’t bid.”

      Daisy snickered. “If people are willing to bid so much for a dead egg, how much do you think they will bid for lost history?”

      “Good point.”

      The auctioneer gestured to the book. “This is a rare Etruscan copy of the so-called Codex of the Sky Gods. Scholars tell us that these books, in various forms, were once distributed among human civilizations, obvious proof of ancient contact with Oriceran. Now, of course, we all take it for granted, but think about the treasures and knowledge this tome represents—the unique view of what humans thought of our Oriceran neighbors millennia ago.”

      Daniel smiled. He sometimes forgot that few people understood the reality that non-Oriceran aliens walked the planets.

      The auctioneer swept his hand in an elaborate gesture. “It’s long been believed that every original copy, regardless of the culture, was destroyed—victims of religious purges or conspiracies by the Silver Griffins and other groups dedicated to holding back the truth of magic. Now, though, you can own this unique lost piece of history, a direct window into the distant past unfettered by revisionist historians.” He inhaled deeply. “The bidding will begin at twenty-five million dollars.”

      The agent inhaled sharply and his gaze flicked to the small bidding clicker that sat on the table.

      Maybe no one’s interested. One bid might not hurt.

      “Table three bids twenty-five million,” the auctioneer announced.

      Daniel frowned and looked at table three.

      The auctioneer gestured toward a bored-looking human with a ponytail who sat there. “We have a bid of twenty-five million. Do we have any other bids?”

      Daniel leaned toward Daisy. “That’s not too much. Tim could have afforded that.”

      “Table seventeen bids one hundred and twenty-five million,” the auctioneer announced. “Do we have another bid? We have one hundred and twenty-five million for this unique piece of history, an Etruscan copy of the Codex of the Sky Gods. Truth from a human perspective.”

      A murmur of excitement rippled through the crowd.

      Daniel frowned and looked at table seventeen. Cailarin sat there with an obvious smirk.

      “Table three bids one hundred and fifty million.”

      Daisy chuckled. “That turned expensive quickly.”

      “That’s true,” Daniel grunted. “So much for my plan to bid.”

      She laughed. “You planned to bid?”

      “I thought maybe no one would be interested.” He shrugged. “Or at least hoped.” His grin returned. “Don’t worry. That was the backup plan. We’ll still go with the primary.”

      Several more bids followed between tables three and seventeen, but the pony-tailed man whose expression never changed gave up once Cailarin’s bid reached two hundred and twenty-five million dollars.

      “Going once…going twice,” the auctioneer crowed. “Wait. We have a new bid for three hundred million dollars. Table thirty-three.”

      A few people gasped. A Light Elf in a robe covered with elaborate geometric patterns sat at that table with a serious expression on his face and a white-knuckled grip on his bidding clicker.

      “When did he get here?” Daniel asked. “I didn’t see him at the party.”

      Daisy shrugged. “I didn’t either. He might have been hiding with magic and waited for the book.”

      The auctioneer cut through the air with his hand and his eyes gleamed with excitement. “Three hundred million dollars. Do we have a bid to beat three hundred million dollars? Yes! Table seventeen bids four hundred million dollars.”

      The elf slammed his fist on the table and glared at Cailarin. The gnome gave him a toothy grin. People at several nearby tables laughed.

      “Table two bids five hundred million dollars,” declared the auctioneer.

      An older South Asian woman in a sari sat at the table with her fingers steepled and a satisfied look on her face. Two large bodyguards in suits stood on either side of her.

      “Do you know who that is?” Daniel asked.

      Daisy shook her head. “Someone very rich.”

      “Yeah, I could figure that out. I’m simply annoyed by how people I don’t recognize keep appearing.”

      “You can’t know everyone.” She smiled and shrugged.

      Cailarin narrowed his eyes at the woman but she didn’t look his way.

      Several more bids unfolded. The excitement and murmurs in the crowd built with the bid values—five hundred million, five hundred and fifty, six hundred, seven hundred and fifty, nine hundred.

      “Nine hundred million dollars,” the auctioneer shouted. “Do we have another bid? Going once…going twice.” He spun toward Cailarin. “Table seventeen bids one billion dollars!”

      The woman at table two exhaled a long sigh and shook her head.

      “One billion dollars for the only known copy of the Codex of the Sky Gods. Going once, going twice…”

      The entire room held its breath and stared at Cailarin.

      “And sold to table seventeen for one billion dollars.”

      The audience erupted in cheers and claps. The gnome’s smug smile widened.

      Daniel chuckled and shook his head. “You’d think they’d won the auction, but they’re all excited because some scum uses the money he got from corrupting society to buy something he doesn’t even need or want merely to prove how powerful he is. It doesn’t matter. We stick to the plan.”

      He handed Daisy a tiny silver pin beneath the table, an experimental tracker Ronni and Big Gnome had created. His team needed to know where the book went, and he was about to make use of one advantage Daisy had over John.

      The elf smiled, stood, and worked her way toward Cailarin as the auction staff wheeled the Codex off stage and brought forward the next item, a painting.

      At this distance, the agent couldn’t hear what she said, but her body language and smile made the flirting obvious. His stomach tightened. If the gnome saw through her, they didn’t have many good options. Any tracking spells she attempted would be felt instantly by the powerful target.

      Cailarin’s brow lowered.

      Come on. Come on. Buy into it, you bastard. You want the attention. You want to believe beautiful elves admire you. That’s why you spent a billion dollars on a book. That’s why you’re dressed in that suit and hat.

      Daisy leaned forward, put a hand to her mouth, and giggled. She ran her other hand down the gnome’s arm, and he said something with a hungry look in his eyes. With a nod, she stood and gave him a small wave before she sashayed back to Daniel’s table.

      The auctioneer gestured to the painting. “Another item long since lost—Earth’s most valuable lost painting, in fact, The Concert by Johannes Vermeer. Bidding begins at ten million dollars.”

      Daniel looked at Daisy as she returned. “So?”

      She winked. “I have a date with him later tonight, but otherwise, everything’s gone well. He has our little gift.”

      “Good.” He looked at the painting as a few bids came in. “Then all we have to do is sit here and watch people waste money on things they don’t need.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel shook his head as the elevator doors opened. They made their way down the hall to their massive suite. Timothy might not like that he had to pay for the expensive hotel room, but a minimum level of apparent wealth was necessary for their fake identities.

      Daisy chuckled. “What would you buy if money were no object?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” He shrugged. “Not most of the things they auctioned off tonight.” He stopped in front of the suite with a frown. The door was ajar.

      Yeah. Too easy. I should have known.

      He nodded toward the door. The elf sighed and shook her head. She looked both ways down the hallway before bright glyphs lit her arms up.

      The agent threw the door open and it slammed into a suited thug who fell with a groan. Six men, including the unfortunate doorstop, were spread out in the huge suite, four humans and two elves. The humans all held stun rods.

      If they want to take us alive, that means they probably don’t know who we are. Good. That gives us the advantage.

      The downed man still groaned as he crawled away from the door. Blood ran from his now crooked nose. “I’ll fucking gut you when this is over, you bastard.”

      Daniel cracked his knuckles. “I’m in a very nice tuxedo.” He nodded to Daisy. “She’s in a very nice dress. I don’t want to ruin these expensive outfits, so why don’t you gentleman tell me what you need so there doesn’t need to be any violence.”

      The two elves eyed Daisy and their gaze dipped to her glyph-covered arms.

      One of the men stepped forward. “Kneel and put your hands behind your back. We’ll take you to have a talk to our boss. He’s very interested to learn more about you.”

      The agent nodded. “Your boss? And who might that be?”

      “Cailarin.” The man pointed to the floor with the rod. “You dumb pieces of shit. You thought you could sniff around him without him knowing? Did you think he wouldn’t sense the tracking magic you tried to use on him?”

      Daniel frowned. It hadn’t been part of the plan to use a spell. Daisy was the one who’d insisted it’d be pointless.

      The man gestured at her. “Drop the spells, witch, or you’re gonna get hurt. If you want to survive this, you’d better do what we say.”

      “She’s not a witch,” one of the elves muttered. “She’s a Light Elf in disguise.”

      Daisy winked. “Saw right through it, did you?” She shrugged, and the air around her shimmered. Her normal ears returned as her hands edged down the side of her dress and her fingers traced her hips.

      The men all stared.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” their leader growled. “A little peep show won’t save you, bitch.”

      She reached the hem of her dress and grinned as she tore one side, then the other.

      “Mobility is important. I like what the dress does for my figure, but it’s too tight to move around in.” Daisy shrugged and gave him a disappointed look.

      The man blinked several times. “Are you fucking with us?”

      Daniel inched his hand toward his pocket. “Maybe she’s worried. I know I am. I guess this conversation with your boss won’t end with us still breathing, so it’s not like we have an incentive to do what you say.”

      The man sneered. “Do you want to keep breathing? That depends on what you say and who you are.”

      “We’re no one. At least no one you should screw with, asshole.” He jerked a stun pin from his pocket and threw it at the leader.

      The man’s body jerked, and he collapsed with a groan. Daniel rushed the next man closest to him. He reached his target and slammed a fist into his face before he could even raise his stun rod. The thug stumbled back and his weapon dropped to the floor.

      Bad reflexes. Not used to people fighting back, huh?

      The remaining men rushed both Daisy and Daniel.

      Her glyphs brightened, and a shimmering aura surrounded both her and Daniel. She leapt toward the wall and her shoes glowed as she landed and ran a few feet in defiance of gravity before she launched off. Her spinning kick nailed one of the elves’ heads and produced an audible crunch.

      The other elf blasted a blue bolt toward her, but her white aura absorbed the spell with a flash. She somersaulted toward her opponent and delivered several quick punches to his face and stomach. He grunted and stumbled back.

      Daniel snatched a stun rod and jammed the weapon into one of the men who charged him. He released the rod and used the thug’s body as a shield as he smashed an elbow into the face of the other man. As he crushed his adversary’s face, Daisy incapacitated another opponent with a brutal combo of punches and kicks. The last thug collapsed with his eyes closed.

      The partners moved back to back as they surveyed the suite. Their would-be captors lay on the ground and those who were conscious moaned in pain.

      The agent moved to each groaning man and jammed the stun rod into them. He frowned and pawed at his shirt. “Now I have blood on this. I told them this was a nice outfit, but they still had to screw with us.”

      Daisy laughed and pointed to the tears in her dress. “This dress didn’t do any better.”

      The CIA agent slipped the stun rod into his pocket and nodded at their suitcases. “I’m glad we traveled light. We should get going before any more nice men show up.” He frowned at her. “Why the hell would you try to use a spell on Cailarin? Am I missing something?”

      She grinned. “Did you know I can do magic?”

      “Yes. You’re an elf.” He shrugged.

      Daisy wagged a finger. “Not that kind of magic—card tricks and that sort of thing. Sleight of hand.”

      “And that’s relevant because?”

      Did she drink more booze than I realized?

      The elf held one hand up and snapped her fingers. Daniel stared at her for a moment and shrugged. She nodded toward her other hand where she held a small pistol.

      He blinked and shook his head. “What the hell?”

      “An example. Give someone something to concentrate on, and they won’t check the obvious.” She laughed and slipped the pistol back beneath her dress. “The tracker’s on Cailarin, but he thinks I used a tracking spell.” She shrugged. “So now he won’t look for a piece of tech for a while. Not only that, but the magic isn’t fully what he thought.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I started with tracking magic but changed it into resonance magic.”

      Daniel frowned. “Meaning what, exactly?”

      “A tracking spell I’d be able to follow from far away. Think of resonance as more like SONAR. I have a feeling now for the resonance of the Codex, so I’ll be able to throw pulses out and find it. The only trick is that we’ll have to be very close to it.”

      The agent nodded and rubbed his chin. He squeezed his earlobe and activated his commlink.

      “It’s time to go to work, Ronni. Your package has been delivered.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel yawned a day later as he stood in the operations room. An early morning combined with travel halfway across the world was killing him, even though he had taken a supersonic flight home.

      This is what I get for skipping my Killer ESP coffee today, but it’s not like I can make Tommy get up early because I’m in a hurry.

      Paul sat hunched over a laptop connected to three external screens. His face was a mask of concentration as his hands flew across the keyboard.

      Timothy sat at the other end of the table. He wasn’t frowning, but he didn’t smile either. Average, everyday Timothy in other words.

      Daniel took a seat. “I’m here, Tim. Your message said to come ASAP.”

      His mentor nodded. “Your tracker died a few hours after your little hotel party.”

      “Yeah, Ronni told me.” The younger agent shrugged. “At least we know who has the Codex, so it’s simply a matter of tracking Cailarin down. A guy that flashy can’t be that hard to find.”

      “You’d be wrong, as he’s one of the most elusive criminals on Earth,” Timothy corrected him. He nodded toward Paul. “Fortunately, you’re lucky that we have talented support staff.”

      The hacker continued to tap away at the keyboard while he muttered under his breath and occasionally adjusted his half-glasses. “Need to follow the path. Don’t need to break the encryption…follow the path through the proxy. Yes, too many proxies. One, two, three. Sometimes too many make it more obvious. Why don’t they ever realize that?”

      Daniel stared at the hacker, then looked at the older agent. “Care to translate any of that?”

      Timothy nodded. “Even though we lost the signal, Cailarin was already on a plane. Ronni and Paul tracked that to Florida and intercepted some signals from it. Paul’s now working to find our wayward gnome and the Codex.”

      “And what do we do once we find him? He’ll be suspicious, so I doubt I’ll be able to simply take John or Daisy and recover the book.”

      “I agree.” His mentor frowned. “Most times, we need to work alone in the shadows because of the risk, but sometimes, like in Lyon, it’s important to call reinforcements. I think this is one of those cases.”

      Daniel shrugged. “What reinforcements? To persuade a government to throw troops at a crazed necromancer who is building an army in a major city is easy, especially when you don’t need to keep it a secret. But we can’t get Company resources to help us go after the Codex. Fortis will find out, and that risks our entire mission.”

      “No, we can’t ask for reinforcements to help us recover the book.” Timothy leaned forward. “But what we can do is throw a bunch of government agents at one of the top men on the Homeland Security Enhanced Threat List to deal with his defenses and bodyguards.”

      “Clever,” Paul muttered under his breath. He tapped his fingers three times against the table. “Good way to do this, but even if you hid some of this with Venger, you still had to connect to normal systems. Holes. You can hide data, but you can’t always hide yourself. The footprint remains when the animal moves on.”

      Daniel refocused on Timothy. “What are you getting at?”

      “There’s a joint FBI-PDA-Homeland Security task force that’s dedicated to Cailarin and Venger. I’ll leak his location to that task force and get you fake credentials as a Homeland Security agent, along with some credentials for Daisy as a special Oriceran security attaché. Then you ride along with them as they do their thing.”

      “I get how you can hide me, but I doubt you can get a bunch of Light Elves to lie for you, Tim.”

      Timothy shook his head. “It’ll never get that far. Eventually, someone might figure it out, but by then, they’ll have no idea who you were. They won’t care because they’ll have the gnome and be on their way to shut down Venger.”

      He pointed at Daniel. “You’ll need to concentrate on looking for the Codex. You’re right, though, this might attract the attention of Fortis, but we have no choice. We don’t have the manpower, and even if we brought in several contractors, we’d risk exposure of our operation. The minute one of them mentioned helping us recover the Codex, Fortis would be onto us. Using the FBI, PDA, and Homeland Security is our best bet as long as you and Daisy don’t screw up.”

      Paul’s head shot up. “I beat the gnome who developed Venger.” A triumphant smile captured his face. “Even though I’m not a magical. They said it couldn’t be done. What crap.” He took a deep breath and released it slowly and murmured something under his breath.

      Daniel cleared his throat. “Paul?”

      The hacker looked his way. “Yes?”

      “Are you saying you know where he is?” His brow rose in anticipation.

      Paul nodded. “Cailarin, right?”

      The agent resisted rolling his eyes. “Yes, Cailarin. Tim said you were trying to figure out where he is.” He threw up a hand, palm out. “I’m sure it was the most epic example of hacking you’ve ever accomplished but can we limit this to the executive summary? I wouldn’t be able to appreciate the genius of your technique anyway.”

      The other man nodded slowly and ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll explain it to Ronni later. She’ll be impressed with my prowess.” He blew out a quick breath. “One, two, three. He’s on a private island off the coast of Florida. I’ll send you the coordinates.”

      Daniel grinned. “Now that’s what I needed to hear.” He looked at Timothy. “How quickly do you think you can get a task force ready to move?”

      “Two days. Let’s hope the Company doesn’t want to send you anywhere else in the meantime.”
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        * * *

      

      Daisy frowned and tugged at the orange life vest over her jacket and skirt as she stepped onto the back of the Coast Guard interceptor.

      Two Guardsmen stood in the small boat’s cramped control cabin and spoke in hushed tones. Considering that the task force would be delivered to Cailarin’s island by what amounted to a fleet of the small but swift craft, the Guardsmen were likely as excited about the operation as all the FBI, PDA, and Homeland Security agents they now ferried across the water.

      Daniel smiled. “Is there a problem, Daisy?”

      The Light Elf shrugged. “It’s not the outfit I would prefer for a mission.” She leaned forward to whisper, “I’m supposed to be an attaché, not federal law enforcement. I should have worn what I wanted.”

      “We’re also not supposed to stand out. Don’t worry. This should be in and out.”

      She looked at the Guardsmen. “Did they say why we haven’t used helicopters or VTOLs?”

      The agent nodded. “The intel suggests concentrated anti-air defenses but less anti-sea defenses. The PDA has a few spells to draw some attention away, but the other agencies don’t want to risk a bunch of their personnel shot out of the sky. The interceptors are fast enough that we’ll be able to close and disembark. Once we’ve secured the location, they’ll bring helicopters in.”

      “It sounds simple enough.” Daisy shook her head. “We should have gone after him right away.”

      “After the attack, I don’t think that would have been a good idea.”

      The elf considered that for a second. “Maybe.”

      “It looks like you have enough room for a few FBI agents,” called a familiar voice from behind Daniel.

      He scowled and felt instinctively for his silence cube in his pocket. He didn’t activate it, however, before he turned to the source of the voice and cleared his expression to bland politeness.

      Two men in dark suits and sunglasses stood on the pier, but even with their eyes covered, their lack of other disguises made their identities obvious—CIA and likely Fortis agents Williams and Lowry.

      The agent chuckled. He was in full tactical gear, which included a bulletproof vest and boots, but they’d shown up in their regular attire.

      Both new arrivals frowned and stepped onto the interceptor. They eyed Daniel and Daisy with cool expressions.

      Daniel pointed to a wooden chest near the back of the vessel. “Put your life jackets on.” He activated his silence cube. “And you can talk freely. I’ve activated my device.”

      The two men found life jackets and slipped them on.

      “You’re about the last person I expected to see here.” Williams looked at Daisy. “And you brought a contractor, too.”

      The elf shrugged and remained silent.

      “I could say the same for you,” Daniel replied and his gaze drifted to Lowry. “I guess the company got their wires crossed again. Funny how that happens, but it’s bureaucracy, what can you do?”

      His previous concerns about Fortis had focused on his assumption that they might come after him weeks after the Cailarin raid, not that he’d stumble into them during the mission. Given the surprised looks on the other two agents’ faces, they hadn’t expected to see him there, which meant he could still rely on the most fundamental weapon available to any CIA field agent—lying out your ass.

      Daniel chuckled. “Three agents for one artifact skull?”

      Lowry frowned. “What you talking about? What artifact skull?”

      He looked from Lowry to Williams. “Isn’t that why you’re here? An informant gave me information that Cailarin might have access to an enchanted dwarven skull. It has some sort of magic that allows it to suppress other magic. That’s why I’m here. I heard about the raid on him, so I figured it was a good time to poke around.”

      Williams snorted. “You think too small-time. The Company could use anti-magic, sure, but they’re more interested in Cailarin and Venger.”

      “Why? What difference does it make? He’s merely another criminal, and they can get everything they need from the other agencies.”

      The man shook his head. “The talk is to give him a deal and help him to disappear in a way only the Company can manage.” He shrugged. “It’s all above our paygrades. The point is that the little gnome bastard has his fingers in half the big magical crimes on Earth, which means he knows all the important players. The damn FBI and PDA will take too long to get information, and by then, it won’t be actionable intelligence. Fuck one artifact. Think about the potential artifacts of mass destruction he might know about or the little terrorist bastards who might have them. No, we’ll grab Cailarin and drain him for what he’s got.”

      Daniel shrugged. “I have my mission, and I need to concentrate on that. I doubt Cailarin will get away when a task force huge raids his home.”

      Williams snorted. “Don’t worry. Just stay out of our way, and we shouldn’t have any trouble.”

      Daisy leaned against the side of the boat and looked bored.

      Daniel nodded slowly. Between vengeful necromancers and aliens, the threat of conventional criminality, magical or otherwise, had grown distant in his mind. Morgana was dangerous, but magical terrorist groups remained far more of a threat than individual witches.

      Williams was right. A few rogue artifacts here and there could make a minor threat a deadly one.

      What would have happened if the Company had called me up during Singapore? Tim’s been able to run interference for me, but there might come a point where I’ll have to make a hard decision. Something I can’t take back or cover up.

      Daniel shook his head. Leaving the CIA wasn’t a possibility. He could accomplish more good from inside the Company than outside, and at this point, to leave would make him vulnerable to Fortis. The future might change, but for now, he needed to keep ahead of his enemies without ceding them the entire playing field.

      Agent Williams stared directly at him, a hungry smile on his face.

      Are you waiting for me to screw up? You’ll wait a long time.

      Daniel grinned. “If you guys find the skull, let me know, and I’ll let you know if I find Cailarin first.” He looked over the edge of the boat. “And good luck.”

      Williams chuckled. “Yeah, good luck to you as well.”

      Now, it was time to wait.
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      As far as hideouts for world-class villains went, Cailarin’s home was rather modest, more Martha’s Vineyard summer home than Castle of the Overlord. The three-story mansion covered most of the small, flat, sand-covered island. A few wooden docks stretched from piers along two sides. Palm trees broke up the monotony of the island, along with a massive rectangular pool to the side of the mansion.

      Daniel had seen more impressive mansions in the D.C. area. He wasn’t sure if that made him respect Cailarin more or less. Maybe if the gnome didn’t spend a billion dollars on rare item auctions, he could have a nicer house. Or he could use that money for charity. Plenty of criminals gave back to the communities they preyed upon.

      One feature continued to bother him the longer he thought about it.

      “It seems pointless to have a pool when you live right next to the ocean,” he mumbled.

      Daisy chuckled. “It’s safer for a midnight swim.”

      “I guess. But I wouldn’t know. I never had my own pool.” He shrugged and his attention returned to the house. He was surprised by the lack of defensive fire. Cailarin’s focus on anti-aircraft had proved his undoing.

      Some of the interceptors pulled near the shore. Law enforcement jumped onto the beach with their weapons ready, while other craft stopped at the piers. A few boats circled the island, their heavy machine guns prepared in case the situation got out of hand, but as a law enforcement operation rather than a military one, restraint was to be the watchword.

      Too bad we couldn’t drop a missile on that auction. The world would be better off.

      Shadows moved in the windows of the mansion, but no gunfire or spells rained down on the agents and police as they stormed the beach.

      “Not exactly D-Day, is it?” Williams offered with a chuckle. “Maybe that little gnome’s already pissed himself and wants to give up. It’d be nice if this shit turned out to be easy.”

      “Shit. If he gets too worried, he’ll portal out. He could run back to Oriceran, and we’ll never catch him,” Lowry griped.

      Daniel pointed to several PDA agents in the distance. “They’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. We need to concentrate on our respective jobs. Cailarin won’t escape unless he steals a boat or flies out of here.” He patted a pocket which contained an EMP. “And I’m sure we all brought tools to take down any craft.”

      “Good call.” Williams grinned. “You find your little skull, and we’ll bag one of the most notorious magical criminals on Earth. By the time we’re done with him, we’ll be able to take out half the terrorist groups on Earth. Too bad you weren’t tasked with the capture mission.”

      Daniel shrugged. “We all have our part to play. If they thought it wasn’t important to task all three of us, they have their reasons.”

      Williams snorted. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” He frowned at the mansion. “Although I wonder if dropping a cruise missile on the whole thing would have been better.”

      “I can’t say that I disagree with that.”

      Lowry grunted, and Daisy smirked.

      An FBI agent, the commander of the operation, brandished a megaphone. “This is the FBI, Homeland Security, and Paranormal Defense Agency. This is a raid. You are to exit the house with your hands up. You have five minutes to comply, or we will force entry. Any resistance will be met with force.” He lowered the megaphone and gestured to the agents gathered around him.

      Black- and gray-uniformed strike teams formed up, their assault rifles at the ready. Several PDA agents positioned themselves among the FBI and Homeland Security teams.

      The criminals got guns, so the police got guns. The criminals use magic, so the police use magic. Nothing really changes, does it? Someday, the criminals will have ridiculous alien transformation guns, and so the police will have them, too.

      Daniel snorted and shook his head.

      Williams eyed him before he drew his gun and looked at Lowry. “Do you think the gnome will give up?”

      “My grandma always used to say, ‘Beware the cornered dog; he’s the one who’s gonna bite you worst.’” Lowry readied his weapon. “I hope he doesn’t give up.”

      Glyphs appeared on Daisy’s arms, and she smiled. “He might surrender once we gain entry.”

      Daniel frowned in thought. “We can’t breach the first floor with the rest of the team.” He looked at her and chose his words carefully. “We need to get the skull. If we’re surrounded by FBI agents, it’ll be harder to grab what we need.”

      She nodded. “I agree.”

      Williams chuckled. “We’ll clear out the entire place, and then you can find whatever you want.”

      “Maybe. But it’ll be easier to grab an artifact in the chaos of the raid. No, we need to hit the roof,” he decided.

      Williams pointed at Daisy. “Lowry and I won’t trust some magical contractor. The overall operation plan involves everyone entering from the first floor.” He nodded toward the FBI commander. “I don’t want shit that’ll make us stand out and blow our cover until we have Cailarin in some dark hole somewhere.”

      Daisy shrugged. “Fine by me. Daniel?”

      “I didn’t plan to use magic anyway. We don’t want anyone upstairs to know we’re there, and everyone else will enter on the first floor. I suspect our boy will be higher up. Even if he can’t portal, he can still set defenses up.” Daniel gestured to a grappling gun. “This should do it.”

      The elf smirked and winked at Williams before she produced her own grappling gun, seemingly from nowhere. Sleight of hand, perhaps, or straight magic. The agent rolled his eyes.

      Over the next few minutes after coordinating timers, the law enforcement teams set up tactical formations at every first-floor exit. Williams and Lowry placed themselves behind an FBI strike team.

      Everyone waited for the countdown to finish. With this many agents and operators going in at once, a synchronized entry would be vital to lower overall risk.

      One of the agents on Williams’ team aimed a shotgun at the lock. Five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One.

      He pulled the trigger. The simultaneous blasts of breaching rounds echoed over the island. Startled birds shot from the trees and squawked a protest.

      Gunfire erupted from inside, and the lead FBI operator jerked back with a grunt. He hissed as he hit the ground, but his bulletproof vest saved his life. The team opened fire and shredded the door. Men screamed from inside.

      Snipers opened fire from farther down the beach. Several windows on the third floor shattered. A thug screamed as he pitched forward through a broken window and tumbled to his death.

      A fireball blasted from one of the windows toward a team. A PDA witch snapped her wand up. Nested encircled glyphs winked into existence and took the blow, but the witch fell to one knee and gritted her teeth.

      This isn’t a raid. It’s a damned war.

      Daniel nodded to Daisy. “We need to move now.”

      The pair jogged toward a nearby corner of the mansion conveniently obscured by a palm tree. The roar of spells and crack of gunfire sounded all around them.

      “Will you get help from Ronni?” the elf asked as they passed into the shadow of a tree.

      He shook his head. “Not with two Fortis agents near us. I don’t want to underestimate them. They might even monitor for stray transmissions.”

      The gunfire and explosions continued, but several law enforcement teams successfully penetrated the house. Daniel glanced at the interceptors. The machine guns remained silent as the stone-faced men watched the raid unfold. The FBI commander must have felt they had the situation under control.

      Daniel gestured toward the roof. “We need to make our move while there is maximum distraction or before there are too many friendly casualties and they demolish that house.”

      Daisy nodded in acknowledgment.

      They raised their grappling guns and fired. The lines unspooled and flew toward the roof. When they struck home, additional spikes ejected to secure the hooks.

      The partners tugged on their lines and pressed the button for retraction. The guns whirred as the pair climbed with the ever-shrinking line. Smoke, explosions, and bullets filled the area all around them. The frequency of screams decreased.

      Their short trip brought them to the roof where several obvious seams suggested panels.

      The agent gestured to one. “Pop-up anti-air defenses, I would guess.” From his pocket, he withdrew a small, dark-green packet and unwrapped the package to reveal a white block of C-4. Daisy folded her arms and waited with a smile as he set the plastic explosive on the roof and moved away.

      “That’s overkill, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “We want to minimize magic, and this will provide a little more surprise.” Daniel shrugged and retrieved a small push-button detonator. “Some situations call for that sort of thing. Get ready. Fire in the hole.”

      They dropped to one knee and he grinned as he pressed the button.

      The explosion shook the roof and a cloud of wood, metal, and insulation erupted into the air. Daisy summoned a quick shield for them and a faint shimmer appeared around their bodies. She rushed toward the smoking hole and jumped inside. Daniel sprang from his position and leapt after the elf, his pistol ready.

      They landed in a narrow hallway on the third floor with closed doors on either side and the lights dim. Debris covered the ground. Shouts and screams echoed from the lower floor. A suited thug lay a few yards down the hallway with blood on his face and his gun on the ground. His eyes were open in a death stare.

      Daniel swiveled with his gun ready and looked for other targets. “I wonder if he heard something and came to investigate. Talk about curiosity killing you.”

      Two men with pistols turned the corner.

      “Homeland Security,” the agent yelled to give them a chance to surrender and reinforce his cover identity at the same time. “Drop your weapons.”

      The men raised their guns with obvious intent and Daniel put a round center-of-mass into both men before they could get a shot off. They both collapsed and gasped out their last breaths.

      He kept his gun aimed in their direction and waited for reinforcements. No pity struck him for the downed men. The kind of scum who could work for a man like Cailarin needed to be erased, much like he’d done to the pests who tried to infiltrate Old Town.

      “Resonance.” Daniel looked at Daisy before he turned to watch for possible attack once more. “We need to find the book and fast.”

      The elf nodded. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her glyphs flared for a second, and she pointed farther down the corridor. “That way.”

      They traversed the hallway and turned the far corner. A massive pair of gilded doors blocked their passage. The joined interior sides of the door formed a twenty-four-karat bas-relief of Cailarin.

      The agent scoffed. “That has to be the single gaudiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Daisy laughed. “You should see the statue a Willen I know made of himself a few years back.”

      “I can imagine.” He shook his head. “The book’s in there?”

      “Yes.”

      He rolled his eyes. “He wanted to keep his billion-dollar book near him, huh? We might get a two for one off this, then.” He moved toward the door. “Everything I’ve read about Cailrin suggests he’s not a combat magic type. This shouldn’t be hard.”

      “Stop.” Daisy grabbed his arm. “You don’t have to be a magical warrior to be dangerous.” She pointed at the door. “He’s got a spell up. Let me take care of it first.”

      Daniel nodded and waited. The gunfire and roar and buzz of offensive magic had grown more sporadic, and the shouts that reached his ears all sounded like law enforcement. Overwhelming force was more than enough to win the day.

      The elf took a deep breath and stepped toward the door. She gritted her teeth and placed both hands on the surface. A massive blue arc struck her. Her shield vanished, along with Daniel’s. She stumbled back a few feet, her breathing ragged and her face pale.

      He blinked. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m fine but it was far more powerful than I’m used to dealing with. I won’t have much juice for a magic duel, so let’s hope you’re right about Cailarin and battle magic.”

      “Shit. Do you still have enough for a small spell?” he questioned.

      “Sure, but nothing powerful. He’ll be able to block it with a defensive spell. Why?”

      The agent winked. “Sleight of hand.”

      Daisy stared at him for a moment and a second later, a wide grin appeared. “Understood. Let me know when you’re ready.”

      The CIA agent strode forward, spun, and delivered a powerful kick to the doors. His boot thudded hard and the gilded monstrosities flew open to reveal Cailarin. The gnome stood beside a huge four-poster bed and instead of a white suit, he wore a black-edged, plum-colored, soft-textured robe. The rest of the room was empty except for a few paintings on the wall.

      Huh. For all that gaudiness, he likes to keep things spartan inside?

      The gnome frowned and whirled toward Daniel and Daisy. “Do you have any idea—” He narrowed his eyes and pointed his finger at the elf in accusation. “You. I should have known. I don’t know how you managed to track me here after I destroyed your pitiful device, but you’ll pay for crossing me. You’ll beg me to kill you.”

      “Doubtful.” She narrowed her eyes and pulled her fist back. A dozen small, marble-sized glowing azure spheres winked into existence.

      The agent kept his gun aimed at their adversary and inched his other hand toward a flashbang on his belt. “Show him what you can do, Daisy.”

      Cailarin snorted. “Do you think you can possibly win against me?”

      The elf shrugged. “I think your magic is better for things like Venger than winning duels.” She thrust her hand forward, and the spheres blasted toward him.

      Daniel yanked the flashbang free and threw it.

      The gnome threw a hand up with a sneer. The spheres vanished. “Pathetic, elf.” His gaze cut toward the incoming grenades. “That won’t work, hum—”

      The bright flash of the grenade blinded him. He yelped, backpedaled, and fell on his butt.

      The agent jerked a stun rod from his belt and charged Cailarin. He dropped behind the gnome and shoved the rod into the criminal’s back while he hoped and prayed his ploy would work. With a loud buzz, the weapon discharged—no shield in the back, thank goodness.

      The gnome groaned and twitched. His eyes rolled toward the back of his head, and he slumped to the ground as drool leaked out of his mouth.

      Daniel released a loud breath. “Better to be lucky than good.”

      Heavy boots sounded on the stairs.

      “The book,” he barked.

      Daisy nodded and closed her eyes. She moved to a blank spot in the wall and waved her hand a few times. The wall pulsed, and several bookshelves appeared.

      “This room is filled with stuff,” the elf explained. “But it’s all invisible.”

      “Did he really think that would work?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe as a temporary solution.”

      The agent’s heart pounded as she ran her finger along the shelf until she found a familiar leather-bound tome. She yanked it from the shelf. Her glyphs brightened again and the book vanished in her hand as several FBI operators burst into the room with their weapons ready. Williams and Lowry brought up the rear.

      Several operators rushed toward Cailarin with their guns trained on him the entire time.

      Daniel nodded toward the fugitive. “Get some PDA agents in here. I stunned him, but if he wakes up, he’ll sling magic.”

      Williams narrowed his eyes. “I thought you were looking for something…special.”

      “I still am. We thought it’d be close to where he is.” Daniel nodded toward the bookcase. “But all he has is some bookcases.”

      The other agent squared his shoulders and stomped over to Daniel. The FBI operators swept the rest of the room, including a walk-in closet which was almost bigger than Daniel’s whole apartment. One operative knelt to handcuff the stunned gnome.

      Williams pointed to Cailarin. “You went all cowboy. You weren’t supposed to do a roof entry. You’d better not try to take credit for this. It worked out this time, but it could have been a big clusterfuck.”

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t give a shit about Cailarin. You and Lowry can have all the damned credit for all I care.”

      The frown eased on the other agent’s face. “Fine. You want to play it like a favor. I can work with that. No reason for us to piss on each other.” He looked over his shoulder at Lowry and the other man nodded. Williams stepped closer to Daniel. “You’d better wait outside. It might raise too many questions otherwise. We’ll keep an eye out for your little skull. If it’s here, we’ll make sure you get it.”

      Daniel nodded and stepped past the man. Daisy fell in behind him.

      They proceeded down the spiral staircase. Several bullet-riddled bodies lay on the stairs and around the second-floor landing, but the bulk of the carnage was reserved for the first floor. Dead thugs littered the living room. Blood and smoke stained the walls and floor. Destroyed furniture and shattered pottery evidenced the almost total destruction.

      Several pale law enforcement personnel groaned and sat against the front wall while medics attended to their wounds. A half-dozen men lay on their stomachs, their hands cuffed behind them, including two elves who scowled at a PDA wizard who pointed a wand at them.

      A lot of hurt law enforcement, but it doesn’t look like anyone was killed. We got lucky, but it was too close for comfort.

      Neither Daisy nor Daniel spoke until they’d left the house and stood several yards away.

      “Do you still have it?” he asked. “I hate to think we went through all that for nothing.”

      She smiled and nodded toward the house. “We’ll slip the book under your vest when we have a chance.”

      “I’m surprised no one sensed the magic.”

      “With the amount of magic flung around or which normally lingers in the background of that place, no one will notice one measly invisibility spell over a non-magical book.” Daisy raised her right hand. Her fingers were curled over the spine of the invisible Codex. She winked. “The only annoying part will be to prevent my fingers from cramping.”

      The agent smiled. “We’ve finally made some progress.”

      He surveyed the bullet-riddled mansion with its extensive smoke damage and broken windows. Yes, he could use more days where tracking alien information also led to the arrest of a dangerous criminal threat.

      Not a bad day. Not a bad day at all.
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      He walked with a bounce in his step as he entered Timothy’s brownstone office the next day. The older man didn’t have his stress ball out, which Daniel hoped was a good sign. After the success of the mission, he wanted to ride the happiness for as long as possible.

      Williams and Lowry had returned to the mainland on a different boat, and he’d not heard anything from the Company about his presence on the island. He assumed that if there was a problem, it would have happened immediately. Waiting around for a compromised agent to do more work wasn’t the CIA’s style or Fortis’. They’d proved it when they burned Ronni.

      Timothy nodded to the chair in front of his desk. “Take a seat.”

      “What’s the word?” he asked as he complied. “Do I need to change my name and move to Tahiti?”

      “Williams and Lowry have been showered with praise. They have Cailarin in a black site. There’s some confusion with the FBI and Homeland Security, but they’ve backed off since high-level officials promised to feed them actionable intelligence.” He chuckled. “A few out there probably don’t like how off the books this has gone, but I don’t care. They wouldn’t have even had his location without CIA help—without our help. They’ll get what they need regarding the criminals, and we’ll get what we need to deal with the terrorists.”

      Daniel nodded. “It sounds like victories for the good guys all around. No problems, then?”

      “Hmm.” Timothy tapped his fingers on his desk. “I’m not sure.”

      “Not sure?” The younger agent shook his head. “That’s not what I wanted to hear, Tim.”

      “I’m not sure if you’re free and clear. Fortis is definitely sniffing around more. I really don’t think Williams or Lowry expected to see you on that island, but I also don’t think they can figure out an alien angle. With all the praise they received for bringing Cailarin in, I don’t think they can afford to rattle too many cages without drawing unwanted attention to themselves. Fortis might be powerful, but they’re also supposed to be secret. If the Senate knew what was going on, they’d pitch a fit.”

      Daniel frowned. “Do you think this won’t be a problem, then?”

      “Honestly?” Timothy shook his head. “No, I don’t think it’ll be a problem. The truth is, even if you ignore aliens, we’re the CIA. There are so many rogue and side operations within normal CIA affairs that I think most people parse it as you gone rogue to try to take Cailarin down yourself for your own benefit. Since you let Williams and Lowry take credit, no one has a reason to press hard. From their perspective, Williams and Lowry’s position in the Company is stronger, and yours has stayed the same, so you’ve already punished yourself by apparently wasting your own time.”

      The younger man grunted. “True enough. I wonder if they’ll ever realize that the book is missing. I assume if they’ve had data from Project Ragnarök and Project Nephilim, they have to realize the importance of the Codex.”

      His mentor shrugged. “Maybe, but at least for now, we have another major head start on them. I don’t care if they know where the alien’s home planet is. All I care about is to make sure we’re ahead of them on these investigations and contacts.”

      Daniel thought for a moment. “That’s good, and I agree. But this whole thing only underlined a major weakness of our group.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We don’t have enough field agents. If we didn’t have the FBI, Homeland Security, and PDA involved, Williams and Lowry wouldn’t have shown up, and we wouldn’t have any additional Fortis exposure. We need to be able to field teams to do major takedowns. Right now, we only have me, Daisy, and John. Technically, we could put Malcolm in the field, but his investigative experience is all desk work, not field work.”

      Timothy sighed. “It’s not that I disagree with you, but you know how difficult this is. It isn’t a matter of throwing money around to hire a few mercenaries. We need to find people with the relevant experience whom we can also trust. If they end up screwing us, it’s not only that this group will be taken out but that one of the few forces which has interacted with the aliens in a non-hostile way goes down. We could be pushed closer to a war of the worlds.”

      “I agree, and I know,” he replied. “Which is why I’ve thought about people focused more on ideology, and I’ve come up with at least one possible recruit. The more recruits we have, the more options we have.”

      “Who?” Timothy stared at him, genuine curiosity on his face.

      He smiled. “Bao Zhang.”

      “The contractor? Former MSS?” The older man knitted his brow in thought. “She has probably participated in anti-CIA operations before. You want a foreign national intelligence specialist to join our team? I don’t know if that’s a smart move.”

      Daniel laughed. “You’re worried about her being Chinese? We already crossed that bridge. It’s not like Daisy’s from Wichita. If anything, she has more of a mercenary streak than Bao. And Bao is former MSS because she wasn’t willing to look the other way when she spotted corruption.” He shook his head. “This team might have started in the American CIA, but we’re now trying to defend the entire planet and Oriceran.

      “To win against Fortis and stop a war, we’ll have to stop thinking like CIA agents. We need more foreign allies. We need more magical allies. We need to do everything the CIA refuses to do because they’re stuck fighting wars that lost relevance twenty years ago.” He shook his head. “Come on, Tim. You know what I’m saying is true.”

      His mentor ran a hand over his scalp and exhaled another long sigh. “Okay, I’m not saying you’re wrong, but I still think you need to feel her out and make sure. Even if she’s all about truth, justice, and the Earthling way, she might still not be able to handle this team. I’ll push for a Company mission in East Asia. That way, you have an excuse to work with her again.”

      “That’s all I ask.” Daniel nodded. “And thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Timothy leaned back. “Keep in mind that things have gone our way. We’ve advanced our knowledge of the aliens and their technology, and now, we have a resource Fortis lacks. If your informant comes through, we might also have direct access to the aliens again, and that could change everything. We might be able to negotiate some sort of non-aggression pacts.

      “How are things with the informant? I know you leaned on him, but has anything come of that? We should push in other directions, too, but we’ll need to be careful with the timing. If we make too much noise, Fortis will come knocking on our door,” he cautioned.

      “I received a text from Ralph, promising me results within a week,” Daniel reported. “I don’t trust that cockroach, but my instincts tell me he’s on to something.”

      “It might be too much to say we’re winning, but at least we’re not losing anymore. Our next few moves will be critical.”

      Daniel’s Company phone buzzed. He pulled it out to find a text from Lucy asking when he’d be in.

      Timothy nodded toward the phone. “Problem?”

      The younger agent shook his head. “Nothing big, but I should get going. I need to fill out some reports for the Company. There’s not much I can do here until Ronni, Paul, and Connor can go through that book and decode it or Ralph contacts me.”

      “True enough. We’ve got good threads going.” His mentor allowed himself something that might approach a smile. “For the first time in a long time, I feel like we might make a major breakthrough. I’m pleased with the recent successes, and I hope you are, too.”

      “I am, and I hope we can get something useful out of that book, but in the meantime, I plan to work this like any other mission.” Daniel’s face tightened and he stood. “Until we actually do more than bring a handful of people back.”

      The older man stared at him for a moment. “I won’t say we’ll get your parents back anytime soon, Daniel, but I also won’t try to tell you it’s impossible. We both know that’s not true, but don’t let your personal feelings cloud your judgment. If you want to help them, you need to be Daniel Winters, the CIA agent, and not their son.”

      “I know.” Daniel turned toward the door. “For now, I won’t worry about possibilities. I’ll only worry about what I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The CIA agent headed down the street toward his neighborhood once he’d exited the Metro station. It’d been a long day with time spent both at the brownstone and the Company. Despite the fact that Timothy had prepared certain evidence for him, Daniel had to put considerable effort into his reports. It was imperative that he create plausible explanations for his presence at the anti-Cailarin raid and why he hadn’t followed certain procedures beforehand.

      A chill wind cut through his suit jacket. It was almost cold enough now that an overcoat would be a necessity, at least for northern hemisphere missions. That would also provide more space for gadgets and ammunition. A proper agent always had to weigh the practical against the fashionable whenever making sartorial choices.

      Now that his team had a copy of the Codex, things would only get busier, although it would take them time to decode its secret. Daniel shook his head. Morgana, aliens, and dangerous gnomes. Life had accelerated, and he doubted that the trend would ebb anytime soon.

      Isn’t this why I joined the CIA? Adventure in defense of innocent people against dangerous threats?

      With his hands in his pockets, Daniel glanced down the street and watched the citizens his work defended. The sun had long set, but the rows of street lights and the illumination from the shops left the area well lit. People walked and some chatted with smiles, while others had their attention glued to their phones. As he proceeded down the sidewalk, one commonality struck him about everyone on the street.

      No one looked afraid. A vicious gang had tried to make Old Town their turf only months before, but now, people could walk freely without concern that violent thugs would attack them. They felt safe in their own neighborhood.

      Daniel chuckled quietly.

      I’m not Canute. I can push back the tide, even by myself, let alone with my team. I proved that here in Old Town. I freed this neighborhood. We can win or at least stop a war. Fortis might have killed Jack Buckley and burned Ronni, but I’m still one step ahead of those bastards.

      The agent paused and reflected on his reality. To help his neighbors wasn’t a bad thing, but low-level aid to normal people seemed almost quaint and distant. He’d spent months hunting dangerous necromancers and alien artifacts and was lost in a world of multi-layered conspiracy.

      Impatient, he shook his head. A guardian who grew too distant from his charges risked dangerous arrogance. Fortis had proved that already.

      He needed to ground himself and remind himself who and what he fought for—not an abstract concept, a nation, and a world but the flesh and blood beings who inhabited it.

      Daniel crossed the street and made his way to Charlie’s corner grocery. He stepped inside, and another chuckle rose as he spotted the ever-present bananas on the counter. Charlie’s dog wasn’t in front that evening, but his smiling owner stood behind the counter.

      Charlie nodded to him. “Hey, Daniel. I haven’t seen you much since the block party. I swear you live overseas now.”

      He shrugged. “I have to go after the opportunities when they present themselves. It’s annoying, but it’s good for business.”

      The other man barked out a laugh. “I hear that. I tell myself that every day when the evening rush comes in.” He reached under the counter and grabbed a small plastic card with a QR code and held it out. “Before I forget, give this to Peter.”

      Daniel took the card and turned it over. He smiled at the picture of an attractive young woman who smiled and held out a can of Fresca. “What is it?”

      “He can get several discounts if he fills out a survey.”

      “I might as well buy a twelve-pack while I’m here.” He headed toward the drink section, grabbed the Fresca from the bottom row, and returned to the front counter. “Just to be sure, you haven’t had any more trouble since that last asshole, right? I think he got the point.”

      That and the little fact that I killed him.

      Charlie snorted. “Nope. I don’t know if he had anything to do with that gang the cops said got run out of town by another gang, but I think he knew not to mess with Old Town after you showed up.” He ran the twelve-pack over the scanner. The price popped up on his POS terminal.

      The agent shrugged and swiped his phone over the payment pad. “What can I say? I’m a man who likes his neighborhood.”

      “The world could use a lot more men who like their neighborhoods. Tell your grandpa hi for me, and make sure he gets that card.”

      “Sure thing.” Daniel picked up the soda and waved as he stepped out of the grocery store.

      After a few seconds of consideration, he headed toward the Lox and Key. Several people sat at tables and munched on bagels, but there wasn’t a line. Luck favored him.

      Simon laughed from behind the counter. “You’ve not gone on some low-carb diet, have you? I swear I see you less and less these days. Just so you know, from what I’ve read, some elves did magic that proved those diets don’t even work.”

      He chuckled as he stepped up to the counter. “If that’s true, I’m sure that research was sponsored by every bagel shop in America.”

      “Just saying is all. Your usual, then?”

      Daniel nodded. “One toasted everything, light on the cream cheese. I’ve spent more time out of the country than in it, but rest assured, I haven’t cheated on you with foreign bagel shops.”

      “Hey, now, I don’t mind if that’s the case, only if you’ve become a carnivore. What helps one bagel man helps all bagel men.” Simon sliced one in half and set it in the toaster oven. “Of course, ask me how I feel if they open an Einstein’s or something across the street. Maybe then, I’ll have a few more colorful words about other bagel men.” He laughed.

      “A little healthy competition can always spur people to greater heights.” The agent grinned.

      Simon laughed even louder. “Yeah, you should quit the antiques game and try playing at bagels. Less fancy flying to Israel and Egypt or wherever, but it’s an actual challenging business.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      The toaster oven beeped, and the man removed the halves. After a quick spread of cream cheese, he put the bagel in a small paper bag and rang it up.

      Daniel paid and took the bag. “I’ve already made Tommy grab coffee for me in the morning. Maybe I’ll have him hit your place, too.”

      “I’m not a man who will ever complain about more business. See you around, Mayor.” He waved.

      “See you, Simon.”

      The agent headed farther down the street while he munched his bagel. It offered a perfect balance of texture, temperature, and seed concentration. Perhaps not having a bagel for some time had left him more generous in his opinion, but the little slices of bread tasted delicious.

      Almost at his house, he turned toward the flower shop. He knew Jeanine and her father hadn’t faced any trouble since he and his gaming group had dealt with the gang muggers, but a sudden intrusion in his mind sent him into the shop anyway.

      Daniel finished off the bagel, tossed his trash into a garbage can, and opened the door. The bell above jingled. Sweet and pleasant aromas suffused the air from various bouquets and colorful displays that lined the shelves, racks, and tables of the small shop. A beautiful carefully tended garden.

      “Good evening, Daniel,” Jeanine called from the front counter with a warm smile on her face. “What can I do for you?”

      He smiled at her. “Elves.”

      The florist blinked. “Elves?”

      “That is, do you know what kind of flowers elves like and do you sell any?”

      She laughed softly. “You do realize that’s kind of a broad question?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like asking, ‘What kind of flowers do humans like?’ The only answer I can give you is, ‘pretty ones that smell nice.’” She shrugged.

      Daniel blinked, then laughed. “Oh, yeah. That makes sense. Sorry. I didn’t mean to ask anything stupid.”

      Maybe I could simply ask Daisy what she likes.

      “I can count the number of elf customers I’ve had on one hand,” Jeanine explained. “They were all nice, but there was nothing particular about their likes and dislikes. They didn’t come and ask for anything Oriceran. Not that I could do anything about it if they had.” She sighed. “I should get an Oriceran plant import license, but it’s so complicated and expensive. Some of the flowers they have over there are beyond imagination.”

      She exhaled a wistful sigh and stared into space with a rapturous look on her face for a moment before she shook her head and brought herself back to reality. “Why do you need flowers for an elf?”

      “Oh, nothing. It’s something someone asked me about the other day.”

      Jeanine stared at him for a moment and the corners of her mouth quirked up. “It’s not so bad losing in that case.”

      Daniel narrowed his eyes. “Losing? What are you talking about?”

      Her cheeks reddened, and she averted her eyes. “I’m only saying I could understand if a well-traveled man like you were more interested in dating an elf than a human.” She winked. “And I’m not jealous. I hope whoever she is that you’ll bring her by sometime. I’d like to see the kind of woman who can capture Daniel Winter’s attention.”

      He blinked several times, unsure how he’d stepped into this love ambush. Confusion squashed his natural CIA instinct to lie and cover his tracks.

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Sorry to bother you, Jeanine.”

      She waved. “It’s not a bother. See you around, Daniel.”

      The agent hurried out of the store before the woman decided to ask him more questions.

      Even my love life is effectively classified.

      Halfway to his own shop, he burst out laughing. A man walking his dog up the street shot him a dirty look before he snorted and hurried away.

      Daniel smiled as he unlocked the front door and stepped inside. After securing the door behind him, he stopped at the sound of rhythmic drumming from the backroom. His gaze searched the shelves and, as expected, the bongo was missing.

      He set the Fresca down on the counter and made his way into the back room.

      Tommy sat in a chair with his eyes closed and the bongo in hand. He drummed and bobbed his head in time with the rhythm. The drum flashed a different color with each hit, a simple enchantment but an entertaining one. Daniel was surprised no customer had purchased the instrument yet.

      He stood there grinning in complete silence as the half-elf boy continued his drumming. The rhythmic variation and difficulty impressed him. The performance didn’t sound like a kid playing around but a professional drummer.

      After a minute, Tommy, his eyes still closed, began to vocalize. He didn’t sing as such but achieved something between humming and scatting. The tempo increased, and the boy set the drum down on the table to attend to his rhythms with both hands. His body swayed, and a look of pure satisfaction spread across his face.

      Daniel stared at the boy.

      This is what you could have had, Erik, if you hadn’t pushed so hard. You might have been right about his talent, but you tried to pull it out of him in the worst way possible. Pressure doesn’t always make diamonds. Most of the time, it merely crushes things.

      The improvisation built to a ridiculous flurry of notes that almost made Daniel think magic was involved.

      “Oh, yeah!” Tommy yelled as he finished. He took several deep breaths and opened his eyes. Panic filled his face as he spotted Daniel. He jerked in his chair and the abrupt motion pitched him, furniture and all, backward. He crashed to the ground with a grunt.

      The agent rubbed a hand over his face and walked to the boy. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t think I broke anything important.” Tommy groaned and rolled out of the chair. He stood, then glanced quickly down at the drum and relief spread over his face. “I thought I might have knocked it over and broken it. Everything in this shop is expensive.”

      “Nope. It’s fine.” Daniel patted the drum. “What I’m more interested in is your performance.”

      The half-elf looked confused. “Performance? What are you talking about, dude?”

      “I saw you…rocking out or whatever you want to call it for several minutes. You’ve got some impressive moves.” He shrugged.

      The boy scoffed and shook his head. “I was playing around. That wasn’t music. I wanted to see a light show.”

      Daniel chuckled. “You had your eyes closed the entire time.”

      Tommy’s face reddened. “This wasn’t music, and I’m not a musician. I’m sorry I messed with it.” He snatched the drum up. “It won’t happen again.”

      The agent grabbed his arm as he passed by. “Tommy, wait.”

      “What?” He looked away from the older man.

      “You can play any of the instruments we have in the shop. I don’t mind.”

      The youngster shook his head. “Like I said, I was playing around. It won’t happen again.” He rushed out of the back room, his face still red.

      Daniel sighed and frowned. He’d criticized Tommy’s father for pushing too hard, but he honestly didn’t know the best way to cultivate the boy’s talent.

      What do I really know about raising a kid? After all, that’s what I’m doing here. Just because his dad is a shitty parent doesn’t make me a good one.

      However, he did know one man who knew something about handling surly teenagers with parental issues.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Daniel sat in the living room with a can of Fresca ready and waiting when his grandfather crested the stairs and opened the door.

      The agent looked up from his phone and the news. “Hey, Pops.”

      “Hello.” The old man smiled at the soda. “Is that for me?”

      “Yeah. I grabbed some on the way home.” He gestured at the can.

      Peter took the drink and sat on the couch. After a few sips, he wiped his mouth and set it down. “What’s wrong?”

      “What makes you think something’s wrong?” Daniel chuckled.

      “I’m your grandfather. You might be able to fool everyone else on the two worlds, but you’ll never be able to fool me while I’m still breathing.”

      “That’s probably true.” He nodded, a wry smile on his face. “I’m worried about Tommy.”

      The old man frowned. “Why? He’s fine. He’s downstairs reading your comics.”

      “When I came home, I found him drumming on the bongo.”

      “And? Is there some weird internet dangerous dare thing going on with drums? You know I only watch funny shows on the internet.” Peter laughed. “You should really watch Troll City, USA, by the way. The things they get away with—” He cleared his throat and a solemn look returned. “But what about Tommy?”

      Daniel shrugged. “He’s good, Pops. Very good. I’d say almost already professionally good. I’m no expert, but I know what I saw and heard, and that’s somebody with high levels of natural musical talent and who seems to enjoy it until someone notices him. Then he acts like it’s the most insulting thing in the world to be praised for it.”

      The older man rubbed his chin. “You don’t have to fix every problem in the world yourself, Daniel. You have a lot on your plate.”

      “We both took him in, but it was my decision. I won’t ignore it and make you handle it.”

      “That’s not what I’m getting at.” Peter took a small sip of his drink. “You did a good thing to bring him here. He needs to understand there are people out there who care, but we also have to remember what music represents to him—something both beautiful and bad.”

      The agent nodded. “A symbol of his father’s neglect.”

      “Exactly. Something you understand.”

      “I don’t follow you, Pops.”

      Peter locked eyes with his grandson. “You can’t tell me that you’ve never had any angry thoughts about the vault or even tomb raiding. Those things are symbols of the loss of your parents.”

      “Even if I have…” He shrugged. “It’s not the same situation.”

      “Isn’t it?” His grandfather shook his head. “Look at you now, though. You’re not a tomb raider, but you’re the next closest thing to it. I never pushed you one way or another. I told you about them and what they’d done.” He held up a hand. “Yes, I held some things back, too, but the point is I gave you the time you needed to work through your feelings on everything.

      “Tommy will need time, too. I get it, and you’re right. I’ve seen him do the drumming, and he even sings a little when he doesn’t think anyone’s looking. The boy does have major talent, but I think the worst thing we can do right now is push him. He’s still coming to terms with his parents’ choices. Even if his father didn’t walk away like his mom, the man basically did the same thing when he chose the music over his son.”

      Daniel frowned. “I wish there was something more we could do.”

      “We are doing it by being there for him and giving him a place where he knows adults who give a damn will be each night.” Peter took a deep breath. “Home’s not a place, Daniel. Home is people. Home is love. That’s what we can give him. The rest will work itself out, just like it did for you.”

      He grinned at the old man. “When did you get so wise?” He smirked. “You sure you’re not a bioidentical alien who has replaced my grandfather?”

      Peter chuckled. “I think they put something in the Fresca.”

      “I—”

      A buzz on Daniel’s Company phone destroyed his concentration. He grabbed the device and opened the text from Timothy.

      Be ready for an early morning flight to Asia. We’ve booked you a supersonic. A good opportunity has come up.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “And I planned to start with Simon tomorrow.”

      “Huh?”

      “Nothing, Pops. I have to take another Company trip. You can handle everything here in the meantime?”

      Peter nodded. “Leave it to me.”

      Pops at home, the Codex team, and even Lucy at CIA. I have a lot of people I can depend on. Time to start doing that.
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      The helicopter skimmed over the choppy ocean water. Close. Too damned close. Timothy’s East Asian opportunity might end with Daniel at the bottom of the Yellow Sea if Daisy’s hand twitched the wrong way or if there were a stiff wind.

      The agent glanced to the right pilot seat where the helmeted elf smiled at him. Her hand on the cyclic stick was steady with not a hint of tension in her body. A glance at the rear seat revealed that Bao didn’t look perturbed either.

      “You’re cutting it kind of close, aren’t you, Daisy?”

      She grinned and winked.

      Bao laughed, the sound even louder when amplified through the microphone on her helmet. “It’s not fun if it’s not risky, mate.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Just saying we’ll never recover the artifact from the North Koreans if we use all our energy to swim to the island.”

      With a quick pull of the stick, Daisy brought the helicopter up a few feet. “This might be a stealth copter, but it doesn’t mean we’re invisible. If we get too high, the North Koreans will pick us up on radar. I won’t be able to dodge a railgun or SAM in this thing, Daniel. We can’t recover the artifact if we’re shark food.”

      He grunted. “I wish the North Koreans had been polite enough to stick their dangerous magical research laboratory somewhere other than on a small island in the middle of the ocean.”

      Bao shook her head. “You say that, but if they had, they probably would have stuck it in the middle of the mountains and we’d have to climb.”

      “True enough.” Daniel glanced back at the contractor. Half the point of the mission was to further evaluate her potential as part of his team. Between the many times he’d worked with her and the background checks performed by Paul and Ronni, he thought she was ready, but this mission would help prove it.

      He cleared his throat. “I want to review the mission parameters.”

      “Go ahead,” Bao replied. “It’s not like I’m back here watching funny magic fail videos.”

      “The North Koreans have their hands on a dangerous portal artifact. Our intelligence suggests it can call up deadly and possibly demonic creatures once they figure out how to activate it. Getting the PDA involved would lead to too much diplomatic back and forth. That’s why I’ll go in.”

      She grinned. “So, send a few rogue agents and contractors for plausible deniability?”

      “Exactly.” Daniel shook his head. “This shit’s only getting worse.”

      The Chinese woman’s grin faded. “What shit?”

      “Strategic-level magic. The treaties are jokes. Half of them are still based on the levels of magic that were around before Oriceran did its thing.” He frowned. “Everyone used to wet their pants about nukes, but to make a decent nuke at least requires a huge amount of industrial infrastructure. Some magical criminal could sneak some strategic-level magic to a rogue nation, and we wouldn’t know until it turned half the people in a city to stone.”

      “True,” Bao replied. “But that’s why groups like the CIA and MSS do some of the stuff they do.”

      The agent snorted. “I’m surprised to see you defend the MSS.” He looked over his shoulder.

      Time to test the waters.

      She shrugged. “I got screwed over, but it doesn’t mean everything they do is wrong.”

      “Sure. It’s not like I agree with everything the CIA does either.”

      “But I like being outside of them more than being in. I like the freedom. They’re an organization but bound by rules and tradition. It’s like you said with the treaties—people don’t always understand how much the world has changed, or even worse, how there are many more bloody risks that they can’t even begin to imagine.” She laughed. “Like chasing a girl possessed by the memories of an artifact. Every time I run into something like that, I ask myself, what else is out there? What threats are there that even the guardians in the shadows don’t know about?”

      Daniel exchanged a quick glance with Daisy before he responded. “I ask myself that, too. I also think about how I won’t always be able to depend on the CIA’s policies to handle some of these threats. How can they plan for things they don’t even understand?”

      Bao’s brow lifted. “Oh? Are you thinking about quitting the boring Company job and becoming a freelancer?”

      “Maybe not yet, but if it came down to the CIA or protecting the world, I’d always choose to protect the world.”

      “There’s hope for you yet, Daniel. Always choose to protect the weak over the strong.”

      He grinned. “Sure, but I’m not a wanna-be bandit in my heart of hearts.”

      “That’s because you’re no fun. Protect the weak, punish the corrupt, and have fun. That’s what I call living, mate.”

      “I don’t think I have enough time for all three,” he grunted.

      Daisy laughed. “That’s for certain. By the way, we’re about fifteen minutes out.”

      The agent nodded. “Remember the mission parameters. We’re to penetrate the facility. Grab or destroy the artifact, preferably with minimum casualties. Given that little exchange with the ROK a few months ago, we don’t want to start a war.”

      Bao shrugged. “I don’t kill people unless I have no choice. You know that. Most of the people we’ll run into will be soldiers doing their jobs. I doubt most of them even know what’s going on at the facility.”

      “I’m simply reiterating. Also, to be clear, we have no active backup. It’s like you said, Bao, the Company wants maximum deniability if this goes bad. So other than loaning me gadgets, they’re pretending there is no such mission. Keep that in mind. If we screw up here, we’ll rot in a North Korean prison for the rest of our lives, and that’s assuming they don’t execute us.”

      Bao smiled and shrugged. “We won’t screw up, then. Simple.”

      “I envy your optimism. Once we recover or destroy the artifact, we fly to the USS Cumberland, transfer to a VTOL plane, and proceed to a CIA site in Japan to drop it off, assuming it hasn’t already been destroyed.” Daniel looked over his shoulder at the Chinese woman. “Neither you nor Daisy will be able to come to the facility, so we’ll part ways at Yokota.”

      She saluted him. “Aye, aye, Mr. CIA.”

      Daisy lowered the helicopter a few more feet. They skimmed the water again.

      Daniel stared out the window and marveled at how close they flew to the ocean. “Let’s hope our luck holds out on dry land.”
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        * * *

      

      As the trio stepped away from the helicopter, Daniel nodded to himself in satisfaction. A rock overhang provided natural cover for the craft, but according to their intelligence, they had only about four hours until island sentry bots would drive past the area. The facility was thirty minutes away on foot at a brisk but not intense pace.

      We should have plenty of time if we don’t get hung up in the facility.

      A few minutes of climbing allowed them to crest the rocky hill beside their aircraft. The dark outlines of the research buildings stood in the distance but the trees obscured the fine details. A single road led into the forest and directly toward the facility.

      Daniel slipped on a black balaclava, as did Daisy. When all you needed was to avoid identification, the simplest technology served far better than all the multimillion-dollar gadgets from SAD labs. With the bulletproof vests, black fatigues, and mask, the entire ensemble screamed terrorist more than suave agent.

      Bao pulled out her own bright canary yellow mask and slipped it over her head. He wasn’t sure what her look said. Maybe insane terrorist.

      The CIA agent blinked at her. “That’s kind of noticeable.”

      She shrugged. “They still can’t see my face to identify me. I like this mask. It makes me happy. If I have to run around with a mask on, I want to be happy.”

      “I can’t argue with that.” He withdrew two chameleon balls from a tactical vest pouch and handed one to each woman. “Reminder—practical max of five minutes of optical camouflage. Let’s save it until it counts. We’re lucky the Company even gave me three.”

      They both nodded and pocketed the gadgets.

      The trio hurried into the forest. Each step brought them closer to the facility.

      “This is the problem with thinking that sticking it on an island is enough. The place isn’t guarded well e—” Daniel ripped a directional EMP from his pocket and aimed it in front of him. The device buzzed when he activated it. “That’s what I get for opening my mouth. Sentry bot.”

      Daisy and Bao snapped their heads in the direction of his shot. Light glinted off a sentry bot in the distance, its barrel pointed in a different direction.

      Bao shook her head. “Sentry bot. What a load of rubbish. It’s a wheeled machine gun with a motion sensor, and they try to make it sound like it’s a Terminator.” She laughed. “And taken out so easily by an EMP. That’s the reason the PLA gave up on them years ago. If you EMP a soldier in an exoskeleton, at least he can still get out and shoot at you.”

      “Won’t disabling it alert the facility?” Daisy asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “We’ll have until the next patrol cycle. We should already be inside by then.” He motioned through the trees. “Let’s keep going.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several minutes and as many sentry bots later, the trio approached a side door of a facility.

      Daniel glanced back at the forest. “I’m glad I brought extra EMPs, although I don’t have time to recharge them. Bao, do you have any more?”

      She shook her head. “If we go back the same way, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Let’s hope the North Koreans let us.”

      The agent waved his electronic lockpick over a keypad beside the door. It beeped after a few seconds, and the door clicked open. He slipped a cartridge of tranq darts into a dart gun and holstered the weapon before he took the stun rifle from his back.

      “We follow the same plan I mentioned on the way—stun and keep them down with the tranqs. This will probably take more than a few minutes, and I don’t want reinforcements to sneak up behind me. Daisy, concentrate on your magic, just in case.”

      Bao unslung her stun rifle and both she and the elf nodded.

      The arms of Daisy’s leather catsuit lit up with arcane sigils. She closed her eyes and focused. “It’s easy to track the artifact. Not only does it have a strong magical signature, but there’s no real background noise. I don’t think they have any other artifacts or magicals in the facility.”

      Daniel nodded. “Always nice when things go our way. Ready?”

      His companions signaled their assent.

      “Three, two, one.” He threw the door open. No soldiers stood in the long, white hallway. He activated a broad-frequency jammer. One advantage of not having a backup was that he didn’t have to worry that he’d disrupted his own signals. Hard-line cameras might still be a threat, but with Daisy’s help, they could minimize their time inside and prevent immediate calls for reinforcements.

      The elf rushed inside, flanked by the other two team members.

      Bao sniggered.

      “What’s so funny?” Daniel asked.

      “I could never carry that outfit off.” She nodded toward Daisy. “I don’t have the figure for it.”

      “I don’t know. It does wonders for the ass.” The other woman laughed.

      Daniel would have appreciated the tightly fitted second-skin appearance of the black leather outfit in almost any other situation than raiding a secret North Korean lab.

      He shook his head “This is what we’ll talk about right now?”

      “Why not?” The Chinese woman turned and squeezed a shot off. A lanky man in a North Korean Army uniform yelped as the bolt struck him. He fell to the ground and his AK clattered on the cold tile of the hallway. She shrugged. “We can talk about sexy outfits and still stun people, you know.”

      He shook his head and chuckled.

      The trio jogged toward the man, and Daniel put a tranq round into him, then holstered the weapon.

      Daisy pointed to the three-way intersection ahead. “We need to turn right.”

      They followed her as quickly as they could.

      The agent flattened himself against the wall at the sound of footsteps. He raised one finger, then another, and finally, a third. They spun around the corner as a group. Bao and Daniel nailed the guard before he could even manage the beginning of a yelp.

      After another quick tranq shot, the infiltrators rushed down the hallway.

      Daniel’s heart rate kicked up. “It’s only a matter of time before they find one of those guys.”

      The elf nodded. “We’re almost to the artifact.”

      Bao glanced over her shoulder. “No alarm’s going off. I wouldn’t worry until that happens.”

      The seconds became minutes as they continued down the corridor and made a few more turns with Daisy’s guidance. Not a single guard managed to fire a shot before they were stunned and tranquilized.

      The trio finally closed on a reinforced metal door with black angular Hangul lettering above a numeric keypad and DNA lock.

      “It’s in there.” The elf pointed at the door.

      The Chinese woman peered at the writing. “My Korean’s rustier than it should be, but this is the primary research lab if I read this correctly.”

      The agent chuckled. “DNA lock. There was nothing in the briefing about that.”

      Daisy stepped forward. “I can beat that if you can get the other lock.”

      Daniel retrieved his electronic lockpick. “Ready?”

      She nodded, and he waved the card over the keypad. Her hand glowed, and she placed her thumb against the small silver DNA reader. The keypad beeped, and the door unlocked.

      He thrust the door open and rushed inside. Four North Korean men in white lab jackets surrounded a metal table. They spun at the intrusion and their eyes widened as one shouted something in Korean.

      Bao and Daniel opened fire immediately and brought down three of the scientists. The fourth leapt toward a red lever on the wall. Double stun bolts struck him, but his outstretched hand caught the lever. It lowered as his body sank to the ground.

      Shrill klaxons screamed throughout the facility.

      And there went our luck.

      The Chinese contractor rushed to the door and raised her rifle. “I miss the sentry bots already.”

      Daniel shrugged. “We made it farther than I thought we would. Let’s finish the job. Where is it?”

      “There.” Daisy pointed to the table.

      A white-glazed clay bowl sat in the center. Carved stylized depictions of people, animals, and humanoid creatures with multiple arms and sharp talons decorated the outside of the artifact.

      The agent frowned at it. “When I asked you before, you said you didn’t know how easy it’d be to handle. If you can’t destroy it, we’ll have to take it with us. For all I care, we can drop it in the middle of the ocean.”

      Bao blinked. “Aren’t you taking it back to the CIA? I assumed you’d only destroy it if you had no other choice.”

      “Some things don’t need to be in circulation, especially demon-summoning bowls.”

      The elf tapped her lips. “I can destroy it, but this will require a careful application of one of my greatest destructive techniques.”

      Daniel regarded her warily as he wondered what sort of magic she’d not demonstrated yet. “Do whatever you need to do. You’re the magical here.”

      She shrugged, pulled out a 9mm pistol, and proceeded to empty the clip into the bowl. The clay artifact shattered into dozens of pieces.

      He laughed. “That’s your careful application?”

      “Of destructive technique, yes.”

      “And they can’t simply glue it back together?”

      “No, it’s a little harder to fix a powerful artifact than using some Superglue. We’re good.” Daisy winked.

      Bao snickered and fired off several bolts into the hallway. The crack of a rifle sounded, and a bullet whizzed by her head before she returned fire. “I eliminated them, but I’m sure more are on their way.”

      “I think it’s time for the chameleon balls,” Daniel instructed.

      The elf retrieved hers and activated it. Light bent around her and left a barely discernable outline. Bao followed suit.

      “Go,” the agent shouted as he activated his.

      They rushed into the hallway. The rapid movement caused portions of the optical camouflage to fail but it still provided less of a target. The next group of soldiers that charged down the hallway hesitated at the strange sight of the three ghostly forms. Bao and Daniel felled them with their stun rifles within a second.

      No other soldiers blocked the trio’s path as they retraced their steps. When they arrived at their entry door, Daniel’s chameleon ball failed with a loud buzz.

      “Damn it. Piece of junk.” He rushed through the door and glanced behind him. The shifting outlines of the two cloaked women remained in the building.

      A gunshot sounded, and a bullet whistled past him and struck the wall. Bao shot a soldier around a nearby corner before Daniel could even turn his head.

      The team sprinted away from the building and the movement turned the women’s remaining optical camouflage to a minor blur.

      Outside, the sound of an oscillating alarm replaced the annoying internal klaxons.

      More soldiers opened fire in the distance as Daniel, Daisy, and Bao entered the tree line. A bullet struck a nearby trunk and launched a cloud of bark debris into the agent’s face. He coughed, then hissed as another shot slammed into his vest.

      Pain blasted through his back, and he stumbled. The Chinese woman tossed a flashbang and smoke grenade in the direction they had come from as Daisy helped him up. A cloud of thick gray smoke spread behind them.

      He gritted his teeth, stepped away from Daisy, and began to run. Each step fed the ache in his back.

      Without this vest, I might be dead. If they had used armor-piercing bullets, I might be dead.

      The pursuing soldiers maintained fire. Their rounds flew through the smoke but missed the agent and the contractors.

      Daniel slung his rifle over his shoulder. He yanked out an autoinjector, plunged it awkwardly into his back under his vest, and grunted at the spike of pain as he focused on running.

      The analgesic soon did its work, and numbness spread to swallow the ache. He picked up his pace, and the women matched him. Both threw more smoke grenades in different directions as they ran. A large gray cloud now choked much of the forest and the enemy’s gunshots grew less frequent, but the trio didn’t slow.

      His lungs and legs burned as they covered the distance between the facility and the helicopter in a fraction of their original time. The distant sound of helicopter rotors mingled with the alarm from the facility. They needed to get out of there before it was too late.

      The group arrived at the hill and raced down. They half-ran and half-fell until they reached the bottom with their own helicopter visible in the distance. No one spoke as they sprinted toward the craft, their bodies pushed to the limit as they drew on every precious molecule of oxygen necessary for the movement.

      Panting, they threw the doors open. Daisy swung into the pilot’s seat and flipped switches as the other two scrambled inside. Daniel hissed as some of the pressure on his back counteracted the painkiller.

      The rotor came to life, and the elf blew out a noisy breath. “Are you okay, Daniel?”

      “I’ll live. It didn’t make it through the vest.”

      The main rotor spun faster and faster.

      “Sentry bots incoming,” Bao announced.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Time to go.”

      The helicopter lifted off the ground as heavy machine gun fire erupted from two closing sentry bots. Under Daisy’s careful control, the chopper lurched forward, an assault on Daniel’s back and stomach. The accelerating aircraft shook for a few seconds as bullets tore into the fuselage.

      Come on. Come on.

      The harsh sound of metal tearing through metal ended and left only the dull rhythmic roar of the rotors.

      Her gaze flicked to several different displays and readouts.

      “How are we doing, Daisy?” he asked.

      “I hope you didn’t have a deposit on this thing, but the avionics and fuel lines are all functioning. We should still make it to the Cumberland.”

      Bao yanked off her yellow balaclava and wiped sweat off her brow. “That was bloody fun, except for the Daniel getting shot part.”

      He chuckled. “As long as you had fun.”

      “But seriously, are you okay, mate?”

      He nodded. “I’ll be sore for a few days, but nothing more.”

      Daisy smiled. “Good. Besides, I wasn’t worried.

      “Why is that?”

      She winked. “Because nothing I need to use was shot.”
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        * * *

      

      “About twenty minutes until we reach the Cumberland,” the elf reported.

      Daniel nodded and winced. The painkiller had begun to wear off. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. There was still a matter to handle.

      “Can you manage not to crash this time, Daisy?” he teased.

      She snorted. “Are you talking about Australia? That wasn’t my fault. No matter who was flying, the plane would have gone down, and I still managed to save us both.”

      He managed a grin despite the pain in his back. “Sure, sure. Blame it on the area.”

      Bao looked from one to the other. “What happened in Australia?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing big. We headed there to investigate some potential alien portals, had a mysterious power failure, and ran into a necromancer. It got messy.”

      The contractor stared at him. “Aliens? You mean Oricerans?”

      Daniel shook his head. “Nope. Non-Oriceran extraterrestrials. You know, your basic space aliens. Maybe not so basic. We know a lot about their technology but not their biology or planet.”

      Bao burst out laughing. “Oh, come on, Daniel. There’s no such thing as space aliens. All the past sightings were Oricerans.”

      He turned and let the smile fade from his face. “Most were, but not all. There are aliens out there. Some might be friendly, and some might not be so friendly. Trust me. I’ve met a few of them. I’ve seen the kind of things they can do with their technology, and that’s the thing—technology, not magic.”

      The Chinese woman still smiled. “Is that what you do for the CIA, then. Hunt aliens? I always had a feeling about you.”

      “Do you believe me?” Daniel frowned. “I thought you’d be more surprised.”

      She shrugged. “I saw a few files here and there when I worked in the MSS. I never knew what to make of them. Honestly, I thought they were part of misinformation campaigns. Who would believe in aliens in a world where magic is real? It sounds silly, but then again, so do bloody elves. No offense, Daisy.”

      “None taken,” the elf replied.

      The agent nodded slowly. “No, I don’t do that for the CIA, but I do have an offer to make you concerning aliens.”

      “An offer?” Bao leaned forward. “What sort of an offer?”

      “Let me ask you this first: Do you want to run around and invade North Korean research facilities for the rest of your life, or do you want to save worlds?”
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      Timothy stared at Daniel from his position near the operations room table. The trip back from Asia went smoothly enough, but he would have preferred to rest for a day or two instead of being called back into the brownstone by his mentor.

      The longer things go, the more I’m run ragged by the Codex team and not the Company.

      The CIA made it clear they didn’t mind if Daniel relaxed for a few days after a successful mission, especially since he’d been shot. His back was still tender and bruised, but he’d not broken any bones. The vest had performed its job well.

      The North Koreans squawked internally, but they’d not uttered a peep to blame any other country. Too many suspects, and not enough evidence, the Company reasoned.

      Daniel took a seat at the operations room table and looked at Timothy. “You said you wanted to chat about my message? It must be important if you didn’t want to text me about it.”

      “Yes. First, I wanted to confirm a few things in person.” The older man folded his arms. “According to your message, Bao said yes to joining up. Is that still the case?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Hell, she’s enthusiastic about it. She even likes the idea that we have—and I quote her here—‘a secret hideout dedicated to protecting the worlds.’” He shrugged. “She can be a bit much, but she’s good at the job.”

      Timothy sat and a frown appeared. “She does understand what we do here, right? This isn’t a game.”

      “Bao’s quirky, but she’s not an idiot. Given her personality, it’s a miracle she lasted as long as she did in the MSS.”

      “Okay, fair enough, and I trust your judgment.” He unfolded his arms. “You also said she would need time, but you didn’t clarify what that meant. How much time are we talking?”

      “She has some loose ends to take care of, especially in Hong Kong and Shanghai. It’ll take a few weeks. She didn’t plan to join a secret alien-hunting rogue CIA group, so it’s not exactly a surprise that she couldn’t drop everything the minute I made the offer.” Daniel shrugged.

      Timothy nodded. “Good job. Given how few field agents we have, you’ve given us a big boost. If we can get John fully up to speed with modern times, we’ll be able to do some decent investigation work with multiple teams.

      “Now,” his mentor continued, “I agree with everything you told me before about drawing on whatever resources we need, foreign or otherwise. And I’m glad to have Daisy and Bao on the team, but even if we had dozens of them, we’d still be at a big disadvantage compared to Fortis.”

      Daniel snorted. “With a dozen Baos or Daisys, I’d say we’d have a major advantage.”

      The older agent shook his head. “One of the reasons Fortis has been able to get ahead of us is because they can send direct CIA assets to investigate incidents and draw on Company resources even if they cover everything up later. With only you, it’s risky to do that. If we had a few more CIA agents on our side, I could use my influence more efficiently, and we could take advantage of more of the Company’s resources. We also have to think about the future.”

      “The future? How so?”

      “We’ve been lucky that Fortis hasn’t been able to target us much, but when they do, if they want to take the whole team down, it’d make sense to approach the situation like they did with Ronni,” Timothy explained. “If we were discovered tomorrow, it’d look less like an overly enthusiastic rogue CIA operation and more like a private army that I’ve put together—including a magical of dubious background and a former Chinese intelligence operative. Bad optics if we want to avoid being accused of treason.”

      Daniel scowled. “They’ll probably simply assassinate us like they did Buckley if they found out.”

      His mentor leaned forward and threaded his fingers together. “Do you know why I’ve managed to live this long despite pissing off a lot of powerful people, son?”

      “Your handsome good looks and because you know where all the bodies are buried?” He shrugged.

      “That, too, but mostly, it’s because I always plan for the future. I’ve made mistakes—a lot of them, and especially with how I handled you.” He sighed. “But I’ve managed to put together this team and recruit not only agents like you but even senior personnel like Nessie. I’ve built something that might be able to help my country and planet in a way working at the CIA never will. I’ll continue to plan for the future to make sure it remains operative even if I disappear tomorrow. If we recruit half the damn Company, then Fortis won’t be able to do anything to us.”

      Daniel rubbed his chin. “At the rate we’re going, we’ll both die of old age before we recruit enough CIA personnel to take Fortis on. The problem for me is that the CIA has mostly had me working with contractors in the last few years, rather than other agents. I’m on decent terms with a lot of agents, but not close to them.”

      Timothy grunted. “I suspect that’s my fault.”

      “What do you mean, Tim?”

      “Both Nessie and I have told you how people are suspicious of you because you’re my protégé. I can’t be certain, but I think Fortis has pulled some strings to keep you more isolated, whether to evaluate you or take care of you if needed.” He shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll only get worse after what happened with Jack Buckley.”

      “Jack’s proof, though,” the younger man stated.

      “Proof?”

      Daniel nodded. “Proof that we can find other good agents in the CIA who are willing to help us defend the world and who aren’t brainwashed by Fortis extremism. It’ll take time, but we can find them.”

      “You’re right,” Timothy agreed. “We both need to spend more time looking for Company recruits.”

      “While we’re talking about recruits, Connor gave me a good idea on the analyst side of things.”

      The older man tilted his head. “What did he come up with?”

      “All my old military friends,” the agent replied. “All topnotch analysts and people I’ve known for years. I have a good feel for their personality, and they are good candidates.”

      Timothy thought about that for a moment. “Have Ronni and Paul help with individual deep dives into their background and current situations before you approach any of them like we did with Connor. You, of all people, should know that they might be something other than what they present to you.”

      “Understood.” He stood with a smile. “I already have another candidate lined up. I’ll let Ronni and Paul know.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel stared out his apartment window at the darkened street, a frown on his face. “The more I think about this, the more I’m not sure this was the right move.”

      “What do you mean?” Connor asked from the couch. “Ronni and Paul have cleared her. If anything, she’s cleaner than I am. You seemed into the idea of recruiting Lorelai before.”

      “I still want to recruit her. That’s not the problem.”

      “What’s the problem, then?”

      Daniel turned around. “The timing. It feels early. Maybe we should have waited for our next session.”

      Connor shrugged. “Why wait? And if you’re so worried about OPSEC, then it makes more sense to talk to her without everyone around.”

      “You were the one who thought it’d be a good idea to recruit everyone.”

      “I’m not saying I changed my opinion, simply that we don’t always have to do everything at the game sessions.”

      The agent turned at a flash of light, the headlights of Lorelai’s car as she drove down the street.

      “She’s here.”

      Connor stood and rubbed his hands. “I’ll go down and meet her. I know your grandpa knows what the hell is up, but what about the kid? He won’t stumble in while we talk about this, will he? I don’t want to shit where you live.”

      He shook his head. “Pops took him out to see the latest Ancestor’s Quest. They won’t be back for a couple of hours.”

      The analyst nodded and jogged down the stairs to the shop below. Daniel sat on the couch and took a deep breath.

      Bao’s recruitment might not have been preordained, but it also wasn’t unlikely. The woman’s personality and job made her a perfect fit for this team. She was already a rogue dedicated to justice. Lorelai was a woman with a security clearance who was happy with her government job.

      I need to remember that I’m not asking her to betray her country. I’m asking her to help defend it.

      Lorelai and Connor clomped up the stairs and the latter grinned like an idiot. They both stepped inside, and the analyst closed the door behind him before he moved to the couch.

      “Okay.” The woman dropped into a recliner. “What is this big, important thing you both needed to discuss with me? If it’s about the campaign, I’m willing to play whatever. You didn’t have to drag me here to pressure me.”

      Daniel activated his silence cube. “Do you know what this is?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “No fucking way. It can’t be. I’ve read about them, but I’ve never actually seen one. An omnidirectional sonic nullifier?”

      He nodded. “Or a silence cube for short.”

      Lorelai laughed. “That’s so not cool.”

      Connor nodded eagerly. “That’s what I told him.”

      “Oh, you guys sit around discussing sonic nullifiers?” She looked from one to the other. “I kind of sensed there was something between you two lately, but I couldn’t figure out what it might be. But let’s set that aside and focus on the nullifier and why you have it out. My guess is you’re not trying to impress me.”

      “No, and I really prefer to call it a silence cube.”

      “It still sounds stupid, but that’s not what’s bothering me.”

      He shrugged. “What is then?”

      Lorelai pointed at the device. “It’s not magical. That’s advanced human tech and hard to find outside the government. Why do you have one? And why do you need one? For that matter, why would you use one in this conversation?”

      “Why indeed?” The agent grinned and leaned forward with his hands in his lap. “Would you care to venture a guess, Lorelai?”

      Her green eyes lit up with curiosity. “There are a lot of possibilities, but I’ll cut through the bullshit process and find something close to the truth. I don’t want to spend all night here.”

      “Okay, what’s your version of the truth?”

      Lorelai gestured from Connor to Daniel. “You’re still in the intel game. My guess is that this shop is a cover. Sure, you sell legit items here and you did take it over for your granddad, but you’re also out of the country an awful lot. and you don’t fight like someone who spends all their time shopping for low-level artifacts and antiques.”

      Daniel arched a brow. “You noticed during the mugging?”

      Connor frowned. “Noticed what?”

      She laughed. “Seriously, Connor? You seriously didn’t notice? We’re all ex-military, but we were intel. None of us are badass when it comes to a fistfight, but the way Daniel moved that night was too good, even for a standard-issue Marine. They’re trained to shoot rifles and throw grenades, not take out several guys in hand-to-hand.”

      The analyst shrugged. “I thought he got lucky.”

      Lorelai shook her head. “There’s getting lucky and there’s always making the right move at the right time. Too many coincidences point to an underlying truth.”

      Connor grinned sheepishly. “I guess I didn’t notice before. By the time I knew the truth, it made sense. Why hide it, though?”

      She looked at Daniel. “Because it’d lead to questions like I already have, like why does a random shop owner move like that when he’s in trouble?”

      The CIA agent shrugged. “And here I thought I had done a good job of hiding it, but yeah, you’re right. I’m supposed to be a shop owner. It’s easy to hide certain things from you all because you don’t live in the neighborhood. A lot of the locals know I’m good in a fight, but I think they chalk it up to my veteran background without thinking a lot about what that actually means. So, with all that in mind, who do you think I work for?”

      “The fact that you leave the country a lot narrows it down. The artifact thing makes me think PDA or CIA, but most PDA field agents have magic. Whatever other secrets you’re hiding, you’re not a magical.” Lorelai tapped her lips. “CIA field agent but not some field analyst, though, Directorate of Operations. Genuine real-deal secret agent.”

      The two men exchanged a glance. Connor grinned.

      Daniel smiled. “Good deduction, Lorelai.”

      She shrugged. “I like a good mystery. That’s half the reason I’m an analyst. I noticed all the details before, but without the nullifier and this out-of-the-blue meeting, I wouldn’t have put them all together.” She looked down for a second before she locked eyes with Daniel. “The only thing I don’t have any idea about is why I’m here. If this was about me doing work with the CIA, I’m sure the agency would have contacted my superiors and worked through official channels. I don’t have enough specialized knowledge for some strange off-the-books mission.” She nodded at Connor. “And I doubt he does either. So, what’s the deal, Daniel?”

      He leaned back and took a deep breath. “Let me tell you a little story about visitors from other worlds first.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Daniel finished explaining the broad-stroke details of the truth about non-Oriceran extraterrestrials, Fortis, and the existence of his team along with their goals. Lorelai asked a few questions but mostly soaked in his explanation with the occasional addition by Connor, including how he joined the team full-time after he’d been set up and humiliated when he tried to brief others on alien information.

      She blew out a breath as the agent finished. “Shit.”

      “Shit?”

      Lorelai nodded. “I’ve always thought that because of my job, I knew what went on in the world. Yes, I had my specialties, but during all the time spent as an analyst and with all my security clearances, I was also exposed to enough other material that I figured there were few true secrets out there. Yet somehow, I managed to miss the biggest secret of them all.” She sighed and rubbed her face with her hand. “A lot of things make more sense now that I think of it. It’s funny how easily we let what others believe to be true guide our conclusions.”

      “I won’t lie,” Daniel replied. “I told you about what’s going on. This shit is dangerous. If you don’t want to be involved, I don’t blame you. But I’m reaching out to you because you’re someone I already trust, and I know you’re good at your job.” He nodded toward Connor. “He gave me the idea. So, my question to you is straight-forward. Do you want to sit in a dark hole in Fort Meade all day, or do you want to save the worlds?”

      She laughed. “Did you practice that speech in a mirror?”

      The CIA agent grinned. “Not impressed?”

      “Daniel, I’d probably join you if you told me that you had a good reason for being in the Mafia. Hell yeah, I want to join. I think the others are good candidates as well, but I also think you need to space this stuff out. From what you told me about these Fortis people, they will probably watch people close to you now if they aren’t already.”

      “Agreed, and you’re right. We’ll hold off for a while on Taylor and Juan.”

      Lorelai grinned. “Juan will be pissed that he wasn’t first.”

      Connor laughed. “Probably.”

      Her grin disappeared. “One thing, though. What would you have done if I said no? Or I said I would tell someone?”

      Daniel shrugged and sighed. “There are two things you need to know. First, I carry a drug on me that can put people to sleep and erase several hours of their memories. Secondly, I have hackers who will monitor you for the next few weeks to be sure.”

      Lorelai blinked. “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “There’s a lot at stake. We can’t afford to make any mistakes.”

      “Damn. You really are CIA.” Lorelai’s smile returned. “Somehow, I think we’ll all end up working for your team full-time. I might regret that when some guy pulls my nails out in a dungeon, but for now, thanks for giving me the opportunity to serve my country in a way I never even thought of.”

      His phone buzzed. It was a text from an unknown number. The display showed an address in Portland, Maine, followed by a simple message.

      You get what you pay for, and that’s all I’ve got. But you’d best get there before someone else does -R

      Daniel narrowed his eyes.

      “Problem?” Lorelai asked.

      He looked at her. “We’ll have to cut this short. It looks I have to hunt some more aliens.”
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      A chill early morning wind blew off the ocean as Daniel surveyed the warehouses and small buildings that clustered the wharf. He turned and glanced up the street. Houses stood mere blocks away, including their target address. Boats lined the docks, along with fishermen in coats, rubber boots, and bright yellow waders who brought equipment aboard their vessels.

      John chuckled. “You know, I’ve never been to Maine before. I thought it’d be colder in the fall.”

      “Come here in December.” Daniel nodded up the street. “We’re almost there. It doesn’t seem as if anyone suspicious is around. Still, it seems weird that one of them might be in this area.”

      “Versus the big city?” The OSS agent shrugged. “If they can keep their noses clean, a smaller city might be a better bet. As for no one being suspicious, it’s barely past dawn.” He adjusted his jacket and smiled at fishermen in the distance. “I’m glad to see some stuff doesn’t change. The boats look fancier and they have more gadgets on them, but the men on the boats don’t look any different than back in my day. For all I knew, you had robots you sent to grab your fish nowadays.”

      The CIA agent chuckled. “I think those guys are crab fishermen, but yeah, I get what you mean. Maybe things might be more different with tech if the Oriceran stuff hadn’t happened, but all the open magic makes up for that.”

      They started up the street toward their target address.

      Daniel stopped at an intersection and waited for the walk sign to change. “We could make you disappear if you wanted to, John.”

      The other man frowned. “Huh? I don’t follow you, Danny Boy.”

      The light changed in their favor and they proceeded across the street.

      “We need men like you on the team, but damned if you didn’t already give your time and life to your country.” He shook his head. “If you want to disappear on a fishing boat, we could arrange it. I know I helped you out, but you don’t owe me shit. I want you to understand that.”

      John chuckled as they stepped up onto the curb. “That’s mighty noble of you, but I’m not ready to retire. I can’t say rotting in Germany for a century was my idea of a fun time, but I wasn’t awake for it. You know, I don’t think I was technically dead, though.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, otherwise, I figure I would have had a conversation with St. Peter about him letting me through the Pearly Gates.” He snorted. “Probably some jerk wizard will try to bust in there someday and cause a bunch of trouble for all of us.”

      Daniel laughed. “I wouldn’t put it past them.”

      They approached a narrow two-story house. The front porch was covered in part by low-hanging branches from two trees with half their leaves already shed. Faded and peeling paint reflected the long-term touch of salty air. Leaves choked the yard, porch, and front walkway in a beautiful spectrum of red, orange, and yellow.

      John studied the yard. “Someone doesn’t like rakes. Or someone hasn’t been home for a while.”

      “It’s even easier these days.” The CIA agent strolled up the weathered dull red pavers that formed the walkway. “You can buy yard bots.”

      His companion snorted a laugh as he followed. “Of course, you can. Why do something yourself when you can Buck-Rogers it with a tin man?”

      They arrived at the foliage-covered porch. There were no muddy footprints or small paths of cleared leaves and no evidence that anyone had been on the porch recently. Dusty blinds on the inside blocked their view through the front windows.

      Daniel glanced over his shoulder. The long-hanging branches provided a natural curtain of privacy should they need it. He knocked on the door.

      “Do we even know what we’ll find in there?” John asked.

      “No clue. I only have the address. I tried to follow-up with my informant, but he wouldn’t respond to my message and he wasn’t at Lucky’s when I stopped by. Also, I didn’t want to risk someone getting the jump on us. Ronni’s quick check did reveal an interesting little fact, though. Electricity and gas consumption suddenly flatlined last week.”

      The older man nodded. “You think whoever lived here took off, then?”

      “Probably. The question is why and if someone or something made them.” Daniel knocked again. “Do you see any movement?”

      “The blinds go all the way down, but I don’t see any shadows.”

      The CIA agent retrieved his electronic lockpick. The house might be old, but the keypad lock was modern. “I think we should take a look. Keep an eye out.”

      John nodded and turned to watch the narrow strip of street visible through the branches. “No one around.”

      Daniel swiped the lockpick over the keypad and waited several seconds. He frowned and tried again. Nothing happened.

      “What the hell?” He tried one more time. “There’s no way some random house in Maine has a lock that can beat Company tech.”

      “Do they have an old-fashioned backup?”

      He shook his head and tried the lockpick one last time. “All tech. But I knocked twice. That’s wood, not metal. Do you see anyone around?”

      “Nope.”

      He glanced back and forth before he slammed his foot into the wood. The door shimmered and he bounced back without having felt the impact. The door didn’t shake. “What the hell?” He tried knocking again, but this time, his hand rebounded. “There’s suddenly some sort of forcefield.”

      John frowned and tried knocking but his hand also bounced off. “Magic?”

      “That’d be my guess or advanced tech. It’s damned suspicious anyway.” Daniel stepped to the side. He pulled out his silence cube and activated it before he drew his pistol. “Are we clear?”

      His companion surveyed the street again before he nodded and stepped behind him.

      Daniel fired at the lock and the silence cube swallowed the gun’s report from the outside but did nothing to help his ringing ears. The bullet bounced off and clattered on the porch with no sign of impact or crushing.

      He grunted and holstered his weapon before he shoved the gadget back in his pocket. “That’s thorough.”

      “We gonna call Daisy in to do a little abracadabra?”

      The CIA agent shook his head and felt around in an inner pocket. “There’s a little something I’ve been saving. It only has one use left, but if I didn’t think there was something important in there before, I’m convinced now. No one throws up a forcefield to make sure people don’t steal their crab.” He held his enchanted joker card up.

      “The famous joker, the one you used to break those aliens out?”

      Daniel nodded. “The one and only, but this is the last time I’ll ever be able to use it.”

      John saluted the card and grinned. “Thank you for your sacrifice.”

      The other agent smirked and placed the card against the door. The keypad beeped, and the door clicked open. His heart rate kicked up and he licked his lips. His hand lifted toward the door handle.

      Did I just waste the last use of a rare artifact?

      Daniel gripped the handle and it swung open to reveal a normal living room with a couch, a recliner, and a tv on the wall. Several large framed photos of a bearded fisherman holding up large crabs decorated the wall. The images matched the online records for the owner of the house, Richard Page.

      The agent stepped inside with a frown.

      John followed him. “I expected something more Martian, you know?”

      “They might be using optical camouflage.”

      They both slipped on AR glasses and switched them to thermal mode, but everything present was at room temperature.

      The older man shrugged. “If it’s Martians, maybe they have better invisibility gadgets.”

      “Whatever the aliens are, I doubt they are Martians.”

      “Yeah, Ronni said the same thing, but how do you know? If you have elves who can hide, maybe the aliens have hidden on Mars the entire time.” John tapped the side of his head. “It’s something to think about. We’ve all believed the wrong stuff for a long time.”

      “Maybe.” Daniel stepped into the kitchen. His nose wrinkled as the acrid smell of rotting garbage from the corner bin seeped into his nostrils along with a strong, putrid odor that wafted down the nearby stairs. He walked to the garbage and looked down. Flies circled rotten chicken.

      John grunted. “Someone doesn’t like to keep clean.”

      Daniel’s stomach knotted as he walked to the stairs. “Do you smell what I smell? Other than the chicken?”

      The other man nodded. “Yeah. I think I do.”

      “Let’s confirm it.”

      They jogged up the stairs, stone-faced, and the putrid smell intensified as they approached the master bedroom. The door stood open and allowed them a clear view of the bloated corpse of the brown-bearded man from the photos. He lay on his back on the ground. Several large holes passed through his body.

      Daniel gritted his teeth. “Yeah, I thought so.” He crouched beside the corpse and pointed at the holes. “It’s too decayed to judge by eye, but they look like they might have been burns.”

      John nodded. “You mean like the body of that dame you found by the Hudson River?”

      “Exactly, and that was shortly before I found her genetically identical alien twin.” The CIA agent sighed and shook his head. “It looks like we have ourselves another alien murder, and we never did figure out why they committed the first one. I have to give it to Ralph. He found me the lead I needed, but I almost wish he hadn’t.” He stood and squeezed his earlobe to activate his comm implant. “Ronni, are you there?

      “Yes, sir,” she replied. “What did you need?”

      “I have a victim here. It looks like the owner of the house, Richard Page.” Daniel used his Codex phone to take several pictures. “He’s maybe been dead about a week from similar wounds to Linda Hunter, the original human victim of the first alien murder.”

      Ronni gasped. “I…ugh. Sorry, sir. I’m a little queasy.”

      He lowered his phone. “Sorry about that. When you sent me the background research, you said you couldn’t find anything unusual about the homeowner. Crosscheck missing persons’ reports. All signs point to this guy dying a week ago.”

      She sighed. “I already checked that sort of thing, sir. If he’s missing, no one has reported it. There’s even a comment from him on the website of the tackle shop he works at.”

      “A comment?”

      “At least signed by Richard Page. Someone’s tried very hard to make it seem like he’s still alive.”

      Daniel grunted. “Someone who is probably a clone. Okay, I guess we should visit Richard Page at work and see if he looks like our real Richard Page.” Daniel looked at John. “Maybe you can ask him a few questions about retiring to a life of crab fishing.”
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        * * *

      

      A brisk ten-minute walk brought the two agents to Great North Bait and Tackle.

      Daniel held his phone to his ear. Talking into thin air might stand out, even among the few people in the wharf area. “We’re there, Ronni, and we’re going in.”

      As they stepped inside the tiny wooden building, an electronic entry tone sounded in the back.

      Fishing rods of various types covered an entire wall along with attachments. A floor-to-ceiling metal rack stood against the other wall and held trays with a colorful variety of lures. Clear bait jars lined the front of the counter, along with a sealed container filled with dirt and worms.

      A brown-haired, bearded man in a plaid shirt, jeans, and LL Beans boots emerged from a back room with a smile. With a week of decay and a few more holes in his chest, he’d match the corpse at the house.

      Here we go.

      His nametag read RICHARD. He stepped behind the counter and looked back and forth between Daniel and John, a questioning look on his face.

      Two guys in suits and one with a fedora. Yeah, not his typical customers.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?” Richard asked. “You’re my first customers of the day. Why not set a good tone for me and buy a lot of stuff?” He gave them a merry grin.

      Daniel nodded. “Yeah, we just got into town. My wife booked some sort of fishing tour deal up here for my cousin and me, but our guy backed out. We wondered if you knew anyone we could hire on short notice, even at a premium.” He gestured to his suit. “We’re investment bankers, and I’ll be honest, we know shit about fishing.”

      Richard’s smiled faded. “Oh, you don’t want to buy anything?”

      John pulled some cash from his wallet and held it up. “Consider that a little fee for your help, pal.”

      The man’s smile returned. “Oh, sure. I have the perfect guy. One sec.” He disappeared into the back and emerged a minute later with a business card with a QR code for the company Portland Fishing Adventures. He held it out. “This guy’s great. Even if you don’t know anything about fishing, he’ll take you to the best spots and make sure you have a good time. I know he has some openings due to last-minute cancelations.”

      The OSS man reached over to grab the card and slipped with a yelp. His hand snapped out, and he caught the man’s shirt. “Sorry, pal. I guess it’s a good thing I have a professional to take me around. Otherwise, I would end up drowning.” He grinned, stepped away, and held the money out. “Is this enough?”

      Richard took it. “More than enough. Thanks. I’m sure after you guys go out on the charter, you’ll catch the fishing bug. But remember Richard Page at Great North Bait and Tackle helped you out.”

      “Sure, pal.” John looked at Daniel. “Let’s go call this guy and set something up. I want to catch me some fish.”

      The CIA agent nodded to Richard. “Thanks.” He followed his companion out of the shop.

      “What was all that about? I figured we could still ask a few questions.”

      “When we both scream feds? Nah. If he wasn’t suspicious, he’d end up that way. The cover story was good, but we couldn’t press our luck. It doesn’t matter anyway. I got what we needed.” He looked both ways and nodded at the corner of the building. Once out of sight, he focused on Daniel. “I’m a few decades or ten out of time, but one thing I already get is that DNA is better than fingerprints.” John raised his hand. He held a thick brown hair. “I noticed a few hairs on his shirt and thought a little fake clumsiness would help.”

      Daniel grinned. “It’s not the way I would have gotten the sample, but it works. Ronni?”

      “Yes, sir?” she answered.

      “We’ll head back. If our friend was going to run, he would have already. We don’t have the equipment here to sequence the DNA. There are no supersonic flights out of Portland, so we’ll drive to Boston and take one from there. We’ll get a quick sequence run. Wait. Shit. Do we have any existing sequences on Richard Page?”

      “Yes,” Ronni replied. “I already found one in a DNA database. I didn’t mention it because there was nothing unusual from what the analysis program said.”

      “Okay. We’ll head back to the house and grab a sample from the corpse for comparison to be sure. See you soon. If the hairs give us the results I suspect, we should be able to get back before our suspect heads home.” Daniel frowned and looked at his partner. “Even if we locked the door, he might realize we broke through his defenses the minute he hits the house.”

      John nodded. “Then let’s get a move on, Danny Boy.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Daniel parked a black rental van in an alley a few blocks down from the house. After a quick check of his tactical vest, he frowned. Their return to the city included bringing full tactical kits in case the alien pulled out heavy ordnance. He was all but certain now after taking the samples to the Brownstone that they were dealing with another extraterrestrial.

      The DNA tests results didn’t surprise anyone. The body in the house was Richard Page based off the sample they retrieved, but the man working in the store was also Richard Page according to the sample John plucked. They were genetically identical, all the way down to the minor fluctuations in DNA, just like in the Linda Hunter case. It had been a busy day but with good results.

      Daniel laughed and shook his head.

      John finished his inspection of a hollow-point magazine in one of the pouches of his tactical vest. “What’s so funny?”

      “Two flights, multiple drives, a lab test, a check on a possible alien, and now a little stake-out.” He looked at the OSS agent and grinned. “It’s one of the busiest days I’ve had in a while, and it’s all been stateside. Sometimes, I forget that weirdness isn’t limited to overseas because the PDA gets most of the stateside fun.”

      “What if our boy doesn’t show?”

      “Then we’ll figure something else out,” Daniel replied. “Ronni, is he still in the shop?”

      “Yes, in the back,” she replied through his receiver, “or at least a thermal man-shaped signature is back there. I can hack the camera if you want, but you told me not to, sir.”

      Daniel sighed. “The aliens probably have superior information technology as well. We can’t risk it. Keep the drone on him.”

      “Will do.”

      John shook his head. “If this guy decides to rabbit, do you think we can take him down?”

      Daniel nodded. “The aliens’ strength is their technology, nothing else. Fortis captured a ton of them and stuffed them in Hangar Twelve. I’m sure we can handle one.” He pulled a dart gun out of a holster and loaded a tranquilizer dart. “It’s a good time to see if being bioidentical down to the DNA means they share some of our other vulnerabilities.” He holstered the dart gun. “We’ll give him his chance to talk first, though.”

      The OSS agent nodded and fell into silence.

      Five minutes later, Ronni cleared her throat over the comms. “Sir, he’s on the move, and an unidentified female is with him. She’s human in appearance and temperature at least. They’re walking in your general direction.”

      He grimaced. “Shit. A woman? Who the hell is she? Ronni, run her through facial recognition.”

      John frowned. “What do we do?”

      The agent took a deep breath. “If he gets back home and finds out someone’s been there, he might use that shadow portal technology we’ve seen. I don’t like it, but we’ll have to take both. If the woman’s innocent, we can use a memory drug on her and let her go.”

      His partner nodded and looked away as the frown deepened on his face.

      Daniel’s stomach knotted.

      Is this how Fortis ended up on their current path?

      The two men waited in silence and watched the street in front of the alley. The tinted windows of the van concealed them, and Daniel half-expected some local cop to check on them. A black van with tinted windows would make most people suspicious, even if it weren’t sitting in an alley for a while.

      “He’s almost in front of you,” Ronni reported. “I’ve got facial recognition on the woman, by the way,” she added. “Her name is Candace Gray, or least that’s the face attached to that name.”

      “Thanks, Ronni,” Daniel replied. “Let’s hope for her sake that she’s a clueless, innocent human.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly as his heart thudded painfully. “Do you have eyes on anyone else in the area?”

      “No, you’re clear for about fifty yards. I’ve made sure no other drones are nearby and disabled the local cameras. No one has a clear line of sight on you, either. If you’re going to do it, this is your best chance.”

      John grinned. “I told you this was a good alley. We didn’t have all these fancy gadgets back in the day, only a lot more of this kind of snatch and grab.” His hand twitched and moved toward his door handle.

      “Wait for it,” Daniel murmured. “Wait until they’re damned close. They might run the minute they see our gear.”

      The next minute stretched into an eternity of rapid heartbeats and sweaty palms as Richard and a stout, muscular woman in jeans, flannel, and LL Beans boots passed the alley and shadow-cloaked van.

      Daniel’s face became stone-like. “Let’s do it.”

      He threw open his door and hurried around the front of the van. John popped out of the passenger side. They both rushed to either side of the couple and boxed them in.

      The CIA agent smiled at Richard. “Hey, remember me?”

      The bearded man looked him up and down. “The investment guy from this morning?” His voice was uncertain.

      “Yeah.” He nodded toward the van. “I’ll need you and Candace to come with me, Richard. We have a couple of questions we need to ask you.”

      “How do you know my name?” the woman asked with a frown.

      Her companion raised his hand. “Look, man. If the tour went bad, you have to take that up with him. I only recommended them. They don’t even give me a finder’s fee.”

      John cleared his throat. “This isn’t about the tour. Come on, Richard. Don’t insult us. This is about Martian stuff.”

      Richard and Candace both frowned, but it was Richard who spoke. “Martian stuff?”

      Daniel nodded toward the house. “We’ve already seen the body. Save us the trouble, Richard.”

      The two exchanged a glance, spun as one, and sprinted into the alley.

      “Damn it,” Daniel shouted. “Get him. I’ll take her down.”

      He yanked his tranq gun out, aimed at the fleeing woman, and pulled the trigger. With a loud puff, the dart shot from the gun and pierced her neck.

      Candace stumbled to the ground. Richard stopped running and turned.

      She waved him off. “Just go. If you don’t, they’ll catch us both.”

      Daniel grabbed another dart from the cartridge, but it was unnecessary. John barreled into Richard and knocked the target hard into a wall. The bearded man threw a meaty fist into his face. The agent’s head snapped back, but his hand fumbled for the stun rod on his belt. With a quick flick of his wrist, he pushed the rod into his opponent’s chest. Richard twitched and moaned and his eyes rolled toward the back of his head as he slumped to the ground.

      Candace stood with wide eyes. She withdrew a metallic silver-green grooved rod from her pocket.

      The CIA agent’s eyes narrowed. The sight of the alien communicator quelled any remaining doubts or guilt.

      John charged the woman. He slapped the communicator out of her hand and shoved a stun rod against her stomach. The weapon discharged with a loud crackle, and she crumpled, twitching.

      He snatched the device off the ground and pocketed it.

      Daniel holstered his dart gun and rushed over to the fallen Richard. He grabbed the man’s arms and dragged him toward the back of the van. John flung Candace over his shoulder with a grunt and followed his partner.

      “Geeze,” the OSS agent muttered. “This won’t look good if any cops show up.”

      “We did what we had to do.” Daniel jerked the back doors open and tossed the man inside where he’d prepared a few supplies. “Remember, no matter what they look like, they were involved in the brutal murder of a man.” He snorted. “Somehow, despite being identical to a human down to the DNA level, the tranq didn’t work. That’s good to know.”

      He zip-tied Richard’s arms and legs before he blindfolded him. John stuffed Candace in the van and did the same. A quick search located another communicator in the alien’s pocket, but no weapons.

      With the two prisoners secure, the agents closed and locked the back doors and rushed to the front.

      Less than two minutes after they’d ambushed the couple, Daniel sped away from the alley.

      “What about the body in the house?” his companion asked.

      The agent shook his head. “We have two live aliens. That’s what is important. Given the way my informant worded things, my guess is that Fortis will roll into Portland soon. I’d rather give them something to find. It’ll make them think they accomplished something, but then they’ll waste a lot of time looking for the man we captured, or maybe the woman. The murdered original woman is probably somewhere else in town.” His expression darkened. “We have the murderers, and soon, we’ll have actionable intelligence from them.”

      “The stuns will wear off soon.”

      Daniel snorted. “They might be immune to my tranq, but I’ve not seen anything to suggest they’re super-strong. We have them zip-tied in the back of a van. We’re fine. It’s time to take them to a black site and ask a few questions.”

      “What black site? Will you take them somewhere CIA controlled? Do you think Fortis won’t find out?”

      “I have something a little different in mind, but there’s one thing I don’t understand.”

      John frowned. “What?”

      “I understand why they wouldn’t have a transformation gun on them, but what about a gun like Jake had in Australia? They were completely unarmed. It shouldn’t have been that easy.”

      “Maybe they keep their pieces at home. Should we go back and check?”

      “It’s too risky now.” He took a deep breath. “And it’s not a just few gadgets that will help us protect this planet and rescue all the people they’ve taken.” He changed lanes and glowered into the rearview mirror. “I’d hoped the Linda Hunter case was some sort of mistake or one-off, but now I know I was wrong. I’m not sure if it’s all the aliens or a faction, but damn it, we’ll find out the truth about why they’ve murdered people and taken over their lives.”
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      A few hours later, Daniel stood and glared at their alien captives. The gagged prisoners struggled against the handcuffs and rope that bound them to two chairs. Individual pairs of cuffs restrained each hand to the chairs screwed into the ground in a back room of Smiling Dan’s.

      I’ll have to ask Tim if he named this place after me, or if it’s only a coincidence.

      Both aliens gave up trying to say anything hours ago. Blindfolds and noise-canceling headphones kept them literally and metaphorically in the silent darkness.

      Daniel would have preferred some other place, but unlike Fortis, the Codex team didn’t have a vast array of black sites to stow alien prisoners. He glanced at a camera in the corner. Timothy and Nessie watched from the hallway on their phones, but they’d left the interrogation to him.

      The Codex team hadn’t developed a decent protocol on how to handle this situation. Without clearer knowledge of the alien’s goals and motivations, threats might be pointless and counterproductive. Richard and Candace might be glad to kill themselves for all he knew. Or it could make them fold in minutes.

      Still, that didn’t seem right. The few aliens he’d dealt with didn’t seem ruthless enough to murder random Mainers, but he couldn’t ignore the bodies left in their wake.

      He marched to the pair and yanked their headphones and blindfolds off. Their eyes widened, and muffled cries followed. Daniel tossed the equipment on a metal table before he removed their gags.

      Richard took several deep breaths. “Please. I don’t know what this is about, but if it’s money, I’ll find some way to get you some. We’re not rich, but I…I can sell things. Maybe scrape together a few thousand. Please, I don’t even know why you kidnapped us. I work in a bait shop for crying out loud.”

      Candace remained silent and let her murderous glare speak for her.

      I don’t blame you but I’m doing my job.

      Daniel took a seat and chuckled. “Spare me the innocent act. To cut down on the bullshit, let’s clarify what I already know.” He held one finger. “Despite being genetically identical down to your SNPs to Richard Page, you’re an alien.” He held up a second finger. “If I wasn’t convinced by the fact that you are a fucking genetically identical clone of another man, the fact that you and your friend here both carried alien communication devices would be proof enough.”

      Richard swallowed. “We’ve done you no harm. You had no right to attack us.”

      The agent chuckled without humor. “Maybe you haven’t done me harm, but what about humanity?”

      “I’ve hurt no one. I sell fishing gear and bait in a shop. How does that hurt anyone?” the man snorted. “Unless you’re trying to defend the fish.”

      Daniel’s smile vanished. He slammed his palm down on the table and the loud slap echoed in the small room. “I think putting several holes in the real Richard Page and leaving him to rot in his own house classifies as fucking harm.” He snapped his head toward Candace. “We don’t know where the body of the woman you murdered is, but maybe you’re smarter about hiding your victims than Richie here.”

      Richard shook his head. “You don’t understand what’s going on.”

      Candace snorted. “Tell them nothing. They’ll kill us anyway or lock us in a deep hole once they’ve tortured us.” Her lip curled into a sneer. “That’s what you barbarians do, isn’t it? Torture and murder.”

      He leaned back and folded his arms, then sighed and shook his head. “You’re the second of your kind I’ve met who called humans barbarians. He turned out to be all right…kind of, but he didn’t murder people and take their place. At least that I know of.” He rubbed his eyelids. “From what I saw, he had all the nice toys. Fancy gun and nice optical camouflage. Maybe he was a cop among your kind.” He leaned forward. “Is that what this is? We have ourselves some alien serial killers, and the alien detectives don’t want to admit to humans why they’re on Earth?”

      The couple simply stared at him, their jaws tight.

      “Maybe not.” Daniel shrugged. “It’s a good theory for some of the facts, but it doesn’t explain other things. Candace, or whatever your real name is, you’re wrong about something important.”

      Her mouth twitched, but she didn’t say anything.

      “What?” He smiled. “You don’t even want to know what it is? Let me tell you, then. Maybe, just maybe, if you can explain why you killed those people, we can work out a deal.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “For example, if it were in self-defense, even we barbarians could understand that. Is that it? Did you teleport in looking like some monstrous alien strange being and they panicked? They tried to kill you, so you pulled out your energy shotgun and blasted them?”

      “We haven’t killed anyone,” Richard shouted.

      “Shut up,” Candace snapped. “Tell him nothing.”

      He shook his head and stared at Daniel. “No, he’s looking for an excuse to hurt us, and I won’t let him have it. No, human. I’ve hurt no one. I’ve killed no one. You had no reason to attack us or imprison us.”

      Daniel nodded. “See, I want to believe you. I really do. I’ve had some decent dealings with your people. You can keep your word, I’ll give you that, but then again, so can a lot of mobsters. I need to understand why we’ve found multiple bodies that happen to be genetically identical to the forms your kind have impersonated. Come on, see it from the barbarian perspective. That’s got to seem at least a little suspicious.”

      Richard inhaled through his nose and released it slowly through his mouth. “An opportunity presented itself. We took it. Nothing more.”

      “An opportunity to kill someone and take their place?”

      “Is it so wrong to become someone who is already dead?”

      Daniel snorted. “If you killed them, then yes. I assume murder isn’t okay on your home planet, either.”

      Richard laughed. “My home planet? You know nothing.” He narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t kill the human Richard Page, and she didn’t kill Candace.”

      “Trust me. I saw the guy’s body. He was pretty damned dead. And don’t tell me you didn’t know about the body. After all, you sealed the house with alien tech.”

      His eyes widened.

      Got you.

      “Yeah, that’s right.” The agent grinned. “You didn’t think about that, did you?” He stood and paced. “You probably thought you were safe. Lock down the house with a forcefield. I’m sure it wouldn’t last forever, but it’d last long enough. Since Richard still went to work, no one had a reason to check, and even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to get in. But you didn’t plan on me being able to beat that. You probably thought you could stop even advanced human technology.” He stopped pacing and shrugged. “Ask the Romans. Barbarians always have a few surprises.”

      Richard squeezed his eyes shut. “Yes. We sealed the house, but we haven’t been back inside.”

      “You haven’t been back inside? Do you expect me to believe that?” Daniel snorted.

      “We were worried about trouble. Worried about running into the killer.”

      Daniel furrowed his brow. “Seriously? Some mysterious other killer did it?”

      The alien shook his head. “You don’t understand. Before, it was only one person. Once another incident happened, we realized we could take advantage of the situation, but then another death happened. After that, we saw it was too dangerous to take advantage of the body.”

      Candace glared at him. “Stop telling him so much. This won’t help.”

      The agent turned his chair around, straddled it, and rested his arms on the back. “So, let me get this straight. You claim you showed up because someone else killed victims, and you knew about that somehow and decided, ‘What the hell? We might as well take over their lives?’ How did you know about the murders?”

      Richard’s face twitched. “We had our reasons. Originally, we thought it was some sort of trick or message.”

      “A trick? A message? What do you mean?” He frowned.

      “The energy. We thought someone had attempted to come to us, and we investigated. When we did, we found a few rare opportunities—people already dead. We thought perhaps they were the ones who did it, but then we realized they weren’t. We knew it was risky to take their places, but it was a good way to hide from humans.” Richard sighed and his head slumped forward. “A good way to be free.”

      “I would have to be high on about a half-dozen drugs to believe that bullshit story, and I recently fought a body-hopping necromancer,” Daniel scoffed.

      The alien swallowed. “I can prove it.”

      Candace ground her teeth.

      “Prove it?” Daniel asked. “How?”

      “Give me back my communicator, and I can show you proof.”

      The agent snorted. “If I do that, all you’ll do is call for a shadow teleport out of here, and from my perspective, I will have let potential murderers go.”

      Richard shook his head. “I’d never risk setting up a wormhole link in a building controlled by humans.”

      “You fool,” Candace yelled. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      Daniel kept a slight smile on his face. The woman wouldn’t be so agitated if he were lying.

      A weakness of your technology, huh? You open the door one way, and it’s hard to close all the way, maybe? We probably won’t be able to do anything with that, or maybe we can with a little magic. Thanks for the intel.

      He withdrew a communicator from his pocket and a gun from a holster beneath his jacket. “I’ve seen your wormhole links before and know it’s not instant, so even if you’re willing to risk the possibility that we can trace you back to wherever by opening one here, you won’t be able to escape.”

      Richard blinked. “Why do you hate us so much?”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      Candace snorted.

      The man shook his head. “You obviously do. You’re threatening to kill us if we try and leave.”

      Daniel narrowed his eyes. “I’m keeping two potential murderers from fleeing through the use of force.”

      “We’re not murderers, and this goes beyond that.” He chuckled but it sounded pained. “I know who you are. Matteas told several of us about you.”

      “Do you now?” He eyed the communicator in his hand. “Is that supposed to impress me?”

      “No.” Richard looked down and shook his head. “He said you didn’t hate us like the others.”

      “And I told you I don’t.”

      Candace glared at Daniel. “I can see it in your eyes. It’s like you want us to escape so you can shoot us like we took something from you.”

      “Even if you aren’t murderers, your people have kidnapped humans. My information suggests you might have done so for thousands of years.” He shook his head. “Do you expect me to look away?”

      Richard looked at him and nodded slowly. “This is about your parents, isn’t it?”

      Daniel glowered at the other man as his heart rate sped up. “This is about stopping aliens from kidnapping whoever they want and threatening Oriceran and Earth. Whatever you think you know, don’t think you can get into my head.”

      He forced a smile. He’d had no proof before that his parents had been taken, only circumstantial evidence and the quick sighting in Australia. What if the aliens had manipulated him and looked into his memories? The whole thing might be a con.

      His stomach tightened. The more frightening possibility was that it wasn’t.

      “You don’t understand.” Richard sighed. “I wish I could make you understand, but there’s only so much we can risk telling you. You talk about protecting yourselves, but we have to protect ourselves, too.”

      “You came to Earth. We didn’t come to you.” Daniel shook his head. He stood and moved closer to the alien. “If you don’t want humans to fear you, then maybe you shouldn’t hide in the darkness and kidnap people.”

      Richard locked gazes with him. “Do you tell every human about the kind of work you do?”

      They stared at each other in silence. Candace watched them, her face tight.

      He’s playing me. But even if Matteas told them about me, can they really be that prepared?

      He chuckled and pocketed the communicator before he knelt behind the man with his gun still in his other hand. “I’ll undo the cuffs and give you the chance to prove you’re not a murderer, at least, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you go. Like I said, you people have kidnapped humans. Someone has to answer for that because you all refuse to.”

      The agent fished the handcuff key from his pocket and inched his hand toward the cuffs. He didn’t want to shoot Richard. The alien might be telling the truth. His grandfather’s words played constantly in his mind.

      I mean they aren’t angels or demons. They’re a mixed bag. Some are assholes, some aren’t, but they’re definitely not all bad.

      He took a deep breath and shoved the key in. With careful movements, he unlocked one hand and slipped the communicator into it, then pushed it slowly in front of the man while he held his gun aimed and ready.

      Richard squeezed the grooves in the device. The rod twisted and lit up and glowing symbols floated in the air. His thumb and fingers moved over the surface, and the symbols vanished. A larger two-dimensional image winked into existence.

      From what Daniel could tell, it was surveillance camera footage from a gas station parking lot. The lights near the pump and from the storefront sign lit the area, but the darkness around suggested it was recorded late at night. The inside of the nearby building remained dim. A large CLOSED sign hung on the door.

      The agent stepped back, his gun still poised meaningfully.

      In the recording, a pick-up truck with Maine plates parked in front of one of the pumps, and Candace—or at least someone who looked like her—climbed out. She moved to the pump and waved a smartphone over it. Even though it was hard to see in the footage, it looked like a standard human rectangular design. The woman slipped the nozzle into her gas tank.

      A bright crack appeared in the air behind her.

      Daniel frowned.

      The rift spread, and a shimmering light spilled through. He’d never seen anything like it.

      The woman dropped the nozzle and spun in alarm. She backpedaled as a robed figure stepped through the opening.

      The interloper raised his hand. Bright tendrils of pure white light erupted from his palm and impaled Candace. Her head lolled to the side, and her eyes closed. The tendrils pulsed for a few seconds before they retracted and the body fell to the ground.

      The killer looked around for a few moments before it stepped back into the rift, which sealed instantly.

      The agent narrowed his eyes. The aliens’ technology didn’t look anything like what he’d seen in the recording, and none of them had ever demonstrated the ability to kill without a weapon. If they could, he doubted they would have been so easily imprisoned in Hangar Twelve.

      The killer wore a robe, which suggested he wanted to hide his appearance so was perhaps a member of an easily identifiable species. The lack of a wand suggested it wasn’t a witch or wizard, but Daniel harbored no doubts that he had witnessed a magical killing.

      He holstered his pistol and shook his head. The video was too elaborate and too specific. There was no way Richard had generated instant fake footage.

      Daniel sighed and attempted to recover his focus. “Okay, let’s say I believe what I just saw. You didn’t murder the original Candace, which suggests you didn’t murder the original Richard, but I still don’t understand the bodies.”

      “That crack pushed against our…home.” Richard flinched under a withering glare from Candace. “It’s not the first time. If bodies were left behind, does it harm anyone if we take advantage of that?”

      The agent folded his arms. He’d gained a lot of intelligence already. If the aliens weren’t guilty of murder but mere opportunism, it didn’t make sense to hold them, but at the same time, one thing still bothered him.

      “Maybe we can work a deal,” he murmured.

      “A deal?” the alien asked.

      He nodded. “Since you brought them up, I’ll let you two go in exchange for my parents.”

      Richard’s face fell. “I was supposed to be free.” He shook his head. “I wasn’t supposed to have to deal with this anymore. It’s not fair.”

      “Shut up,” Candace snapped. “You have your duty.”

      Free? Is that why he didn’t have any weapons? And what duty?

      Daniel folded his arms and looked from one to the other. “My guess is that if I asked you to elaborate, you’d stonewall me, so I’m willing to focus only on the deal.”

      “We can’t make that kind of deal,” she replied. “We don’t have the authority.”

      “But Matteas does, right?”

      She frowned and gave him a slight nod.

      He turned to Richard. “Can you contact him from here?”

      “Yes, but…” He looked at Candace.

      She shrugged. “You might as well tell him. You’ve already told him too much.”

      “We can’t leave from here.” He sighed.

      “That alien you sent disguised as a boy didn’t have that problem.”

      “That was a different situation. We’d need to be somewhere else.”

      Daniel wrinkled his brow. “I could take you to the same place where Matteas opened a wormhole link.”

      Richard nodded. “That would work.”

      “Then do it. Contact Matteas. I’ll be right back.”

      He stepped into the hallway, closed the door behind him, and turned toward his colleagues.

      Nessie frowned. “You’ve let your personal feelings guide you, Daniel.”

      “And I still got the prisoners to give up a lot of information.” He shrugged. “I won’t lie and say my personal feelings aren’t involved, but it doesn’t matter. It’s not like we have some official POW list we need to work through, and if they didn’t kill those people, then to hold those two might only antagonize Matteas.”

      Timothy pocketed his phone. “The whole thing could be a trap. What if they attack?”

      “That would make an elaborate trap. Why bother? Even if only some of them have the tech that Jake apparently had, they know where I live. They could show up at any point and turn me into a pretzel with a transformation gun. For that matter, Jake knows about the brownstone and could attack us at any time. It seems like we were wrong. There isn’t some murderous alien faction, after all.” Daniel grinned. “Besides, what’s good for me, in this case, is good for the Earth.”

      Nessie snorted. “And how is that?”

      “When I saw my parents in Australia, they looked older.”

      Nessie frowned. “So?”

      “Don’t you get it? The other returnees might have been held for decades in some cases, but they hadn’t aged. That’s probably why they couldn’t remember anything. They were held in stasis, but if we get my parents back, they’ve been there for years. Even if they’ve been imprisoned, they’ll have insight and information they can share.”

      Nessie sighed and looked at Timothy.

      “This is insane and risky, and you know it.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Maybe, but I still have to take the chance.”

      Timothy ran a hand over his head. “Don’t die. We still need you, but fine, let’s go with your plan. But take John with you. We need at least someone who doesn’t have a personal investment to watch your back.”

      “Fair enough. It’s time to take the two ETs home.”
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      No one spoke in the SUV until they arrived at the overgrown field that contained a collapsed and rotted pile of wood that had, decades prior, been a farmhouse. Matteas and Linda Hunter had used the location to return to their world after escaping CIA headquarters with Daniel’s help.

      We should probably park a drone or two here permanently.

      Daniel stepped out of the car and into the night with a frown. They still knew so little about the aliens, although at least now, they’d confirmed that even the advanced portal technology had limitations.

      John opened the door on the opposite side of the SUV and let Candace out. Daniel did the same for Richard.

      The aliens walked into the field with their communicators in hand.

      “Wait,” the CIA agent called. “My parents first, then you.”

      Richard frowned and shook his head. “You’ll either have to trust us or shoot us.”

      Daniel rested his hand on the grip of his holstered pistol. “I’m not Fortis. I believe there can be coexistence, but there’s still so much that you’re hiding.”

      John frowned and reached into his jacket as well.

      “Every species hides something,” Candace murmured, a distant look in her eye. “We were not wise to use these bodies, but we sought only to take advantage of an opportunity that presented itself. Do you have any explanation for who that killer is? If you’re so desperate to know something, I’ll tell you that whoever they were, they’re looking for us and they’re dangerous—and not only to us but as you can see, they are a danger to you as well.”

      “I don’t know who they are.” He lowered his hand.

      She nodded. “Then perhaps you can serve both our people by finding out.” With that, she raised her communicator and slid her finger across it.

      The little light provided by the moon and the stars vanished.

      John’s face twitched. “What the hell?”

      Daniel shook his head. “It’s part of the process.”

      A thick, dark pool spread over the field. The two aliens marched into the blackness. During the next few seconds, they grew less substantial until only dark shapes remained in their place. Chunks separated from the shadow bodies and spiraled into a swirling helix of dark particles that flowed into the pool. The entire process took only seconds.

      The seconds ticked by, and the agent gritted his teeth. Nothing happened. He’d traded the aliens for nothing.

      “We had a deal, damn it,” he muttered.

      Particles separated from the pool and flowed upward. His breath caught. They formed larger and larger pieces until two humanoid shadows stood in the center. They solidified into two people with familiar but aged faces—his parents.

      Daniel chuckled. For some reason, he’d almost expected them to wear their tomb raider outfits, but instead, they were barefoot with featureless gray pants and long-sleeved shirts.

      Why did the other abductees come back in their normal clothes? Because they’d been kept in stasis? But the bodies in Baja didn’t have these sorts of clothes.

      His father blinked several times and looked around after he’d exchanged a glance with his mother.

      “Welcome back to Earth,” the agent said with a smile. Tears threatened at the corners of his eyes.

      “This doesn’t look like Belize,” his father murmured.

      “No—Virginia, actually.” Daniel took a deep breath in a feeble attempt to calm his racing heart. He’d waited for so many years. So many times, he’d all but given up hope, and now, they stood right in front of him.

      His mother glanced at Daniel and John. “And who are you two exactly?”

      He winced. Of course, they wouldn’t recognize him.

      “You don’t have any idea who I might be? I thought they would have told you before they sent you back.”

      His father frowned. “Who told us? Who sent us back? How did we get to Virginia from Belize?” He looked at his wife. “Susan, your face…it’s like…”

      She ran a hand over her face. “I’ve aged? So have you. Years older. What happened to us, Brian?”

      Daniel blinked. “Wait. You don’t remember where you’ve been?”

      Brian Winters turned toward his son and shook his head. “We’re tomb raiders. We were investigating a site in Belize and…something happened.” He sighed and shrugged. “But I can’t remember.”

      Susan nodded. “I have trouble remembering details of the tomb raid. Maybe earlier today or yesterday?”

      The agent swallowed. “Try more like fifteen years.”

      His father closed his eyes and nodded. “I guess that explains our faces and these clothes.”

      “You don’t seem surprised.”

      “We were investigating something…let’s just say we always knew it could end like this.” His eyes widened. “But fifteen years?” He sighed.

      John walked closer. “I’m John Rainer. I know you don’t know me, but I’ve been through something similar. I know what you’re feeling, and I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you, John.” Brian stared at Daniel and narrowed his eyes. “Susan, what would our son look like fifteen years older?”

      Her eyes widened, and she gasped. “Daniel…”

      He nodded and wiped tears away. “I don’t know what to say other than welcome home.”

      They rushed forward to throw their arms around their son.

      “We left you alone for fifteen years?” Brian murmured. “We’re sorry, Daniel. We’re sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he replied. “It wasn’t your fault, and I wasn’t alone. At least I had Pops.”

      “I can’t believe it. It wasn’t all that long ago for us…” Susan sniffled. “I can’t believe it.”

      After a tight and lengthy embrace, Daniel’s parents pulled away.

      Brian wiped a tear from his face. “Obviously, a lot has happened, but you seem to know where we were. If it’s been fifteen years, why can’t we remember? Where were we?”

      Daniel sighed. “Mom, Dad, let me get you to a safe place first. I don’t have all the answers, but I’ll tell you what I know.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Daniel stood in front of Timothy’s desk at the brownstone. His mentor had graduated to two stress balls after recent events.

      The agent stood there with his arms folded. “I thought maybe it was the shock of transport, but no, it’s clear. They have no recollection of the past fifteen years.” He shrugged. “They’ve aged, so they should have remembered. The aliens obviously erased their memories.”

      The older agent nodded. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” He dropped his arms. “What other explanation could there be?”

      “I don’t know, and that’s the problem. We don’t have enough information about any of this, but we do know the aliens didn’t kill you when they had the chance. They also could have wormholed away and never sent your parents.” Timothy squeezed both balls so hard, his knuckles turned white. “Which makes me inclined to believe their story and evidence about the bodies. I don’t know what happened to your parents, but maybe the aliens decided the only way to keep themselves safe was to wipe their memories. For all we knew, they did the same thing to the other returnees.” He frowned. “I know how you feel, but I’m less worried about that at the moment.”

      Daniel glared at him. “You don’t mind that aliens stole a huge chunk of my parents’ memories?”

      Timothy tossed the stress balls on his desk. “They’re alive, and they’re back on Earth. That’s probably more than you ever thought you’d get. Take your victories where you can find them and plan for the next battle.”

      Daniel curled his hands into fists. “And what’s the next battle?”

      “Who the hell is the magical responsible for killing those people, and if what those aliens said is true, why are they trying to find them? We can keep an eye on Fortis, but we don’t even know what species this new player might be.” He shook his head. “And if they’re Oriceran and plan something hostile, that’s bad for Earth. The aliens might not differentiate if they’re attacked, but this latest deal proves to them that at least our faction can be reasoned with.

      “We’ll take some time to catch our breath. Even if your parents don’t have all their memories, they know who you are, and they’re healthy. Keep that in mind, Daniel.”

      The younger agent nodded and relaxed his hands. “You’re right. My parents are alive and safe.” A soft smile spread across his face. He laughed and pushed out some of the residual anger. “My parents are alive and safe and back from an alien world.”

      “That they are.”

      Timothy was right. It was a victory. They’d learned new information about the aliens, potentially enhanced what little passed for diplomatic ties, and saved his parents.

      It hadn’t been a bad day, all told.
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      Timothy sat in front of Nessie’s desk and scowled. “I didn’t want to press the point, but we have to deal with the other possibilities.”

      Nessie sighed. “I’m surprised he didn’t think of it himself.”

      “Maybe he did. After what happened with Jake, I doubt it’s not at least in the back of his mind, but I don’t want to pressure him.”

      “That’s understandable,” she replied. “But we’ll need to keep an eye on them.”

      “Of course. For now, we have the situation under control since we have both of them here, but if his parents are alien collaborators and the aliens are hostile, this could be part of a long-term plot.” Timothy shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. My instincts tell me that we can reach some sort of truce with the aliens, but they need to be more forthcoming about why they’ve taken people and why all those people in Baja were dead.”

      “I’ve thought a lot about that. What if it wasn’t on purpose?”

      “A mistake?” He rubbed his chin. “Maybe.”

      “They’ve already proven their technology isn’t perfect.” Nessie shrugged. “I send agents out in the field with unreliable technology all the time. Failures come with machines. Such is the price of reliance on technology.”

      “You’re saying they took a whole plane and tried to return the passengers but screwed up? If they did, that might explain why they’re reluctant to tell us too much. Going to a new planet and admitting you killed a large group of people by accident doesn’t exactly endear you to the locals.” Timothy’s laugh was dark and cold. “So, you suggest there’s no dark alien conspiracy, merely that they screwed up and have chosen to hide it.”

      Nessie folded her hands on her desk. “As I see it, there are multiple possibilities. This might all be a large misunderstanding. For all we know, the people who ended up with them haven’t been kidnapped.”

      Timothy blinked. “What?”

      “Think about it. Daniel’s parents were seeking a portal to another world. Even if the aliens aren’t hostile, they might still feel the need to wipe memories of returnees to protect themselves. If they’ve done that in every situation, the humans would never be able to explain anything when they returned to Earth.” She shrugged.

      “The other returnees weren’t interested in portals to some other planet.”

      “Yes, but once offered a chance, maybe they took it. That’s one possibility. The second is, as we’ve discussed, the alien technology is out of control. Perhaps they meant to send a small number of observers here or something like that but were still finetuning it, and mistakes happened, and they killed people. They’re worried about war, so they’ve kept a low profile.

      “A third possibility is that they are hostile and have simply manipulated us to keep us off-guard. Their powerful technology is good individually, but they can’t overwhelm two planets filled with billions of people who can use magic and technology.” Nessie leaned back in her chair and smiled. “And those are three theories that fit some of the available facts, but that’s just it, we don’t know. This could be everything from a tragic mistake by some alien professors to the vanguard of an invasion.”

      Timothy snorted. “We’ve learned more about the aliens in the last few months than I have in most of my career, but somehow, I feel like I understand less than when I started.”

      Nessie chuckled. “It’s frustrating, indeed, Timothy. But the team is growing, and Daniel has proven to be the catalyst. I feel we’re on the cusp of a major development.”

      “I only hope we can do it before it’s too late for everyone on all three planets.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel pushed through the back door of the shop. Exhaustion clouded his mind and body. He’d not anticipated that he might find his parents when he woke that morning. As happy as he was, it was overwhelming, and he still tried to sort through everything—including the fact that he couldn’t trust his own parents.

      He chuckled at the thought and wondered if Timothy had considered the same thing.

      The agent walked through the hallway and hurried up the apartment stairs to open the door. His grandfather sat on the couch and laughed at something he watched on his tablet.

      Peter looked up from the couch. “This is hilarious. It’s a cartoon about trolls who like different snacks. One loves candy bars. Another loves Cheetos. The last one loves whiskey.”

      “I’m not sure if whiskey counts as a snack.”

      The old man chuckled and shook his head. “It’s so funny it should be illegal.”

      Daniel walked closer and took a deep breath. “My parents are back.”

      His grandfather frowned and stopped his video. He set the tablet on the end table. “What did you just say?”

      “My parents—your son-in-law and daughter—are back.” He shrugged. “I found some aliens and we made a deal which brought my parents back.”

      Peter paled. “You’re serious?”

      “Completely.” He sat in his recliner. “Things are…complicated, though. They’ve aged, but they don’t remember anything since Belize.”

      “What does that mean?” The old man stared at his grandson with hope in his eyes.

      “It means they’re back.” Daniel gestured vaguely. “It’ll be confusing for them, but they’re alive and healthy. It might be a while before you can talk to either of them, though. We have to make sure they’re safe from Fortis.” There was no reason to foist his suspicions on his grandfather. Peter was close to his father and he’d had to deal with the loss of his own daughter as well. The emotional wounds ran as deeply in him as they did in his grandson.

      The older man stared off into the distance and his eyes watered.

      “Are you okay?”

      Peter nodded. “I’m fine, Daniel.” He sniffled and wiped a few tears. “It’s too damned dusty in here.”

      He grinned. “Maybe I’ll have Tommy start dusting.” He glanced at his bedroom and assumed the boy was taking advantage of his absence to sleep on a nicer bed.

      I have my parents back. Maybe someday, Tommy, you’ll get yours. If not, we’ll still be here for you.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel smiled at his mother and father as they stared at the holographic globe that floated above the operations table.

      Brian smiled. “Things like this make it clear how much time has passed.”

      Susan released a wistful sigh. “But we missed so much. Daniel growing up and joining the military.” She shook her head. “But the CIA? I didn’t that see coming.”

      He shrugged. “It was simply an extension of defending the country in the military. I don’t know. Maybe I subconsciously wanted to get away from the shop and the vault, so I took jobs that took me far from home.” He held up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong. Pops has been great. I don’t think I could have handled what happened without him.”

      Brian nodded. “As far as fathers-in-law go, I’ve never had a problem with him.”

      Susan pursed her lips. “Daniel, I’m happy that you found a career…and even how you’re investigating these aliens, but I do worry about other things.”

      “Other things?” Daniel frowned. “What other things?”

      She nodded and pointed to his hand. “No wedding ring.”

      He laughed. “Not everyone is married by thirty, Mom.”

      “Are you at least seeing someone?” Susan sighed. “I can’t help but wonder if our disappearance led to you being obsessed with aliens.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Pops hid all of that from me until recently. Call it fate or whatever, but I stumbled into the rest.” He shrugged. “As for seeing someone? Yes, I kind of am.”

      His parents leaned forward, expectant looks on their faces.

      He sighed and his stomach tightened. His parents hadn’t expressed anti-Oriceran sentiments, but he’d never dated an Oriceran before. Maybe they wouldn’t understand.

      “You’ll meet her soon. She works with my alien team. Her name is Daisy, and she’s a Light Elf.”

      Brian chuckled. “An elf, huh? I should have known, ever since you said you would marry that elf actress when you were twelve.”

      Daniel groaned. “Dad, that was a long time ago.”

      “It only feels like a few years ago to me.”

      “And how old is she exactly?” Susan asked and wrinkled her nose.

      “I’m not quite sure.” Daniel shrugged and managed not to burst out laughing only through sheer iron will. “At least one hundred. Probably older. Maybe a lot older.”

      “Talk about robbing the cradle,” she muttered.

      “Mom!”

      Brian squeezed his wife’s shoulder. “She’ll come around, Daniel. After all, she’s older than me, so she’s not one to talk.”

      “By one year.” She rolled her eyes and stared at her husband for a moment before bursting into laughter. “You’re right. I’m being ridiculous. It’s hard to take in. My boy grew up, and now he’s in a relationship with some ancient elf.” She smiled at Daniel. “I know we don’t remember it, but we’ve lost a lot of time, and we have fifteen years of your life to make up for.”

      He smiled. “I don’t care. I’m just glad your back, and now we have all the time we need.”

      As both his parents smiled at him, he thought about everything that happened in the last few days. Their memories were gone and they were older, but his parents were back. His family was reunited.

      They aren’t alien spies. They act and talk exactly like my parents.

      Timothy was right. It was a victory.
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      Solve a murder, save her mother, and stop the apocalypse?

      No problem.

      She has a foul-mouthed troll on her side.

      For Austin homicide detective Leira Berens happy is running down bad guys and solving crimes.

      And she’s damn good at it.

      Which is why when the Light Elf prince is murdered, the king breaks a centuries old treaty and crosses between worlds to seek her help.

      Wait a minute. An Elf? Like from Lord of the Rings or something?

      Yeah, Leira has a hard time accepting that.

      But it doesn’t matter what she believes.

      Magic is real, and it’s coming back with a literal bang.

      The prince’s death was only the beginning. Tracking down his killer is about more than just justice.

      It’s saving the world.

      If you’re looking for a heroine who prefers chasing bad guys rather than boyfriends, this book is for you.
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      We’re officially into the holiday season and for some reason all I can think of is making out a gratitude list. May have something to do with this new dream house and how it’s finally starting to feel like a home. There’s finally places to sit and it looks more like me than a really nice house. It makes a difference.

      Or it’s the Offspring being engaged to the wonderful, Jackie. Or my just being cancer free. I’m even grateful for my new neighborhood – there’s a general attitude of friendliness, and people are more likely to invite you over and come out of their doors to do things as a community. There’s even a fitness group that meets up here to work out together.

      A lot of neighborhoods, the residents come home from work and shut their front doors behind them for the night, only emerging for work the next day or to go to their kid’s games. Something about good fences making good neighbors.

      That’s never really been my style. When I first moved into my small apartment in Chicago, which was by the gate in the alley, I perched there with wine and snacks on a Friday evening and called down to whoever went by to come on up and say hello. Worked like a charm. I followed that up with frequent dinners in my kitchen, the table right near the stove, and everyone pitching in afterwards to do the dishes. It was heaven, and I want that again just on a bigger scale.

      First step was getting a table that can grow to seat ten. Second step is a potluck over here, (and getting up early tomorrow to go join that workout group). Fake Christmas tree that already has lights on it is going up Sunday. Hey, I waited till after Thanksgiving…

      All of this takes some courage because not everyone I will run into will dig what I’ve got going on – I get that. Imagine if all you want is to pull into your garage and shut the door. This neighborhood would not be for you.

      In order for me to get those moments that leave me filled with gratitude I have to be willing to first show up, and then show up again.

      Next step is making sure I’m the kind of friend I’m hoping for in the first place. It’s the reason I keep a pile of birthday, condolence and get-well cards sitting next to me. Lowers the excuses for sending out a note to celebrate or just let someone know they’re not alone. Meant a lot to me lately when people sent me cards after my sister, Diana died. Or the times I’ve carried a casserole to someone’s door, or had dinner delivered – on me. Or the times I’ve bought candles, or tea from a friend’s new company, or I’ve gone to see plays or cabaret performances, or bought CD’s or books, or countless other moments just like those. I wanted to encourage and celebrate, as well as sit alongside a friend who’s struggling with a loss or a challenge.

      It all starts with heading out my door and being open to whatever greets me along the way.

      Now, here I am in another new home – 10 weeks in – and I can already see there’s a place for me here in this community, if I go out there and say, hello – just take that first step. Thankfully, I also have plenty of new seating and an open door.

      May this holiday season bring all of you a lot of joy, peace, and friendly gatherings with a lot of laughter… with a few good books to read. Thank you for being a part of it all. More adventures to follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other series in the Oriceran Universe:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Other series in the Oriceran Universe:

        THE DANIEL CODEX SERIES

        I FEAR NO EVIL

        THE UNBELIEVABLE MR. BROWNSTONE

        SCHOOL OF NECESSARY MAGIC

        THE LEIRA CHRONICLES

        REWRITING JUSTICE

        THE KACY CHRONICLES

        MIDWEST MAGIC CHRONICLES

        SOUL STONE MAGE

        THE FAIRHAVEN CHRONICLES

      

        

      
        OTHER BOOKS BY JUDITH BERENS

      

        

      
        OTHER BOOKS BY MARTHA CARR

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Michael Anderle

          

        

      

    

    
      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit

      

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/

      

      All LMBPN Audiobooks are Available at Audible.com and iTunes.  For a complete list of audiobooks visit:

      

      www.lmbpn.com/audible

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect with The Authors

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Martha Carr Social

      

        

      
        Website: http://www.marthacarr.com

      

        

      
        Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/MarthaCarrFans/

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle Social

      

        

      
        Website: http://lmbpn.com

      

        

      
        Email List: http://lmbpn.com/email/

      

        

      
        Facebook:

        www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
JUDITH.BERENS

ARTIFACT OF THE

GUARDIANS

THE DANIEL CODEX BOOK &





images/00002.jpeg
DISRUPTIVE IMAGINATION'






images/00004.jpeg
The Troll is now in charge.

And he’s giving away free books
if you sign-up!






images/00003.jpeg
DISRUPTIVE IMAGINATION®





images/00005.jpeg
MARTHA CARR
MICHAELANDERLE






